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Secrets


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


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.


Scandal


Home for Thanksgiving


Chloe and I didn’t even make it to the front step before my mom flung open the door. Diane Mercer was a master of organized chaos, and as always, she looked like she’d just won a round against the universe. Her hair was pulled back into a no-nonsense clip, but the smile was pure warmth.

“There’s my boy!” She wrapped me in a hug, arms locked tight, then pivoted smoothly to Chloe. “You must be Chloe. Honey, you’re even prettier than your photos.”

If Chloe felt awkward, she didn’t show it. “Thank you, Mrs. Mercer. The house smells incredible.”

“Diane, please. You can drop the Mrs., unless you want me to feel ancient.” She winked at me, then ushered us inside with the practiced efficiency of a nurse moving triage down the hall.

Everything was exactly as I remembered, only maybe a little more crowded with nostalgia. Family photos lined the entry, all the way to the living room. There were embarrassing shots of my middle-school bowl cut, my little brother, Ethan, grinning through a black eye, my parents at some long-forgotten costume party. The fireplace was working overtime, licking orange over the mantle where Diane had added a new row of miniature pumpkins.

Dad, Bob, sat on the couch, one hand nursing a mug, the other manning the TV remote. He wore his usual uniform of jeans and a pressed button-down, his only concession to the holiday a slightly crooked turkey pin. When Chloe and I walked in, he set down the mug and rose with a smile.

“Noah, good to see you.” He offered a handshake. I gave him a proper hug anyway.

He looked at Chloe with the studiousness of a man performing an operating system update. “You must be the Chloe I’ve been hearing about. Welcome.”

She melted him with a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Mercer. You have a beautiful home.”

Dad grunted, clearly pleased, then dropped back into his seat. Classic Bob. Emotionally linear, but at least he was trying.

In the armchair beside the fire, Ethan had staked his claim on the best angle. My brother wore a fitted tee and jeans, hair styled for maximum effect. His girlfriend, Olivia, sat next to him, pretty in a deliberately low-maintenance way: ponytail, flannel, blue jeans that looked painted on. She had a softball player’s build and a resting face that said she’d seen bullshit before and wasn’t afraid to call it out.

Ethan’s eyes checked Chloe not once, not twice, but three times in the span of the first minute. He stood up and clapped me on the shoulder. “Bro! You made it. And you brought Chloe.”

He gave her the kind of grin that should have been illegal in at least eight states. “Hey. I’m Ethan. You must be a genius too if you can keep up with this guy.”

I couldn’t really blame him. Chloe was a drug all her own, a radiant force that left every set of eyes in the room dazed and blinking as though they needed sunglasses to process her. In the few short months we’d been dating, she had transformed, blossomed, until even I found myself stunned by the sight of her. She wore a thin, V-cut tee, not scandalous, not really, but the way the fabric clung to her, stretched taut between her breasts, and the way she moved would send the edge of her golden cleavage flickering into view, tight and gleaming with the barest hint of the soft white lace of her bra, a vision that flashed and vanished before you could fully hold it in your mind.

The yoga pants clung to her, black and cut off just below the knee, sculpting every inch of her legs and hugging her hips. The sheen of her calves caught the light with each step she took, a slick, glossy shine that traveled up from ankle to knee. It was impossible to ignore the way her ass looked. God, help me. Her ass belonged in the history books—or maybe it deserved its own Wikipedia entry.

She had kicked off her shoes at the door, baring toenails painted a glossy red, perfectly matched to the lacquer on her fingers and the pop of lipstick brightening her bubble gum lips. Three parts sin, with a dusting of sugar at the edges. Chloe drew eyes everywhere we went, but watching the effect she had on my little brother was nothing short of soul soothing. If she left me dizzy, he must have been on the verge of passing out.

Chloe giggled, sliding closer to my side so our shoulders touched. “If by genius you mean I know how to pick the smartest, kindest, and most handsome man in the house, then yeah. I’m basically Einstein.”

Olivia’s mouth curled in something that wasn’t exactly a smile. “Nice to meet you, Chloe. Heard a lot about you.”

“It’s all true,” Chloe shot back, still grinning. “I even come with a party trick. I’m unbeatable at Celebrity Heads. Or so I’m told.”

That was my cue. “Game night is sacred around here. Loser does the dishes.”

Diane clapped her hands, delighted. “You remember the rules. I knew I raised you right.”

Chloe dropped onto the sofa, yanking me with her. She curled against me, tucking her legs up so her thigh pressed against mine. It was a bold move. Full stake of territory. Ethan’s gaze locked on Chloe’s legs, then darted away when Olivia elbowed him, none too gently.

Diane brought out a tray of snacks. Cheese puffs, mini quiches, and a bowl of that cranberry relish my dad pretended not to like but always finished. The prep was pure Mercer: everything right down to the napkins stamped with cartoon turkeys.

We got the sticky notes and sharpies. Bob set up the scoreboard: one for each of us, “Legacy Rule” in effect. Last year’s champion, Ethan, God help us, got to pick three names to try to stump everyone. He looked at the pile like it was a freshly printed playbook.

I slipped my phone open while they bickered over who got to go first. The group chat with Chloe and Rory was already lighting up.

Rory: Are you sure you want me to come? I don’t want to make things weird with your family.

Me: It’s totally normal. My mom already asked if you were coming.

Chloe: Please come! I need reinforcements! This crowd is sharks and I’m already getting ganged up on.

I fired a side glance at Chloe, who looked the picture of innocence, phone in one hand, the other on my thigh, tracing slow circles with her thumb like she owned real estate there.

Ethan scribbled a name and stuck it to my forehead. “Don’t peek. And remember, three strikes and you’re out.”

Olivia’s tone was clipped. “So, same rules as last year?”

“Exactly.” Diane handed Chloe a sticky note. “Don’t go easy on him.”

Chloe flashed her blue eyes at me, then whispered, “Should I give you a hard one, baby?”

She said it just loud enough for Ethan to hear, and he nearly whiplashed his neck turning.

I lowered my voice. “You could try, but you’ll probably lose.”

Her hand found mine under the table, fingers lacing tight. “You’re on, Outlier.”

Bob snorted, catching the nickname. “That’s new. What does it mean?”

Ethan smirked, jumping in. “It’s what they call him on campus. Because he’s… well, you know. An outlier.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Let’s play before Ethan embarrasses himself.”

With the stack of sticky notes prepared, Chloe leaned up and pressed a whisper-kiss to my jawline, then stuck my note to my forehead. Her scent, coconut and something purely her, washed over me. The pressure down there hit hard, pleasure sparking alive and crawling through my jeans, making my cock thicken and tug at the denim. I could feel it straining for more, my body giving itself away with no shame, not even caring about anything else around me.

The first round started. I asked, “Am I alive?”

Ethan snickered. “Not even close.”

Chloe giggled into my shoulder. Her sticky note said “Beyoncé.” She batted her eyes, “Am I a performer?”

“Definitely,” Dad said. “But you might want to narrow down your genre.”

Diane’s turn: she was assigned “Harry Potter,” courtesy of Ethan’s difficulty picks. She asked, “Am I real?”

The laughter was instant. Chloe whispered loudly, “Depends who you ask. Some of us think you live in the closet.”

Diane swatted the air in mock offense. “Next!”

Ethan’s note said “Thor.” He flexed. “Am I good-looking?”

“Oh my god,” Olivia muttered. “Conceited much?”

He grinned, “It matters.”

Olivia’s note said “Megan Rapinoe.” She seemed annoyed but rolled with it.

The game spiraled quickly. Chloe never left my orbit, constantly whispering ideas or tracing her nails up my arm. Whenever I got an answer right, she kissed my cheek. It was playful, a little possessive, and absolutely by design.

Ethan kept missing his questions, probably because his brain was somewhere between Chloe’s thighs and her smile. Olivia’s eyes grew sharper with every round. By the third time Chloe called me “baby,” Olivia’s hands curled tight on her note pad.

My phone vibrated. Group chat was at it again.

Rory: I’m still not sure. What if it’s awkward with Noah’s parents?

Chloe: It’s only awkward if you don’t come! Don’t make us drive over to your house and haul you out by your bra.

Me: Ethan already asked if you were coming. He’s hoping you’ll put him out of his misery.

Rory: He was always too easy. Fine. I’ll think about it…

Back in the living room, Chloe cracked open a soda and leaned across me, pressing her chest to my arm through the thin fabric of her tee. Ethan blinked, caught, and nearly forgot it was his turn.

“Am I American?” he asked, still staring at Chloe.

Dad took pity. “Negative, kid. You’re mostly Scandinavian, I think.”

Chloe's eyes sparkled. "Ethan, you're not even trying. Ask if you have a hammer."

Ethan's eyes widened with realization. "Am I Thor?" He pumped his fist when everyone nodded. "See? I told you I'd get it."

Olivia shot daggers at him, then scribbled her next pick with force. “Let’s see you get this one, genius.”

Olivia’s smile was all teeth now, the kind that said she was two moves away from breaking something expensive.

Diane refreshed the snack tray. “Chloe, I have to say, you seem very comfortable here. Most people are a little overwhelmed by our traditions.”

Chloe squeezed my hand, all sunshine. “Honestly? It feels like home. Noah’s the only thing missing from most places I’ve ever lived.”

My mom’s face lit up. “Then you have to come for the Christmas game. And every holiday after that.”

Group chat buzzed again.

Chloe: If you chicken out I’m telling Serena you owe her three fro-yo runs.

Rory: That’s blackmail. Kind of sexy, not gonna lie.

Me: You’re coming or I’m texting your sister the freshman photos. You know which ones.

Rory: Brutal, both of you. FINE. But I expect to be greeted properly, Outlier.

Chloe: Best offer you’ll get all night.

I turned my focus back to Chloe, who’d decided her version of “helping” involved feeding me snack bites and guessing every single celebrity on my behalf. When I finally guessed “Napoleon Dynamite” she squealed and threw herself into my lap, giving me a hug that lasted a little too long for family comfort.

Dad coughed awkwardly. Diane pretended not to see. Ethan stared openly, jaw dropped, and Olivia didn’t even bother hiding her scowl.

By the second round, the seating situation had gone tribal. Olivia clung to Ethan’s arm, her nails digging in every time he so much as looked at Chloe. My mom tried to keep the peace by asking about campus. Bob started telling a story about the time I re-wired the Christmas lights and shorted out the circuit. Chloe laughed loudest, nestling closer with each pass.

“Am I more famous for brains or beauty?” Chloe asked, asking her next question.

Diane answered without hesitation. “Beauty. But you’re no slouch in the brains department, either.”

No surprise. Chloe was “Elle Woods.” She flexed her biceps and shot me a wink. “So, you think I’m a lawyer?”

“Not unless you count the court of social media,” I said.

She giggled and leaned in, this time kissing me straight on the lips, and she lingered, holding it, just a fraction longer than was strictly comfortable. When she finally pulled away, her eyes sparkled, like she’d just shared a secret.

Ethan actually gaped, and his jaw didn’t snap closed until Olivia elbowed him again.

Olivia finally got tired of the charade. “Do you want my soda, Ethan?” Her tone made it sound like she meant poison, not soda.

He shook his head, then looked back at Chloe like he couldn’t help himself.

“Bro, you must be living the dream,” he whispered during a lull.

Chloe heard it and squeezed my thigh, hard. “Trust me, he’s earned it.”

Olivia’s lips thinned, ready to snap.

Before she could, Diane piped up, “Noah, are you sure we have enough snacks? I can whip up something else if you want. Chloe, is there anything special you like?”

Chloe didn’t miss a beat. “I’m easy, Diane. I like whatever Noah gives me.”

The room went silent for half a second, then Ethan snickered and Olivia just glared.

As the next round started up, my phone buzzed again.

Rory: Leaving in five, so brace yourself. I’m bringing Serena.

Chloe: YES. My girl power sidekick is coming. I can’t wait.

Me: I’ll save you a seat. Or my lap.

No sooner had I put my phone away than Chloe took my hand and started tracing little circles into my palm. It felt more intimate than it should have for a family event, but everyone in the room had picked a hill to die on.

By now, the fireplace made the whole living room feel like a sauna, but nobody moved. The game had hit its stride: more laughter, more trash talk, Ethan trying to flirt without Olivia breaking his wrist.

Chloe kept up the affection, never more than an inch from me, her touch casual and constant. It wasn’t performance; it was her being herself, comfort turned up to eleven. Her love language was PDA and she loved me like nobody else on Earth.

Olivia’s smile had gone paper thin. She bristled every time Ethan looked at Chloe, which was about every three seconds.

The food disappeared, the scoreboard filled up, and our collective energy funneled into the next round. The tension? That wasn’t going anywhere.

When the doorbell rang, the house went silent for exactly one heartbeat.

Game, set, chaos.

***

By round three of Celebrity Head, things had spun straight into chaos.

On my right, Chloe was basically welded to my side, her legs tucked under mine, her little hand sliding to knead my thigh whenever I made her laugh. Across the table, Olivia did her best not to look threatened by the queen of St. Celeste, but every time Chloe “accidentally” brushed her golden hair across my arm, Olivia’s jaw flexed like she was chewing on a pack of nails.

Ethan, meanwhile, spent more time checking out Chloe’s cleavage than even pretending to play. I’d catch him sneaking glances, get that annoyed big brother twitch, then realize it was a lost cause. My little brother was drowning, and the lifeguard wasn’t coming.

But that was all just the warmup act.

Diane was in full host mode, ferrying refilled drinks and heaping seconds onto plates, pausing only to snap phone pics “for the family group text.” My dad, Bob, The Human Bandwidth, sat at the head of the table, quietly tracking who was winning and who was bending the rules. The only topic not being discussed was why Chloe, the hottest girl anyone had ever seen at our house, was sitting on my lap like it was the most natural thing in the world.

That changed the second the doorbell rang.

It was one clean ding-dong, sharp enough to slice through Chloe’s latest giggle and my mom’s all-star casserole.

I got up, Chloe’s hand trailing me for another second. “Don’t be long, babe,” she teased.

Dad was right behind me with his, “Who could that be?” voice, but he stayed planted, probably figuring if it was a serial killer, I’d handle it.

I pulled open the front door.

And found myself staring at the full-throttle glamour of Rory Bennett, hair perfect, smile loaded, heels high enough to weaponize, flanked by her sister Serena.

It was like someone had ordered two sorority goddesses on rush delivery.

“Hi, Outlier,” Rory purred, then grabbed my shirt and went straight for my lips. Not a quick peck, either but a slow, head-turning, straight-on kiss that tasted like vanilla lip gloss and a little bit of smug victory.

Behind her, Serena smiled at me like she’d just discovered her secret favorite dessert.

“Happy Friendsgiving,” Rory added, fingers lacing through mine in a way that was… not ambiguous.

I was still processing when the living room detonated.

Ethan made a sound halfway between a gasp and a strangled laugh. He was locked onto Serena, the tall, honey-blonde vision in a silk blouse and jeans that made her look like a lifestyle influencer accidentally lost in the Mercer ‘burbs.

If Ethan had been distracted by Chloe, the arrival of Rory and Serena had him straight-up malfunctioning.

Olivia’s face froze mid-bite, then she looked at me, then at the girls, and immediately seemed to regret her entire last twenty minutes.

My mom lit up. “Rory! Oh, we’re so glad you could make it.” She swept into the entryway, gave Rory a hug, then moved straight to Serena. “And you brought your sister! Welcome, welcome…”

Dad was next. “Good to see you again, Rory. And you too Serena,” he said, shaking her hand like she was there for a job interview, not to sabotage my family’s definition of normalcy. “I can’t believe you used to babysit Noah!”

Serena, cool and composed, gave my dad a polite smile. “Good to see you again, Bob. It’s been a minute.” Then she let Mom usher her into the living room.

But Rory? She stayed glued to my side, hand locked in mine, thumb stroking my knuckle like she wanted everyone to see. The “old ex” act was officially cancelled. She was there to stay.

Chloe’s eyes sparkled as we rejoined the group. “Hey, pretty girl,” she said to Rory. “Come sit by us.”

Rory didn’t hesitate. She plopped down on my other side, so now I was sandwiched between my past and my present, while Serena settled next to Ethan and Olivia, adding rocket fuel to the already volatile mix.

If the tension before had been background noise, now it was the main event.

Mom got busy arranging extra plates and pouring wine like she’d been prepping for an army. “There’s plenty! Please, Serena, help yourself. Have you ever played Celebrity Head before?”

Serena grinned. “Actually, I haven’t. But I catch on pretty quickly.”

Ethan just stared.

Rory, for her part, leaned into my arm, pressing her side to mine in a way that made sure everyone noticed. “Is Chloe crushing the competition, or is she going easy on you tonight?” she teased.

I gave her a dry smile. “If she started going easy, the family would mutiny. That’s not really my survival plan.”

Chloe draped her arm across my shoulder and gave Rory a look that was half challenge, half invitation. “You can team up, but you’ll both still lose.”

“Guess we better work together,” Rory said, shooting Chloe a conspiratorial wink and squeezing my hand under the table.

For a split second, the entire table just watched.

Even Dad cleared his throat, like he wasn’t sure if he’d missed a chapter or a whole damn novel.

Olivia set down her fork with a little more force than strictly required.

But then Mom, ever the MVP, smoothed it over. “Okay, let’s play! Serena, you’ll need a sticky note.”

Chloe leaned forward, plucked one off the pad, and scrawled a name before slapping it to Serena’s forehead. “Welcome to the arena,” she said, grinning.

Rory snorted. “Does she know to hide her tells around you yet?”

I shot Chloe a look. “She’s a quick learner. She’ll survive.”

“Unlike you,” Chloe whispered, playful heat in her tone as she tugged on my wrist and snuggled closer.

If you’d looked at us from ten feet away, you might’ve thought I was dating Chloe, maybe had some recent drama with Rory, and Serena was the beautiful wildcard distracting my brother. The reality? Chloe’s thumb was tracing slow circles on my leg, playing dangerously close to my rock hard cock. Rory kept finding excuses to rest her head on my shoulder, and my brother had stopped even pretending to play the game.

Olivia, for her part, stewed, her poker-face eroding every time Ethan forgot she existed.

For the next half hour, the room became a social pressure cooker.

Chloe guessed Taylor Swift in four questions and celebrated by planting a kiss square on my lips, giggling when Olivia rolled her eyes.

Rory, not to be outdone, bantered her way through her clues, only instead of a victory dance, she went for the full body press, sliding against my side as she whispered, “You’re not nearly as subtle as you think.”

I grinned. “You’re the one making it obvious.”

She shrugged, smiled, and squeezed my knee under the table, fingers lingering up my thigh before moving back to her own game board.

Dad watched all of this with the blank-faced intensity of a chess grandmaster trying to predict the endgame.

Mom started making concerned humming noises, glancing at me, then at the girls, back at me.

Ethan? He was cotton-mouthed, glassy-eyed, and tongue-tied, answering questions in single syllables while Serena’s laughter rippled over him like a warm spell.

At one point, Rory leaned in and whispered something into my ear, her lips actually grazing my skin. Heat climbed up the back of my neck, but all Chloe did was smirk like she’d just won her favorite reality show.

The night blurred forward, the harem dynamic ratcheting up every minute, until finally, in a lull between rounds, Mom set down her wineglass, folded her hands, and went straight for the jugular.

“Noah, honey, I’m a little confused. Are you… dating both Rory and Chloe?”

A record-scratch moment if there ever was one.

Even Bob blinked, as if he hadn’t done the math until just now.

I could’ve dodged. Could’ve gone political. But that’s not what anyone expected from the Outlier.

So I met her gaze, zero hesitation.

“Yes, I am.”

The weight of that silence was physically measurable.

Ethan’s jaw dropped. His eyes darted to each girl, Chloe, radiant and utterly relaxed, and Rory, coiled snug to my left, glowing with satisfaction. Then over to Serena, who looked quietly pleased by the entire scene.

Olivia just stared at the table, lips pressed tight enough to blanch.

Dad made a noise like he’d been hit with a static shock. “Well, that’s—hmm.” He cleared his throat, then tried again. “Is that, uh, common… at your school?”

Chloe rescued him with a soft, “It’s more common than people admit, honestly.” She laced her fingers through mine, just to drive the point home. “But in this case…Noah’s kind of extraordinary.”

“I don’t think there’s a rulebook for this,” Rory added, completely unbothered as she leaned in. “But it works for us.”

Mom's eyes kept cycling through emotions—shock, confusion, concern—like a slot machine that refused to land. Her fingers twisted her napkin into a tight spiral. "And they both...know about each other? They're...okay with this arrangement?"

I nodded once, firmly. "They're sitting right here, Mom. They're more than okay with it."

Chloe’s laugh was pure sunshine. “He’s more honest than most boys would be.”

Dad tried to rally. “As long as everyone is… happy.”

“We are,” Rory said, her hand now parked on my thigh beneath the table. “Promise.”

Ethan exhaled, but it sounded like the wind knocked out of him.

Serena, who had been quiet so far, finally spoke up. “Noah’s respectful. He treats both of them very well.”

That earned a look of gratitude from Mom, who I could tell was still holding out hope this was a passing college phase.

Dad just settled for steering the game back on track, but he fumbled his next Celebrity Head question so badly Chloe burst out laughing and draped herself even more obviously across my lap.

Ethan was completely rattled. He messed up two turns in a row, trying to ask Serena about her major while she deftly deflected with compliments, her hand lightly grazing his forearm every time she explained a rule. Olivia went full mutiny at that point, launching pointed comments at Ethan that bounced straight off his hormone-drenched armor.

The rest of the night became a series of provocations.

Chloe and Rory tossed “Outlier” back and forth, sometimes teasing, sometimes affectionate, sometimes both in the same breath.

Chloe: “Bet you didn’t expect to win at Celebrity Head and girl math tonight, did you, Outlier?”

Rory: “He can multitask. Unlike some.”

Serena just watched, amused and unshakable.

Mom kept peering at the three of us with a combination of curiosity and concern. Every time Chloe or Rory touched me, Mom’s lips puckered like she was about to say something, but she always held back at the last second.

Dad, seeing the writing on the wall, tried to focus on the game only to have it derailed again and again by the smallest touch, the wildest laugh, or Chloe whispering into my ear.

By the end of the night, Ethan was completely fried, head snapping every time Serena smiled, his own girlfriend now openly glaring at me as if I’d personally invented the concept of harems just to torment her.

And all throughout, my answer echoed in the background:

Yes, Mom. I’m dating both of them.

No one was ever going to forget it.

***

It only took one trip to the front hallway for the entire night to hit terminal velocity.

Serena shrugged on her coat, moving with the kind of poise that belonged in a black-and-white movie. Chilly, aloof, but burning under the surface. Rory was pure energy, all confidence and swingy hair, the kind of woman who made even a walk to the car look like the highlight reel for a perfume ad.

Chloe and I steered them out of earshot, then pulled the front door shut. The cold slapped me in the face, and I tasted electricity in the air. Holiday lights snaked along every porch in sight. Warm gold, ice blue, a few red bulbs left over from Halloween, casting the whole block in a weird, festive glow.

For once, there was no audience. Except Ethan, who, true to form, immediately plastered himself to the window, eyes wide as a cartoon character’s.

I’d stumbled beneath a sprig of mistletoe my mom had already hung over the front porch. I didn’t even see it. I just stepped forward, and suddenly there it was, right above my head.

Serena stopped in her tracks before anyone else could speak. She eyed the mistletoe, a wicked little smile curling the corners of her lips, then closed the space between us. She smelled like sharp winter and soft flowers; her lips parted and her nostrils flared, mixing her perfume with the bite of cold air.

“By law, I have to kiss you. You don’t mind, do you?” Her voice dropped a shade lower, softer, like velvet dragged over rough stone.

Legs weak, head spinning, I could barely choke out, “It’s tradition.”

Her mouth curved, just at the edges. She kissed me once, slow and sweet, deliberate. A sample, a tease, just enough to make me hunger for more.

Second kiss: her hands mapped my chest, fingertips tracing the buttons of my shirt, sliding up to where my collar met my skin. She held me there and kissed again, longer, more intent. Her lips moved in time with mine, savoring, as if she was memorizing every sensation for later review. I tasted lip balm, mint, and the slip of floral perfume that lingered in my lungs.

The third kiss brought all motion to a halt.

Serena pressed in, her lips molding to mine. There was no rush, no nerves, nothing but intent, the world narrowing to the feel of her mouth. She drew it out, and when I finally parted my lips, she chased it, her tongue flicking inside with a spark that made Chloe laugh behind us.

Serena’s hand slid to my jaw, holding me in place, the other still fisted in my shirt. She tasted like honey, or maybe something wilder, something that whispered secret promises.

When she pulled back, her cheeks were pink and not from the cold. “I’ve wanted to do that since the day you walked into the dining hall,” she said, voice quiet but steady.

“You should kiss him like that every time you see him,” Chloe chimed in. “Did you see his face? Priceless.”

“I guess I can share with you, big sis,” Rory tossed in. “She’s always had a thing for younger guys. Especially Noah.”

Serena didn’t look away; her fingers traced my jawline, dragging every nerve into sharp focus. “I’ll see you back on campus, Noah.” She stepped to the side, composure slotting back into place, but her eyes were still dark and hungry. “We should find some quiet time for just you and me. What do you think?”

I nodded like a fool, stunned, unable to string words together. The girl who had starred in every wet dream since middle school had just kissed me like I was the only thing she wanted. Serena Bennett, the babysitter who haunted my late-night fantasies, the one who could probably launch a porn site from my memories alone.

And now, for the first time, she was mine to taste.

Serena had no sooner stepped back than Rory zeroed in.

She threw both arms around my neck and rocked up on her toes, her lips crashing into mine like we were the only two people left in the world. Instantly, everything else faded: the porch, the lights, the weight of Ethan’s ogling face on the glass. All I felt was the athletic softness of Rory’s body pressed to mine, her tongue darting out for a taste, her breath hot and fast despite the cold.

I cupped her face, thumbs skimming below her cheekbones, and let her draw as much as she wanted. If there were rules against this sort of goodbye in suburbia, we’d just broken them.

Rory finally eased back, brushing her nose against mine, lips rosy and a little swollen.

“Don’t make me wait too long,” she whispered, voice charged. “I’m jealous Chloe gets you all to herself tonight.”

Chloe’s hand found my lower back. She leaned in, all sunshine and cheerleader vibes, and nudged me toward the door. “Want to walk them to the car?” she asked, grinning.

“Yeah,” I managed, though my pulse was all tangled up in the memory of Serena’s tongue and Rory’s all-in heat.

We took the sidewalk together, my arms slung around both girls. Serena looked straight ahead, but her pink cheeks gave her away. Rory couldn’t stop glancing back at the house, clearly relishing the invisible drama unspooling inside, especially Ethan’s drop-jawed expression at the window.

Halfway down the driveway, the entire street lit up with another kind of glare: Olivia, storming past like she’d just been fired from an episode of The Bachelor.

She didn’t look at me. Didn’t look at Ethan, either.

Face absolutely burning, Olivia stomped down the block, boots hammering the concrete. Her fists were clenched, and every step seemed designed to punish the pavement for my sins.

I heard Chloe’s little exhale, half pity, half relief. “That went better than expected,” she muttered, just loud enough for me to hear.

Serena and Rory just grinned.

At the curb, I spun Rory for one last hug, and she went with it, wrapping her arms around me and sneaking in a final, greedy kiss. Serena got one, too. A softer, slower goodbye, all tongue and lips, that made my legs go slack.

The Bennett sisters made their way to the car, arms linked, the legends of St. Celeste even more dazzling under the shimmer of holiday LEDs.

I stood on the porch with Chloe, her head on my shoulder, while the wind did its best to freeze me in place.

From behind us, Ethan’s silhouette loomed in the front window, shoulders hunched, mouth a thin, hard line. I didn’t have to read his mind to know he’d just seen the playbook for a life he’d never imagined possible.

Chloe squeezed my hand, then pulled me back inside, her laugh fizzing in the night like leftover champagne.

Ethan never moved from the window.

On the street, Olivia vanished into the cold, her footfalls echoing long after she was out of sight.

And all I could taste were the kisses I’d just collected, each one different, each one perfect.

If Mercer Family Game Night was supposed to be about togetherness, I’d say we nailed it.


Midnight Creaking


Chloe spent the rest of the evening glued to me, riding shotgun through Mercer family traditions like she’d auditioned for the role her entire life. If there was a moment she didn’t totally own, I missed it. Even after the game dissolved and everyone drifted to bedrooms, she kept finding new ways to press her body to mine, hand on my back, thigh sliding over, lips grazing my neck every chance she got.

By 11:47, the house was dead silent. The family had retreated: dad snoring in his chair, mom stacking plates in Tetris-perfect towers, Ethan convinced he was the main character in a sexual horror film after watching Serena and Rory kiss me under the mistletoe. The air was thick with the aftershock of what we’d just pulled. Legacy traditions blown up, lips still tingling from three different women.

Chloe was “assigned” the guest room, but the second my door shut, I knew that was bullshit. There was a glint in her eye that promised mischief, and I’d bet my next semester’s tuition she’d be on the move the minute the coast cleared.

Sure enough, at 12:05 sharp, Mercer time, always ten minutes ahead, my bedroom door creaked open. She was in, the way she walked purposeful but impossibly soft. Even in the darkness, she looked electric: bare feet, yoga pants riding up on her hips, thin tee tight on her chest, nipples diamond-hard and poking through the cotton. Her golden hair was loose, tumbling wild, glinting in the sliver of hallway light. All the confidence in the world, and none of the fear.

She shut the door behind her. The click was soft but might as well have been a starter pistol.

“Hey, baby.” Her voice was a whisper, but it crackled louder than any lullaby.

I barely had time to sit up. Chloe launched herself at me, scrambling into the narrow bed like she was born to break rules. “Single bed, huh?” she teased, voice husky as she pressed herself against me, legs straddling my lap.

“What can I say?” I grinned, hands running up her thighs. “The previous tenant didn’t get a lot of visitors.”

Chloe giggled and gave a wicked smile. “Oh, you’re getting a visitor tonight.”

Her mouth found mine. The first kiss was hot and urgent, her tongue slipping between my lips, tasting, claiming. She tugged at my hair, grinding down against the bulge straining my boxers. Every second cranked the energy higher, tighter, until all I could hear was the thump of my own heartbeat.

She broke the kiss, breathless, and looked around the room, sizing up the two shelves of childhood sci-fi novels, the faded robotics trophies, the photo of me as a twelve-year-old dork at the science fair, braces in full effect. She snapped her attention back to me, laughter bright in her eyes. “God, you were a little nerd.”

“And you’re about to fuck the biggest one in the building,” I shot back. “Unless you’re scared of the mattress squeak.”

Her grin got predatory. “I hope it screams.”

She shimmied out of her tee in one motion. Her bra, white, lacy, criminally thin, barely contained the swell of her breasts. She scooted closer, pressing her chest to my face, mashing the D-cups against my cheeks so I could taste the warmth of her skin through the fabric. The scent of her, coconut sunscreen, skin, and something sweetly animal, washed over me and rewired my entire nervous system.

I tongued one nipple through the mesh. She gasped, arching into me.

“Somebody’s needy.” I teased, flicking her through the lace, my cock now hammering at my boxers, every pulse bringing me closer to the edge.

Chloe grabbed both my hands and planted them on her tits, her eyes daring me to do something about it. “Touch me,” she said, no filter, no shame.

I did more than that. I unhooked her bra, slow enough to make her whimper, then peeled it off, letting her breasts spill free in my hands. Fuck, she was perfect. Large, round, tanned to the color of daylight, nipples flushed pink and already hard as glass.

I dove in, sucking and licking, switching back and forth, squeezing gently. Her breath quickened, and she rocked her hips, grinding against my lap. “God, yes, baby. Harder. I love when you suck them.”

Her voice carried, echoing off the walls. If anyone was listening in, they were in for a show.

I pinched her nipple, feeling the quiver shoot through her. Chloe’s thighs tensed around my hips, clamping down and locking me in place.

“Fuck, Noah. Keep going, just like that.”

I took her at her word, alternating between sucking and swirling my tongue, my hands kneading her breasts. She moaned louder with every pass, her body shaking with anticipation.

She slid her hand down, yanked at my waistband, and freed my cock, already harder than a crowbar. Her fingers wrapped around it, warm and slippery, stroking from base to tip. “Missed this on the plane ride,” Chloe purred.

“Couldn’t tell,” I said, voice raw.

She pumped my cock, slow and mean, sending lightning just beneath my skin. I was seconds from exploding.

I flipped her onto her back, bracing my weight on one elbow so I could reach down and peel away her yoga pants. She kicked them halfway off, then used her heel to strip them the rest of the way, panties and all. Her pussy was bare, golden, dripping wet. Already so slick I could see the way she shimmered in the blue shadow of the night light.

I hooked both her knees and parted them, opening her up to me. The sight was enough to push my self-control onto life support.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I told her, honest as a heart attack.

She wiggled her hips. “Don’t just stare at it, baby. Eat me.”

I went down on her, kissing my way up her thigh, then across her mound, tasting the warmth and the salt. She was soaked. Seriously, if you bottled her wetness, you’d have the world’s most addictive energy drink. I licked up and down her slit, savoring her, then circled my tongue around her clit, flicking gently.

Chloe lost it. Her fingers shot into my hair, pulling, yanking, guiding me. “Yes, yes, fuck, right there, don’t stop—”

I doubled down, licking harder, then sucking just enough to send her into orbit. The moans coming out of her mouth could’ve woken the dead, and the mattress cooperated by groaning with each shift of my weight. I could hear the headboard tapping the wall, rhythmic, desperate, like a drummer trapped in a closet.

“Please, please, more,” Chloe begged, bucking against my tongue.

I slipped two fingers inside her, curling them just so, while lapping at her clit. She started to shake, legs clamping around my ears, heels digging into my back. The bed sounded like it was about to collapse under us, and if my brother was awake, he was probably dialing a sex therapist.

She came with a cry, hips slamming up so my mouth was smashed against her labia. “Oh god, Noah! NOAH! Don’t stop, I’m coming, I’m—!”

Her pussy clenched and pulsed, sending gush after gush of her nectar onto my fingers and tongue. I went with it, licking and sucking until every aftershock ran its course.

I resurfaced, wiping my mouth. “You okay?”

She sprawled out, limp, a wild smile stretched across her lips. “If I was any more okay, I’d need to be hospitalized.”

I grinned, then lined myself up between her thighs. “You sure you want round two?”

She nodded, biting her lip, blue eyes bright and hungry. “Please. Need to feel you inside me, rutting me until you explode.”

I slid my cock into her, slow at first, just the tip, relishing the obscene tightness, the velvet heat gripping me like she never wanted to let go. I rocked forward, burying myself deep, and the single bed let out a death rattle that would’ve made an exorcist proud.

Chloe shrieked, the sound bouncing off the drywall with zero shame. “Oh fuuuck—yes!”

I started thrusting, deep and steady, and the entire room joined the party. The mattress thudded and squeaked, the headboard clattered against the wall in perfect sync with my pace.

Chloe met every thrust with a wildness I’d never seen. A tangle of hands and hair and golden skin. One leg curled up around my waist, the other braced against the footboard for extra leverage. Her nails scraped down my back, marking territory.

“Harder, Noah. Don’t hold back.”

She didn’t have to ask twice. I grabbed her ankles and spread them wide, hammering into her with everything I had. Each slap of skin on skin was loud, primal, made more intense by the knowledge that Chloe wanted the world to hear.

She arched up, breasts bouncing in rhythm with our collision. “Fuck, yes. Gods, that’s so good. Keep going. Fill me, baby. Want to feel you leak from me for days.”

I leaned down and bit her earlobe, then latched onto her neck, sucking until I left a mark. Her pussy milked my cock, squeezing, coaxing, as she slid toward the edge again.

Outside, the house was silent, but in here it was a riot. The mattress wobbled, smacking the wall. My childhood posters stared down at me, probably scandalized. I couldn’t even care, every scrap of dignity burned away by Chloe’s moans.

I felt her body tense, everything winding tighter. She looked up at me, desperate, searching.

“Do it, Chloe,” I begged, my own self-control unraveling by the second. I was barely holding back the tidal wave. Her face was wild and beautiful, eyes slitted and shining, lips parted, hair tossed in a golden snarl across the pillow. The only thing in the world was the way she moved her hips under me and the way I was about to lose it, spectacular and raw.

She hit the edge with a full-body convulsion, her back arching so hard I thought she might snap in two. “Oh fuck! Noah! NOAH!” Her voice was a siren, splitting through the walls, probably through every floorboard in the old house. She came so hard I could feel her pussy clamp down, muscles rippling, milking my cock like she wanted to take the last piece of me with her. For a fraction of a second she was weightless, a living, writhing sculpture, every tendon strung tight, nails embedded in my deltoids, legs locked around my hips, pubic bone grinding down to get every last atom of friction.

I tried to hold on, I really did, but her orgasm sent an electrical fire through my spine. The tension broke, and the dam inside me shattered. My cock pulsed and jerked, and I shot hot ropes of cum deep into her, every spasm of her body wringing me out, drawing more and more until I was nothing but a trembling animal. I was still throbbing, still surging, my balls draining with a force that left me dizzy.

The bedframe squealed, headboard hammering the wall, and Chloe rode wave after wave, shuddering and gasping and chanting my name. The sounds she made weren’t even human anymore. Half sob, half laugh, complete surrender. Each contraction drew another shot from me, and I could feel my release mixing with hers, heat and slickness and raw, feral need.

She finally collapsed under me, arms flung wide, breath coming in shallow, ragged gasps. I felt her heartbeat racing through her chest, every pulse in sync with mine. She looked up, blue eyes glazed, mouth quivering in the aftermath.

“God. You—” Chloe tried to speak, then just shook her head, laughing softly even as her whole body trembled. “You’re trying to kill me, baby?”

“Science experiment,” I managed, brushing sweaty hair from her face. “Wanted to see if it was possible to liquefy a human from the inside out.”

She laughed with real joy, hugging me so tight I could feel her muscles fluttering. Her body was warm and sticky against mine, our sweat and cum slicking my thighs and her stomach. I loved the mess, the wildness, the proof of what we’d just done. She buried her face in my chest, sighing like she’d just run a marathon. “God, I love you so much.”

We laid there, tangled, breathing each other’s air, the room still vibrating with the echo of what we’d done. My cock was still inside her, softening but unwilling to ever leave. She squeezed around it, just for fun, and I shuddered again, oversensitive and incapable. I kissed her hair, her cheek, the corner of her eye, tasting salt and perfume and pure, unfiltered Chloe.

She nuzzled closer, one leg thrown over my hip, her hand tracing lazy circles on my back. “I’m not going back to the guest room,” she whispered, voice raw. “This is my bed now. Yours too.”

I smiled, nipped her earlobe. “It only fits one.”

She grinned, sucking at my neck until I knew there’d be a mark. “Then we’ll just have to stack.”

We didn’t talk, not really. We just existed, fused together in the dark, letting the warmth and exhaustion soak through us until I couldn’t tell where I ended and she began.

I collapsed on top of her, both of us panting, sticky and ruined.

She giggled, voice high and wrecked. “Holy shit, babe. You just filled me with a river of cum.”

She wasn’t exaggerating. When I finally slipped out of her, a thick, creamy trail began its slow journey down her thigh.

Chloe watched it, proud as anything. “That’s so fucking hot. Are you sure we can’t stay here forever?”

I wiped sweat off my brow and pulled her closer, wrapping her up in my arms. The bed was tiny, but neither of us wanted space.

She nuzzled her face into my neck, her hair spread wild over the pillow, legs tangled with mine. “I’m not sleeping anywhere else for the rest of the trip, just so you know,” she murmured. “I don’t care if it’s standing room only.”

“Good. Because I’d have dragged you in here if you didn’t come on your own.”

She laughed, a warm, elated sound, with zero shame baked in. “Can we do it again? Like, immediately?”

I smirked. “You trying to become legend around here?”

“No, but I want to be the reason Ethan never looks at a normal girl again. Did you hear how loud we were?”

I looked at the wall. “Pretty sure my brother’s in cardiac arrest.”

She snorted. “He’ll live. I might need water first, though. If I don’t hydrate, you’ll have to carry me to the next family function.”

I squirmed out of her leg lock, grabbed a t-shirt and boxers, and kissed her once more for the road. Cum was still sliding down her leg, glistening in the thin moonlight, and she didn’t bother wiping it away.

I paused in the doorway, looking back just to lock that vision in my brain.

Chloe, sprawled naked and golden on my old bed, hair in a sunburst, covered in sweat and my cum, the happiest woman alive.

If there was a better way to start a family holiday, I hadn’t found it.

Time to score some water and see if I could survive the next round.

***

I crept down the hall in just my boxers and a threadbare tee, ears straining for any sign of adult movement. The air smelled like burnt-out candles and leftover cranberry. Down the hall, the house was silent, but as I padded into the kitchen, I nearly ran headlong into my brother.

Ethan was frozen in front of the fridge, light spilling everywhere, his own boxers riding dangerously low on his hips. He had a paper towel wadded up, clearly mopping off the evidence, and his face was redder than half the wines on the Thanksgiving table.

For one split second, he looked like he wanted to crawl inside the crisper and never come out.

“Oh, fuck,” he blurted, then tried to hike his boxers up without dropping the towel. The cleanup wasn’t subtle. His abs were shiny with cum, and there was a telltale wet patch high on his thigh. “Dude. Shit. Sorry. I didn’t know anyone’d be up.”

I kept my voice deadpan, just to mess with him. “Didn’t peg you for a midnight protein shake, E.”

He dropped his head, but the embarrassment only lasted a millisecond. By the time I hit the faucet for water, he was in full comeback mode. “Bro, was that? Was that really Chloe in there with you?”

“Who else would it be?” I filled the glass, not looking at him.

He ignored the question. “Dude, I heard everything. The walls in this place are, like, tissue paper.” He tossed the paper towel away and stepped closer, curiosity already killing shame. “You were straight-up wrecking her. I almost didn’t believe it was real.”

“Yeah, well. She’s not exactly shy.”

Ethan shook his head, running a hand through his tousled hair, eyes wild with adrenaline. “I mean, I get it, but—Jesus. She’s the hottest girl I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen Sydney Sweeney in a bikini. No offense, but how the fuck did you pull that? I thought girls like her only dated, like, pro athletes or TikTok millionaires.”

I shrugged, letting the ice clink in the glass. “Guess she likes nerds.”

He whistled, low. “Nah, bro. You must have, like, nerd superpowers.” He eyed me, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “Are you also nailing Rory? Like… at the same time? Dude, did you have both of them in bed together?”

I glared, hard, but Ethan was immune. “Not answering that.”

He grinned, firing back. “So that means yes. Holy shit. You had a three-way with Chloe Ross and Rory Bennett? That’s, like, a fantasy draft for the ages.”

I didn’t bother dignifying it. Instead, I went for the jugular: “How’s Olivia these days?”

He grimaced, then waved off the question. “Irrelevant. Not when Chloe’s in the building. Jesus, you don’t even know what that did to me. Hearing her moan your name, legs wrapped around you like she was being exorcised… I almost couldn’t handle it.”

“That’s what cold showers are for, E.”

He ignored the dig, charging ahead. “Would you, like, not even kidding, would you ever share her? Just for a night or something? I swear, I’d just want a taste. Please tell me you’ve at least thought about it.”

I snorted. “Get in line, man. There’s a waiting list about a mile long.”

He winced, but then got weirdly serious. “No, like, I really mean it. I don’t even think I could go back to Olivia after hearing what you did to Chloe. And then seeing you make out with Rory and Serena? Wild. You had three absolute ten-out-of-ten girls all over you, and here I am, cleaning jizz off the kitchen tile.”

I lifted the water, cool against my palm. “Life’s tough for the little brother.”

Ethan sighed, then dropped the bomb. “You know I’m applying to Ashbourne, right? I wasn’t gonna say anything until I got in, but, dude, after tonight? If even half the women at St. Celeste are like Chloe, I’m basically signing my soul away.”

I smirked, unable to help it. “You’re gonna need more stamina. And maybe a new cleanup routine.”

He laughed, light and resigned, rubbing his abs with the hem of his shirt. “Seriously, though. If there’s ever a shot, ever, of, like, even just a party thing with Chloe… hook me up? I’d owe you for life.”

“You’d owe me more than that. And Chloe’s not a party favor. I love her, man. The thought of another guy ever being with her makes me physically ill.”

He dragged in a breath, chin tipped up, eyes rolling toward the ceiling. “Whoever got into her first, before you... lucky fucking bastards.”

I hesitated, then glanced away, shifting my stance, but brothers had a sixth sense when it came to reading each other. The twitch in my jaw, the way my shoulders stiffened. He raked shaky fingers through his hair, his eyes going round, hungry for the truth. “Don’t even fucking say it.”

“I’m not saying anything,” I replied, voice easy, letting it hang.

A beat. Then he sank to one knee, hand braced on the floor like he needed grounding, and blurted, “She was a virgin? Holy motherfucking God.” The words cracked out of him, raw and amazed. “You know what, don’t even confirm it. I’d rather not know.”

“I wasn’t planning on saying a word,” I said, a low laugh leaking out.

He gazed up, desperation naked in his eyes, the shine of hope mixed with defeat. “Please, Noah. I’m literally on my hands and knees here. I just want you to hook me up. Five minutes, that’s all I’m asking.”

“No,” I shot back, grin widening. “Stop asking.”

He sobered a little, nodding. “Yeah, okay. Sorry. It’s just—God. She’s unreal. I’ve never seen anyone even close to her. When she bent over earlier, and her tits… Bro, that’s living the dream. You’re a legend.”

I almost felt bad, but then remembered all the years he flexed on the field, all the high school parties I never got to crash. This was balance.

I started for the door, glass in hand, but Ethan called after me. “Seriously, think about it though. And, uh—good luck. I don’t know how you survived in there. That was like a porn soundtrack set to repeat.”

I grinned back at him. “Practice. And I actually love her, if you can believe it.”

He made a face like that was the weirdest part of my entire harem. “Wild. Couldn’t be me. But if you ever get bored…”

“Get some sleep, E. We’ve got the big Mercer breakfast in the morning. You’ll need the carbs.”

He went quiet, then gave one last volley:

“Hey, Noah? Do you ever regret it? Like, not just sticking to one girl? Or ever think you’ll lose your mind juggling all that?”

I paused. Thought about Chloe upstairs, probably finger-painting my cum across her thigh and smirking at the ceiling. Thought about Rory, and Serena, and every woman who ever fucked up my sense of self.

“Nah,” I said. “Losing my mind’s the fun part.”

I left him there, bare-chested, awe-struck, probably planning his next move. Maybe I should’ve warned him that no matter how many games you win, there’s always another round.

Chloe was waiting for me in my bed, still naked, still glowing, and somehow hungrier than before.

If anyone was keeping score, I was breaking every record in the book.


Lab Prep


The thing about obsession? It doesn’t need an audience. It doesn’t even need a clock.

The second the holidays ended, I was back in the Innovation Lab, last one in, first one out, most nights not even bothering to look at my phone unless it buzzed with an update from a harem member or a desperate alert from the campus server. This was my home now. The only part of St. Celeste that made sense, no matter how wild my real life got.

After dark, the lab was a different world.

The main lights were down. The only glow came from the computers and the lunar blue of the LED incubators dotted across the room, each one humming with a low, steady confidence. The 3D-printer in the far corner talked in its own language, a chorus of precise, mechanical chirps broken only by the occasional hiss of sterilizer spritzing across the countertop.

Regular people might’ve called it cold. Or lonely.

But for me, it was serenity bordering on sex.

You want details? Here:

The odor was all stainless steel, isopropyl, and the faint undercurrent of burnt plastic from the new FDM extruder. Sterile trays were stacked with glass pipettes, each marked with micro-dot codes, a tiny arsenal of tools ready for the next round. On the nearest counter, the scaffold prototype sat inside a clear petri, blue-white gel pulsing slightly under the magnifier’s light.

I’d spent three days and two all-nighters running the recipe through every variable, tweaking the peptide chains, recalibrating the growth factor intervals, doubling the micro-filaments in the base matrix. Failures stacked up like Tinder rejections. Good on paper, garbage in practice.

But tonight felt different.

My hands didn’t shake. I didn’t even bother with gloves. The touch of glass and polymer was more honest bare. The hydrogel mixture in the pipette was viscous, dripping in a slow, syrupy line that caught on my fingertip. When I set it onto the scaffold, the reaction was instant.

The matrix swelled, absorbing fluid, the nano-structured honeycomb flexing with a living, almost obscene hunger. Under the microscope, the scaffold’s surface looked like a skyline at sunrise: blue-grey mesh spreading into a perfect grid, every node firing and adapting as the tissue sample pressed in.

I lost track of the world. It was just my breath, the whir from the incubator, and the shockwave of oh-fuck-it-worked thundering through my chest.

I documented everything. First, my phone out, video rolling from every possible angle. The camera caught the time-lapse: hydrogel crawling into the scaffold, fusing, transforming. It wasn’t just adhesion. It was integration, total and seamless.

My notes? Relentless. Fast, clipped phrases, even my inner monologue adopted the tempo of lab protocol.

At 21:13, scaffold demonstrates full hydrogel absorption within 38 sec.

Nano-architecture adapts in real-time to tissue contour. No visible shearing or collapse.

Initial cytocompatibility tests = stable (sample C-19).

I took a dozen snapshots, then shifted to the upright microscope for detailed imaging. My fingers, long, a little rough, but precise, handled each slide like it was a priceless artifact, slotting it under the lens, refocusing, capturing. I cycled through three magnifications, logging the way the scaffold shimmered into place. A perfect, cellular ballet.

The sensation was pure adrenaline, but I kept it leashed. Excitement was a tool, not a distraction.

If you watched me from across the room, you’d see a guy hunched over the workstation, shoulders squared, every movement thought-out and deliberate. I tapped the pen once before each note, my personal tell, then dove in again. Adjust, record, review, repeat.

Isolation didn’t bother me. Here, the only currency was results.

I paused only long enough to flip back through the previous week’s data, scanning for variables I’d missed. The earlier versions all failed at the interface, shearing, incomplete bonding, micro-fractures at hour 24. But not this time. This time was different.

The interface was clean.

Even the 3D model on my laptop rendered it as flawless: smart-scaffold polymer mapping to live tissue, no artifact, no dead space. I ran the simulation twice to be sure, eyes never leaving the screen.

I felt the shift the way you feel a thunderstorm breaking, pressure changing, horizon opening. I’d crossed the threshold.

It was beautiful.

For a second, I let myself savor it, leaning back, muscles tight, a grin sneaking across my face. The blue light bounced off the steel workbench, dappling my forearms, making my skin glow faintly like I’d stepped into some cyberpunk fever dream.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, then sat forward and started the next test.

Tissue sample C-19 was already loaded onto the secondary tray, a sliver of synthetic muscle. I introduced the hydrogel-prepped scaffold, then pressed closer to the microscope, eyes straining for the first sign of response.

It happened in under a minute.

The scaffold softened, flexed, wrapped the sample like a memory foam cast. Under the lens, the matrix dissolved gracefully right where it should, leaving behind a trail of living cells, no residue, no mess. The camera’s shutter ticked off images, each more perfect than the last.

On the bench, the control group lagged behind, barely even keeping up. My version had lapped the field.

I started outlining the protocol for the morning trial, scribbling the design so fast the sharpie almost ripped the page. Each line fed the next, science fusing with momentum.

That was the drug, right there. That edge when you know you’ve built something no one else could’ve. The world outside? Didn’t exist. For another hour, I tunneled into the data, brains and body locked together in a state of pure, relentless hunger.

I’d never felt more alive.

When the clock above the door slipped past midnight, I rolled my neck and flexed my hands, relishing the ache. The workbench shimmered in the blue-white haze, littered with evidence of obsession: used pipettes, notes scrawled on napkins, empty energy drink cans, a spent ink pen gnawed to the quick.

I grabbed another slide, loaded it with a new sample, and started the process again. By now, every motion was tattooed into muscle memory, steady, measured, no wasted effort, like a surgeon prepping for open heart.

The hum from the 3D-printer was the only sound, unless you counted the occasional shiver from the LED panel above, which sometimes flickered when the main generator cycled.

No distractions. No interruptions.

Just the surge of possibility: the realization that, for the first time, the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold was performing exactly as designed. Maybe even better.

My pulse raced, but my hands never lost their calm.

If the rest of the world thought I was breaking down? They were wrong. This was how I fixed myself: microns at a time, pursuit to pursuit, control wrenched from chaos until the data fell into line.

Tonight, the scaffold fell into line.

And for a second, the future didn’t just look bright, it looked like victory, measured and absolute, burning under blue-white lab lights until nothing else even registered.

***

There’s a rhythm to late-night labs, quiet, relentless, immune to surprise. But the second Dr. Vivian Ross swung open the glass door, all that discipline went straight out the window.

Her heels broadcast her presence before she did. Three crisp clicks on the polished floor, then a soft pivot as she took in the whole scene. Me hunched over the microscope, bench littered with evidence, blue LEDs turning my skin ghostly.

She was breathtaking, even in the context of straight-up scientific authority: hair pinned up, face cool and composed, blouse open just enough at the neck to hint at the promise of skin and curve beneath. The tailored skirt hugged her hips, moving with a subtle intent that would’ve made a lesser man forget why he was working after midnight in the first place.

“Mr. Mercer,” she said, her tone as precise as a pipette.

I got to my feet and didn’t bother hiding my excitement. “Dr. Ross. You’re up late.”

She looked me over, top to bottom sweep, unhurried, as if cataloging every variable. “Breakthroughs don’t keep to business hours. You know that better than anyone.”

Her perfume hit second, a sophisticated note, sandalwood and vanilla, riding over the ozone-clean scent of the lab. The effect was instant: memories of desire, power, and something more dangerous rippled in the small space between us.

I gestured to the workbench. “You’re going to want to see this. The hydrogel finally integrated.”

Her eyes widened, just a fraction, before she schooled her expression back to neutral. “Let’s take a look.”

We closed the distance, shoulder to shoulder now, all pretense of safe separation gone. She leaned in behind me as I clicked through the images on the monitor, her breath tickling my ear, her hair so close I could have reached out and traced the line of her jaw.

She studied the images with a hawk’s intensity. “That’s the C-19 sample?”

“Yes. Watch this.” I cued up the time-lapse animation, my fingers moving with brisk confidence over the trackpad. The video showed the hydrogel creeping into the scaffold, every microstructure adapting in real-time. “It’s total absorption. No dead space. No loss of tensile strength.”

She let out a barely-audible exhale. “That’s... remarkable.”

I grinned, knowing the data spoke for itself. “It gets better. The scaffold dissolves on cue, leaving behind nothing but living tissue.”

Dr. Ross put a hand on my shoulder, steadying herself as she bent closer for a better look. Her touch was unexpected, warm, decisive, subtly possessive.

For a heartbeat, I couldn’t tell if the throb in my chest was pride or something more primal.

Her attention moved to the microscope. “Show me on the slide?”

I nodded and prepped the tray, fingers confident despite the new, tight energy winding between my ribs. When she stepped up beside me, our arms brushed, her sleeve against my bare forearm, silk on skin, a collision of worlds. Neither of us flinched.

She adjusted the fine focus, her hand sliding over mine, and lingered for a beat longer than strictly necessary. The microscope rendered the scaffold’s perfection in high-res contrast, every edge clean, every cell in place.

She straightened, lips parted just a little, then dropped her voice. “How long did it take you to get here?”

I shrugged. “Three years. Or thirty-eight seconds, depending on which metric you like.”

That got a real laugh, low, unfiltered, genuine. “I see the rumors weren’t exaggerated. Ashbourne’s loss, our gain.”

I met her gaze over the rim of the glass slide. Her eyes were cool and bright, but there was heat in the way she locked on to me. “It’s only a breakthrough if it holds up under your scrutiny.”

She considered, then offered a slow nod of respect. “I’ve reviewed the latest literature. No one’s even close to this level of adaptive integration. You’ve leapfrogged six research groups in one night.”

She let that hang in the air, as if daring either of us to name what it meant.

I chose honesty. “I wanted to prove you were right to take the risk on me.”

Her lips twitched. “You have. Considerably.”

She drifted closer, studying the petri again, but her focus was divided, half on the science, half on the tension simmering between us.

I loaded another slide, tensing as our fingers touched, a jolt running up my arm, chasing straight to somewhere lower. This time, she didn’t move away. Instead, she mirrored my movement, guiding the sample into place with the ease of someone who trusted me implicitly.

Under the lens, the new tissue was even better. Cells bridging the scaffold, weaving themselves together in a seamless, almost erotic dance. I pointed to the region of interest.

She leaned in until our arms were pressed together, heartbeat to heartbeat. “The way it adapts... it isn’t just reactive. It’s predictive. Anticipating changes before the sample even applies pressure.”

My brain scrambled for words. “That was the theory. Now it’s real.”

She set the slide down, turning to face me fully, her body close enough to register against all my nerve endings.

“The implications are massive,” she said, voice soft but urgent. “Human repair tissue, nerves, even organ systems. If this scales, you’ll rewrite the entire regenerative medicine field.”

I could feel her eyes searching mine for any hint of bravado, any weakness. There wasn’t one.

“I trust the work,” I said. “But I also trust your judgment. Tell me what I’m missing.”

She circled me, slow, graceful, the professor dissecting the student but every step dialed up the voltage. “You’re missing the credit, Noah. No one else thinks in systems like you. This isn’t just science. It’s art.”

Her words landed, and for a second, I struggled to hide the effect. Compliments from Dr. Ross weren’t like the usual faculty flattery. Her praise carried weight. Expectation. Need.

“You taught me that people aren’t blueprints,” I said, voice faintly rough. “But sometimes… it’s nice when things fit together.”

She smiled, small, but it lit up her whole face.

For three beats, neither of us moved. The only sound was the whirr of the incubator and the shared cadence of our breathing.

“Are you always this relentless?” she finally asked. “Or are you just showing off for me?”

I let the silence do half the work. “You’re the only one worth showing off for.”

That seemed to break her. Her eyes softened, and she closed the gap between us, just enough that I could smell her perfume over the chemicals, feel the heat bleeding off her skin.

She gestured to the bench, her lips brushing the shell of my ear as she spoke: “You realize what you’ve done here, don’t you?”

“Not until you spell it out for me,” I whispered back.

She traced her finger down the side of the petri dish, then over my own hand, gentle, decisive. “You’ve closed the gap every biomed engineer dreams about. You’ve made the impossible look inevitable.”

The air between us was charged, full of unspoken possibility, the kind of bristling energy that turns professional boundaries into afterthoughts.

For a moment, it wasn’t about the scaffold or the data points. It was just us, two minds, two bodies, caught in the gravity of a shared obsession. Every word was loaded, every touch a little closer to crossing a line that neither of us was even pretending to ignore anymore.

She gripped my wrist, holding it steady. “Don’t get comfortable, Mr. Mercer. The real work comes next. We’ll need to run parallel trials, document every parameter—”

I cut her off, a half-smile pulling at my mouth. “I never get comfortable. And I never stop chasing.”

Her eyes glittered, equal parts challenge and approval. “Good. I’d expect nothing less from you.”

For a heartbeat, I thought I might go for it, abandon science for sensation, right there on the sterile countertop.

But she beat me by a second.

She leaned in, her lips close to my jaw, her voice velvet over steel. “You should show me the scaffold in action, up close. The real thing.”

I clicked the next sample into place, hands steady but blood roaring in my ears.

She watched me work, every move scrutinized and catalogued. When I stepped back to let her take over, her thigh bumped mine, just enough to let me know what was waiting if one of us had the balls to make the next move.

The line was gone. We both knew it.

Dr. Ross didn’t just see me as a student anymore. She saw me as an equal, maybe even as a rival, or something more dangerous.

The microscope faded into background noise. Every nerve I had focused on the shape of her body beside mine. The curve of her waist, the flush on her cheeks, the way her lips parted whenever I said something she liked.

We didn’t say another word for a long time. The science was over; the game was in play. It was just a matter of who’d cross the boundary first.

Turns out, it was both of us.

***

The tension was a live wire. Pure, electric, no safe ground anywhere in sight.

I moved first.

With the blue glow bouncing off my hands, I stepped to the door, flicked the lock, and dropped the overheads to their softest night setting. The LEDs from the incubators and the red blink from the emergency panel painted the whole lab in a palette of danger and secret. It felt like the world outside didn’t exist or, if it did, it knew better than to intrude.

Dr. Ross never took her eyes off me.

She lingered on the far edge of the workbench, blazer already unbuttoned, lips parted, eyes hungry. The line between us was gone; even the pretense of teacher and student had vaporized.

I drifted back, heart pounding, every step measured like I was stalking a rare, dangerous compound. Her gaze met mine and held, daring, curious, a little wild in a way that made my cock twitch against my pants.

“You know this is a violation,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

I didn’t bother with bullshit. “Worth it.”

She waited, breathless, while I closed the distance. The air between us was thick with possibility.

I kissed her soft, testing, a question.

She answered by grabbing the front of my shirt, yanking me in, and taking my mouth with a ferocity that nearly buckled my knees. Her lips were hot, deliberate, tasting and claiming in a way that said she’d been waiting years, maybe decades, for someone who understood what she needed.

I palmed her waist, feeling the smooth silk of her blouse and the fire underneath. She arched into me, hair tumbling loose, the world contracting to just her tongue and the scratch of her nails on my scalp.

“Is that all you’ve got, Outlier?” she whispered, taunt wrapped in need.

I didn’t answer. Instead, I lifted her onto the edge of the workbench, scattering a tray of slides and a spent notebook. The metal was cold, almost shocking against the backs of her thighs, but she didn’t flinch. She just pulled me between her open legs, skirt riding high, thighs strong and eager as they locked around my hips.

I ran my hands up, found her breasts, absurdly full for the tailored armor she always wore, pressed together by her crossed arms and the push of my chest. I craved the feel of them bare, soft, then harden beneath my grip. Her nipples strained under the fabric, obvious even in the half-light. I pinched one gently through the blouse, and her breath caught in her throat.

“Touch me,” she demanded.

I obliged, unbuttoning her blouse, slow and patient even though my composure was shot to hell. Each button revealed more skin, marble, pale in the blue glow, flushed pink at the valley between her breasts. Her bra was black lace, the kind reserved for someone special, and she shrugged off her jacket like it was nothing. The straps slid down, and her tits spilled out, heavy and irresistible.

I sucked one into my mouth, lips closing around her nipple, tongue lashing circles while my hand gripped the other breast and kneaded it roughly. She moaned, way louder than I would’ve expected from the university’s ice queen.

“God—yes.” Her hands shot to my head, fingers threading into my hair, holding me tight. “Bite.”

I bit, just enough to make her gasp, then soothed the sting with my tongue. I had her completely undone, legs curling tighter, grinding her heat against the straining line of my zipper.

I wanted her like I’d never wanted anyone. Urgent, yes, but also starved for the intimacy of total surrender. The kind you only get with a woman who scares you a little.

I slid my hands down her sides, over her hips, and pulled her skirt up to her waist. Her panties were black silk, already dark with wetness, and when I ran my finger along the seam, she shivered.

“Fuck, Noah. Don’t tease.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I hooked the fabric aside and slid two fingers into her. She was hot, soaked, her pussy clenching around my fingers so tight I almost lost it right there.

I pumped slowly, curling to find her spot, and watched her face. The way her lips slackened, her eyelids fluttered, her composure falling away piece by piece until what was left was pure, unfiltered Vivian.

Her hand worked my belt loose, got a fistful of my cock through my pants, stroked it with a clinical, devastating precision that was all scientist, all woman. She yanked the zipper down, freed me, and hissed as her palm closed around the head.

“You want me inside?” I challenged, pushing her hard against the table.

She just stared me down, eyes wicked. “What do you think?”

I swung her legs wide, lined up, and drove into her. One hard, perfect stroke, the heat of her enveloping me, squeezing and pulsing all the way in. The feeling was so intense it wiped out thought. Instinct took over.

She was unbelievably tight, her pussy wet and clutching, each thrust forcing a gasp, a curse, a shudder from her.

I pounded into her, pace rough to start, iron control barely holding it together. Her ass bounced on the slick surface, bare skin smacking metal, the sound echoing in the empty lab. I gripped her hips, thumb digging into the soft flesh above her thigh, and fucked her harder, deeper, desperate to make her lose the last scrap of restraint.

She met me stroke for stroke, nails raking my back, her breasts heaving with each collision.

“You feel that?” I growled, pinning her wrists over her head. “You feel how much I want you?”

She locked her ankles behind the small of my back, pulling me into her with a violence that shocked us both. Her body arched off the bench, blouse bunched at her elbows, hair wild around her face. She was pure, elemental tension, a force of nature caught in the act of unmaking herself.

She hit the edge first, and it was not clinical or quiet. Her eyes squeezed shut, mouth wide open, a ragged scream shattering the hush of the lab. Her whole body convulsed, orgasm tearing through her in waves, her pussy clenching so hard around my cock I almost cried out. I could feel every tremor, every erratic squeeze. Sheer, unfiltered need, no room left for dignity.

The way she shattered, it undid me. There was nothing left to study or analyze, just the brutal fact of her pleasure and the wild, unscientific precision with which she took me apart. I slammed into her, desperate, relentless, every muscle in my body straining, and then I was gone. No warning, no control, just pulse after pulse as I came deep inside her, my cock throbbing against the impossible grip of her walls.

Each spasm of her cunt wrung another spurt from me, like her body knew how to draw out every last drop. I groaned, helpless, stilling for a split second just to feel the molten slide of her heat, the tight, greedy flutter that milked me dry. My brain was white noise, fireworks. There was only the sensation of her wrapped around me, clutching and gasping, refusing to let go.

She kept coming, riding each aftershock with a brutal, beautiful honesty. Her nails carved lines down my back, her thighs shaking around my hips, her chest slick with sweat. I watched her shudder through the last of it, lips parted, eyes glazed and wild, the queen of the universe and a wreck at the same time.

I stayed inside her, buried to the hilt, both of us panting and trembling. The lights from the incubator flickered, casting blue shadows across her skin, and for a second the only thing anchoring either of us to reality was the weight of our joined bodies and the taste of sweat and sex in the air.

Neither of us said a word. There was no need. The bench rattled once more beneath us as she exhaled a long, shaky breath and relaxed her grip, letting my hands find her face, her neck, the damp line of her clavicle. I kissed her there, slow and reverent, as if I could map every nerve ending one by one, as if I’d ever be able to forget the way she felt in that moment.

We stayed like that, tangled, sweaty, raw, until the aftershocks finally faded.

Her eyes found mine in the neon dark. There was no guilt, no apology. Just the wild satisfaction of someone who’d finally stopped pretending.

“Was that the outcome you predicted?” she breathed, a shaky laugh riding the words.

“Not even close,” I admitted. “But I’d run this trial again. Any time.”

She smiled, all wolf and warmth.

I traced the line of her throat, watched her relax back on the steel, the flush of orgasm still painted across her skin. Her hair had come loose, tumbling over her shoulders, wild and radiant in the lab’s low light.

We didn’t rush. The world could wait.

I stayed inside her, softening, not quite willing to let her go. She squeezed, just for fun, and we both laughed, quiet, complicit, high on the shared secret.

The lab was a mess, slides scattered, blue glow reflecting off sweat-slicked bodies, her blouse fanned open, my pants barely hanging on. It was everything professionalism tried to smother, and so much better for it.

When I finally pulled out, cum spilled down her thighs, obscene and perfect on the backdrop of the sterile table.

She scooped some with her finger and tasted it, eyes locked on mine, daring me to ever forget.

Next-level sensation. Next-level memory.

We cleaned up what required cleaning, but left most of the evidence behind. Sweaty, half-dressed, souls reset.

She smoothed her skirt and buttoned her blouse, but the mask wasn’t coming back. Not now. Not after that.

I cupped her chin, kissed her softer this time, savoring it.

She whispered, “This changes nothing. Except everything.”

Right there, in the blue-lit aftermath, I realized that lines weren’t just crossed, they were erased.

This was her lab, but tonight? The formula was ours.

We stood in the hush, bodies humming with afterglow, unhurried, unwilling to give the moment back to science just yet.

And for the first time in my life, I was more than the outlier.

I was the experiment nobody else had the nerve to try.


Recognition


Sunlight smeared across the foot of my bed, catching on the blondes and golds tangled up in the sheets beside me. First came the scent: coconut, sweat, and a faint, lingering trace of victory sex. If you’d told me months ago that I’d be waking up with two of the hottest women on campus naked in my bed, I’d have called you delusional.

Now? This was my Tuesday.

Chloe was all golden limbs and confidence, draped half over my chest like a living, breathing reward. Her hair tumbled over my shoulder, wild and glossy, brushing my neck with every sleepy exhale. The covers didn’t bother to hide her. One tanned thigh curled over my hip, her bare tits mashed soft against my side, nipples peeking at me through a mess of sheets. She was warm and sticky, and I could still spot the faint red marks where I’d gripped her the night before.

On my other flank? Rory. Lethal. Strategic. Absolutely breathtaking. She lay on her stomach, ass up in the air, cheek pressed to my bicep like she owned it. From this angle, every curve was high-def. Her perfect, high ass sculpted in the morning light, the shadowed valley of her back leading down to a glimpse of bare, swollen lips. Her face was peaceful, but the grip of her hand wrapped around my thigh said she wasn’t sleeping any more than I was.

For a while, I just absorbed the impossible.

My cock had no such chill. Even soft, it twitched and ached, pinned between Chloe’s golden thigh and the heat of her slick, creamy center. She shifted, the motion grinding along my shaft until I had to fight not to groan out loud.

Rory noticed. Of course she did.

Her eyes blinked open, lashes fanning, and she lifted her gaze to find me watching. Hazel-green, sharp even with sleep, and instantly locked in on my hard-on standing at attention under the sheet.

“Morning, Outlier.” Her voice was a dark, sexy smoke. She shifted up, dragging her body along my hip. “Seems like you survived the night.”

“Barely,” I said, tongue thick in my mouth. “Pretty sure you both tried to kill me.”

Chloe’s fingers did a slow walk up my chest, nails scratching lightly. “We’re just getting started, baby. Wait until you see what happens before noon.”

I laughed, mostly to hide how fucking turned on I was. “If I die, I want this on my headstone.”

Rory grinned and reached for the spot just under my navel, tracing lazy circles above the sheet. “I’d pay extra for a highlight reel.”

I let my head drop back against the pillow. “You want highlights? Jesus.”

The words tumbled out before I could think better of them. “You know what happened after Friendsgiving? I made it back to the lab, full Mad Scientist energy. Zero sleep, zero distractions. Everything was prepped for a big push on the Regenerative Scaffold. But that’s not even the wild part.”

I had their attention. Chloe perked up, her blue eyes huge and wild. Rory’s nails dug a little deeper, scraping along my hip bone.

“Don’t stop now,” Chloe whispered, her voice lowering, silkier. “Tell us what happened.”

I kept my gaze straight ahead, half for effect, half to keep from losing composure.

“So. I was in the lab, right? The regulars had cleared out. Just the hum of the benches and the blue LED glow, like something out of a thriller. The hydrogel was prepped—perfectly tuned this time. I dropped it onto the scaffold, and for the first time ever, it worked. Like, really fucking worked.”

Chloe’s breathing picked up. I could feel her heartbeat through her tits, pressed tight to my ribs.

“How do you mean?” she asked, eyes never leaving mine.

I let the story slow, teasing it out. “It absorbed instantly. The cells fused to the matrix—clean, total, no residue. The simulation was flawless. My hands were literally shaking. I logged every second of it, didn’t even bother with gloves.”

“God, that’s hot,” Chloe muttered.

But Rory, ever the analyst, wanted more. “That’s when Dr. Ross found you, right? She checks the labs at night sometimes.”

I smirked. “Exactly. She walks in, heels, full armor. Except when she sees the sample, something changes. She’s hooked. Not on me, at first, but on the work.”

Chloe was nearly purring with anticipation. “Then what?”

I dropped the punchline. “She made me show her up close. The microscope. The time-lapse. I’m thinking she’s going to start grilling me, but instead, she puts her hand on my shoulder and just… stays there.”

Chloe’s hand slid further down, now inches from my cock.

“Did you fuck her?” she whispered, almost reverent.

I didn’t blink. “She wanted it as much as I did. So yeah, I fucked her. Right there on the workbench. Her skirt up, blouse off, legs wrapped around me. We barely kept it together long enough to clean up after.”

The effect was instant.

Chloe’s eyes went dark, pupils swallowing the blue. She licked her lips, the tip of her tongue wetting her bottom lip like she tasted what I’d just described.

“Was it good?” she asked, almost a challenge.

I met her stare. “She came so hard she clawed my back. Afterwards, she just laid there, catching her breath.”

Rory’s breath hitched; a tiny sound, quickly swallowed, but her hand found my cock under the sheet and wrapped around it, stroking me to full hardness in seconds.

Chloe shivered, then slid down my body, her blonde hair fanning across my chest and ribs. She didn’t pause. Her mouth found my cock under the covers, seizing the head and sucking deep, desperate like she’d been dreaming about this all night.

“Fuck, Chloe—” I lost the thread of the story as she bobbed her head, tongue swirling the crown, hand milking the base with measured, expert confidence.

Rory kissed me. No hesitation, no shame. She rolled up onto her side, pulling my face to hers, tongue plunging into my mouth, her body slick and warm against my skin.

I was sandwiched, mouth, then mouth, then more sensation than I could process. Every time Chloe swallowed my cock, Rory kissed me harder, her breath trembling with need she could barely keep contained.

Chloe popped off, breathless, eyes blazing. “That’s so fucking hot, Noah. Was she tighter than me?”

I grinned, cock twitching in her grip. “Nobody’s tighter than you, baby.”

She dove back in, sucking me all the way until I hit the back of her throat. Her gag reflex was gone; all I felt was wet heat, muscles rippling around my shaft like she wanted to extract the secret formula straight from my balls.

Rory wasn’t content to stay passive. She slipped her hand around, cupping my jaw, stroking her slick, soaked pussy against my hip like she couldn’t wait a second longer.

“Let her finish you with her mouth,” Rory whispered in my ear. “I want to see you cum before I ride you.”

Chloe moaned in agreement, the vibration sending a shock straight through the base of my cock.

The world dissolved. For a few minutes, all I could do was bask. Chloe’s mouth working me in slow, obscene circles, Rory’s hands roaming my chest, her tongue sliding along my jaw and biting my earlobe.

I wasn’t going to last.

Chloe sensed it; she gripped my thighs, pinning me, and took me all at once, lips sealed, cheeks hollowed as she sucked for every drop.

“Shit. Chloe, I’m—”

She sucked harder, and it was over. My cock jerked, every muscle seizing, and I blasted a thick shot of cum into her mouth, then another, then more, Chloe swallowing it all, never slowing. White noise in my ears, black stars in front of my eyes. The cum geyser just kept coming, overfilling her mouth until she swallowed with a dirty, satisfied groan.

Rory kissed me through it, catching my moans, her nipple hard as a diamond against my palm.

Chloe finished with a flourish, licking up the shaft, milking the last drop, then popping off and grinning, face lit up with mischief.

“You are so fucking good at that,” Rory said, watching Chloe in awe.

Chloe preened. “Practice makes perfect.”

Rory arched an eyebrow. “My turn, Outlier. Think you can handle it?”

That was less a question and more a dare.

I was already hard again, cock jacked up by round two, and the girls weren’t going to let me recover.

Chloe climbed onto my lap. She straddled me, breasts swinging right in my face, her pussy already glistening and hungry. She fed me her nipple, and I latched on, savoring the taste, nipping her, teasing her as she ground her bare pussy against my cock.

Rory was having none of it. She knelt behind Chloe, hands on her shoulders, then leaned over, lining my cock up with Chloe’s dripping entrance. One slow push, and I was inside. Heat, pressure, pure velvet hugging every millimeter.

Chloe’s eyes rolled back. “God, yes. Just like that, baby. Fuck me.”

She rode me in slow, tight circles, squeezing with her pussy, milking me, her tits bouncing inches from my face. I grabbed her ass, spreading her cheeks, guiding her up and down until the room echoed with slap after slap, wet, raw, primal.

Rory watched, eyes dark and greedy. “Make her cum on your cock,” she whispered in my ear. “Then you’ll fuck me, and I’ll show you who’s really in charge.”

The challenge worked.

Chloe set the pace, hips rolling, clit grinding against my pubic bone. She rode harder, wild and unfiltered, every bounce driving me deeper until I popped out at the top of one thrust slippery with her juices.

Rory wasted no time. She grabbed my cock, aimed it at herself, and impaled herself in one swift, practiced move. Her pussy gripped me like a vice, wet and pulsing. She was a furnace, all muscle and intention, using every inch of me like she’d been waiting her whole life to claim it.

She rode me reverse cowgirl, ass grinding against my hips, hair wild, hands braced on my thighs for leverage. Chloe and I watched, transfixed. Each slap of Rory’s ass against my abs was a thunderclap, louder than anything I’d heard outside a football stadium.

Chloe couldn’t take it; while Rory rode, Chloe bent down, sucked my balls into her mouth, alternating between licking my shaft and flicking her tongue over my sac. The sensation was nuclear.

Rory looked over her shoulder, hair in her eyes. “Who do you want, Noah? Say it.”

My voice came out a rasp. “Both of you. Always.”

She grinned, pleased, and redoubled her pace, slamming down hard, taking me to the hilt each time.

The bed was a disaster. Sheets twisted, pillows on the floor, frame creaking with every collision.

At one point, Chloe flipped around and gripped Rory from behind, hands sliding around to maul her tits while I kept fucking up from below. Skin on skin, the sound obscene, their moans overlapping, filling the room like a symphony scored for the depraved.

Chloe whispered in Rory’s ear, dirty encouragements: “Take him, girl. Let him fuck you so hard you forget your own name. God, that’s hot, fuck, look at his giant dick pounding you.”

It didn’t end there. They switched again, Chloe rolling under me, spreading her legs, pussy dripping and shining. I slid in, fucking her missionary, kissing her until she screamed. Every thrust was a home run shot, my balls slapping her ass, her legs locked tight around my hips.

Rory straddled my face. Her pussy hovered over my mouth, and I went for it, licking fast, tongue circling her clit while Chloe’s pussy milked my cock. The flavor was sweet and raw, a blend of her and me and a long history of wanting.

They stacked on me. Chloe under, Rory above, both writhing, both chanting my name.

When Chloe came, it was a full-body seizure: her back arched, tits pressed to my chest, her pussy spasming around my cock like it never wanted to let go. The gush was instant. Juices flooding, hot and desperate, slicking my thighs and her own.

I couldn’t hold back.

I pulled out, cock glazed and dripping, spun Rory onto her back, and drilled into her. Her pussy was even tighter than before, velvet and suction, coaxing every thought and every drop from my body.

Rory grabbed my face, eyes locked on mine. “Fill me, Noah. I want it all.”

That was it. I drove all the way in, hips slamming, frame shuddering under the force of it. The orgasm ripped through me, white hot, total, blood pounding in my ears. My cock pumped jet after jet of cum deep inside her, burning every nerve raw in the process.

Rory wailed, nails carving into my shoulder blades, her pussy clutching and pulsing with every shot I delivered.

I collapsed on her, groaning, while Chloe snuggled up at my side, sticky and grinning and utterly satisfied.

The world swayed. I had to close my eyes just to keep from blacking out. Sweat, cum, and bliss, all of it smeared across us, the sheets, the ruined bed.

I rolled to the side, catching my breath, feeling the wet mess leaking from between Rory’s thighs.

Chloe kissed my chest, licking a salty bead of sweat. “You’re a fucking machine, baby.”

“Can’t help it,” I murmured, still catching up to myself. “You girls break every law of physics.”

Rory chuckled, then shifted, pressing her creamy, fucked-out pussy against my thigh. There was no missing the slow ooze of cum dripping from her, pooling on the sheets in a messy halo.

She kissed my jaw, soft and lingering. “That was incredible.”

Chloe laughed, tucking closer. “Best morning ever.”

We lay there, tangled, sticky, the room filled with the scent of sex and satisfaction.

Round one, three-way: in the books.

I couldn’t wait for round two.

***

Three mornings later, I walked into the Innovation Lab feeling like I was marching into an arena. The usual crowd was there, postdocs, undergrads, the random over-caffeinated genius, but the mood was different. The incubators hummed louder, the glow from the racks cast everything in spaceship blue, and the scent? Pure chemical ambition. Ozone, ethanol, and the faintest ghost of burnt polymer.

I barely had time to claim my corner workstation before Dr. Ross swept in. Sharp as ever, heels, blazer, not a hair out of place. No sign that three days earlier, I’d had her screaming my name on that very bench. If anything, she looked even more in command.

She zeroed in on me, voice low but all business. “You ready for this, Mr. Mercer?”

“Always,” I said, meeting her eyes. “But what exactly should I be ready for?”

She nodded, satisfaction flickering in her gaze. “Your breakthrough got the attention of the Academic Affairs Committee. They’re convening here in thirty minutes. I told them you had a presentation that would change their view of regenerative medicine.”

My pulse kicked up. “Is that all?”

She grinned, barely a blip. “Don’t be modest. Make them remember your name.”

She turned and disappeared, leaving a wake of confusion among the grad students. I let the adrenaline settle, then got to work.

First, the slides: every graph, every image, every heat-mapped simulation rendered in crisp, surgical detail. The BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold took center stage, time-lapse of the hydrogel fusing, shots of the matrix dissolving, side-by-side comparisons with the industry standard (mine lapped them, easy). I loaded the deck, rehearsed the opener, then flexed my hands and checked the projector for alignment.

At 10:01 sharp, a battalion of campus elites filled the conference alcove, deans, gray-hairs from the med school, a couple biotech bigwigs who wore their suits like they’d invented the color navy. The room went silent.

Dr. Ross slipped into the back row, arms crossed, jaw set. I knew that look. She expected a flawless run.

I stepped up to the podium, hands steady, heart drumming a vicious beat. For a second, I scanned the room. Not the kind of crowd that could be finessed with charm. They wanted substance, impact, a reason to put their reputations on the line.

Fine. I delivered.

First slide: the problem. Current scaffolds failed at micro-integration; tissue regrew but rarely survived in the long term. You could see the committee start to tune in. This wasn’t amateur hour.

Second slide: my solution. The hydrogel, the peptide matrix, the dynamic adaptation under real load. I let the video roll out, blue tendrils climbing into the structure, every movement predictable, controlled, efficient.

I dialed it up a notch. “Early prototypes failed for lack of feedback. My design incorporates live-sensor arrays. Watch what happens under cellular stress.”

I hit play.

The scaffold flexed, real-time, nearly sentient, adapting to every curve and pressure. The simulation was clean, no artifact, no dead zones.

Someone in the third row gasped. Two committee members jostled forward, jaws tight.

I pointed, slow, methodical, letting the data do the heavy lifting. “This is the first scaffold to dissolve clean, no chemical residue. The cell layer is all that’s left. Native tissue integration, zero exogenous footprint.”

Questions started, first a trickle, then a flood. What was the error rate? (Less than two percent.) Had I run controls for cytotoxicity? (Twelve times, every sample stable.) Could this scale? (Already running models for larger volume; initial projections looked better than hoped.)

I didn’t stutter. I didn’t flinch. Every answer was precise, mapped, calibrated.

Dr. Ross watched like a hawk, eyes never leaving my hands as I fielded curveballs from every corner. At the moments that mattered, the leap in tensile strength, the dissolution curve, the moment where simulation and reality finally synced, I caught whispers, even approval from the toughest skeptics.

At the close, I set up the final image: side-by-side histology of my scaffold and a legacy sample. The difference was night and day. My cells were aligned, uniform, alive. The control was chaos.

I let it hang there.

Silence.

You could feel the shift. The weight of possibility dropping all at once. The dean just stared, thumb tapping the table. One biotech guy actually muttered, “Holy hell.”

When the applause came, it was hesitant at first, then stacked as more of them realized what they’d just seen.

Dr. Ross smiled, just a twitch. For her, that was a standing ovation.

I wrapped with a closing line. “It’s only a beginning, but I think we’re onto something that changes everything. Thank you.”

As I stepped back from the podium, I could see people already firing off texts, tugging at their neighbor’s sleeves, gearing up for round two. The academic food chain had just gotten a new apex predator.

In the back, Dr. Ross caught my eye and gave the smallest nod.

I’d just made history right there in the lab where it all started.

If every day at St. Celeste could be like this, I’d never need another high again.

***

There are different kinds of fame. The kind you earn. The kind that’s thrust onto you. And then there’s the special, sex-drenched flavor reserved for the guy who’s rumored to be fucking two campus legends at once.

That last one? That was me.

It started with a look. Tight, loaded, from the Ashbourne Tech crowd across the quad. One glance at me and they straight-up bristled, jaws set, hands jammed deep into their letter jackets like maybe this was all a setup, a cosmic glitch they refused to accept.

Next, the girls, floods of them, whispered in every corridor, staring when they thought I wasn’t looking. Some smiled, wide and wolfish. Others blushed and ducked away. But every single one was clocking me, tallying rumors, weighing the odds.

I kept my eyes down, but it didn’t help.

At the first café, I barely made it inside before a wall of noise hit. A low, insistent murmur layering over the clink of mugs and the grind of espresso. I snagged a table by the window, textbooks out, laptop open, and tried to look like I gave a shit about protein alignment instead of the label they’d already pasted to my chest.

Didn’t work.

Three tables to my left, a trio of sorority girls giggled over their smoothies, shooting glances and not bothering to keep their voices down.

“That’s him, look,” one stage-whispered, “he’s the one with Chloe Ross and Rory Bennett. Both of them. I heard he’s a genius.”

“I heard he’s got a whole harem in the sorority house. Serena, too.”

“No way,” the third girl said, but her eyes were glued to me. “I’d believe it. He looks dangerous.”

“And hot as hell.” One of them said it, crisp and hungry, and the words hit like a spark in a powder trail. Instantly they all dissolved into giggles, a chain reaction, bright and breathless, every laugh sharp as the summer sun.

I tried to ignore it, but my shoulders drew tight, fingers tapping the table in a staccato I couldn’t control. Every so often, I’d peek up and catch another set of eyes, sometimes from the faculty, sometimes just random students. Always staring.

Across the room, I spotted a pack of Ashbourne guys, all muscle and attitude. They watched me with open contempt, like I’d pulled a bank job and gotten away with it. I could guess the conversation: who did I think I was? What kind of scam was I running?

I did my best to focus, pages, notes, the cold logic of science, but the static was everywhere. I could feel the paranoia brewing in my chest, an urge to get up and run. Instead, I pressed deeper, letting the numbers and formulas buffer me from the noise.

It worked for maybe three minutes. Then someone in the next booth muttered:

“Seriously, he’s just a scholarship kid. How the fuck did he pull that? I’d kill to trade lives for a weekend.”

“Maybe he’s got a magic cock or something,” the other replied, deadpan.

My cheeks flared hot, and I came this close to snapping my pencil in half. For a second, I just sat there, suspended between two versions of myself. The fierce pride in what I’d made with my own hands, and the nerve-fraying, sick feeling of everyone looking at me, dissecting it, deciding what it was worth.

But the truth was, I couldn’t stand in both places. It had to be one or the other. In the end, every single time, I’d pick the girls.

I stacked my books and bailed, heading for open air.

Even outside, the looks followed. Every hallway, every courtyard, everyone seemed to know. People leaned in, stances shifting, words hanging until I passed. They’d coined new nicknames overnight: Outlier, Harem King, even “the Ross sisters’ tamer.”

When I reached the quad, the noise was louder than before. And there, in the center of it, stood Chloe and Rory, side by side in the sunshine.

Chloe wore a cropped yellow top and denim shorts, her golden hair wild around her cheeks. She waved like she owned the world. Beside her, Rory looked devastating in red, curves on full display, her eyes finding mine and locking me in.

They didn’t give a damn about the stares. If anything, they leaned into it.

I crossed the quad, felt the air get tighter, every head turning. Chloe called my name, loud and clear. “Noah! Over here, babe.”

Rory grinned, eyes sparkling. “You’re late, Outlier.”

When I reached them, Chloe pounced first, wrapping her arms around my neck and planting a kiss dead center on my lips. A beat later, Rory slid up on my other side, pulled my chin to hers, and matched the move. Two kisses, perfectly timed, perfectly public.

The effect was nuclear.

From all sides, gasps. A girl tripped over her own feet, mouth hanging open. Guys near the science building just stopped walking, frozen. Even a couple professors did double takes like maybe their lecture notes had just self-destructed.

Chloe just giggled, squeezing my waist. “Told you he looked good today.”

Rory winked, then whispered, “You know we’re the talk of two universities, right?”

I shrugged, pulse hammering. “Was hoping for a little privacy.”

Chloe stuck her tongue out. “Good luck, baby. You’re not getting it back.”

We turned, arms wrapped, and walked together toward our next class. And everywhere we went, the cycle started over, eyes, whispers, heads turning and hearts breaking.

At first, it was embarrassing. The nerves, the self-doubt, the sense that maybe I’d stumbled into something too big to control.

But with every step, with the heat of their bodies pressed to mine, that panic melted into something else, something that tasted a hell of a lot like pride.

I’d gone from invisible to infamous.

And I wouldn’t have traded it for anything.


Christmas with Chloe


The Ross family didn’t do Christmas small. They did it big, loud, and unapologetically luxurious. Every square inch glowed, white lights strung in razor, straight patterns along the eaves, a six-foot gold-and-silver wreath on the front door, and twin nutcrackers standing silent guard over the porch like bouncers at the world’s fanciest nightclub.

Chloe squeezed my hand on the walk up, her grip tight enough to make my knuckles tingle. She was pure holiday sex appeal in red velvet, the neckline plunging just enough to make me forget the California chill. Her perfume, coconut with a hint of cinnamon, washed over me with every step, keeping my heart rate two beats above safety.

Inside, the place was chaos wrapped in a bow.

The first thing you noticed was the scent: live pine, real cinnamon, and something sweet baking in the kitchen. The entry hall hit you with an ambush of garland, holiday cards, and a Christmas tree so loaded down with ornaments it looked in danger of collapse. Shiny reds, glittery gold, whole armies of glass figurines lined every surface. Every photo on the wall was Ross Family at Peak Presentation. Ski trips, galas, and a few throwbacks to the kind of matching-sweater Christmases you thought only happened in catalogues.

Chloe led the way. Her legs, bare and golden, flashed every time her dress shifted. “Do not be nervous. Daddy just likes to act scary.”

“If he throws me out the window, at least the hedges will break my fall,” I deadpanned.

She grinned, blue eyes sparkling. “You’ll be fine. Besides, you have me for backup.”

I wasn’t so sure. I felt like a research grant walking into a hedge fund’s annual meeting.

The door opened before we even rang.

Maxwell Ross, Chloe’s father, the legend, the hard ass, stood in the doorway. Six-two, sharp blue eyes, hair in a salt-and-pepper wave that didn’t move even as the wind cut around him. His suit was black, pressed, and perfect, with silver cufflinks and a tie that probably cost more than my laptop.

He didn’t smile. He measured me, top to bottom, no hint of warmth, then thrust out a hand like he expected me to fail a test.

I matched his grip, refusing to give ground. “Good evening, sir. Thank you for having me.”

His palm was a slab. Zero give. He sized me up, expression flat. “We keep a strict holiday start time, Mr. Mercer.” His voice was low, level. “I appreciate punctuality.”

Chloe slipped her arm around my back, nudging me over the threshold. “Daddy, this is Noah, the one I’ve told you about.” Her tone was all sugar. “I hope you’re ready to be impressed, because he’s the campus superstar these days.”

Max arched one eyebrow, but the handshake didn’t budge. “We’ll see about that.”

Inside, the heat and light wrapped around us, dazzling. Dr. Vivian Ross appeared from the kitchen, somehow both elegant and relaxed. Her dress was emerald green silk, fitted to her curves, the neckline demure but the silhouette all hourglass. She wore her dark hair twisted up, every line calculated to project power and grace at the same time.

She smiled, faint, knowing, as she moved to greet us. “Noah. You’re right on time.”

I nodded. “I wouldn’t miss it. Thank you for inviting me.”

Next in line: Brooke. She barreled down the stairs like Christmas came with a wrestling entrance theme. Her hair was a wild red mane, dress black and cut low enough to show off her perfect cleavage and the smooth sweep of her golden shoulders. She shot me a wink even as she hit me with a hug that bordered on tackle.

“Merry Christmas, Outlier,” she purred in my ear. “I hope you saved some appetite for dessert.”

I choked down a laugh. “That depends on what’s on the menu.”

She grinned, bright and unfiltered, then let go without a hint of self-consciousness.

Behind her, Mia drifted in, softer, quieter, golden tan offset by a pale-blue wrap dress that hugged all the right places. Her hair was glossy and loose, eyes luminous with a gentle kind of confidence. She moved like she’d been poured into her heels.

“I’m glad you’re here, Noah,” she said, offering a smile that didn’t ask for attention. It just happened.

Before I could answer, another presence materialized: Evan.

He was the only one in the family who went for “California formal”, open-collar, navy shirt tucked into slim dark pants, sandy hair brushed out of his eyes. He grinned at me, and the energy shifted, tension breaking just enough to let the air in.

Evan clapped me on the shoulder with the easy familiarity of our Ashbourne days. "Look who finally made it to the Ross family circus," he said, grinning. "Been telling them for months you're not as much of a nerd as they think."

I laughed, falling back into our old rhythm. "So you're the one who's been doing damage control. Appreciate it, roomie."

The swirl of introductions blurred as holiday music drifted from the living room, classic, classy, the kind of soundtrack that announced you were about to eat a meal no one would ever forget. The dining room glowed. At the center: a table big enough to seat a jury, polished to a mirror shine, every place setting an event in itself. Linen napkins, gold-edged plates, stemware that caught the light in prisms.

And the food. It was a full-assault Christmas spread. Turkey, beef tenderloin, at least four side dishes dressed in holiday glamor, and enough homemade bread to carb-load a swim team.

Chloe maneuvered me to my seat. I landed between her and Brooke, a setup that felt as much like a dare as an invitation. Across from me, Mia and Dr. Ross. At the head, Max. At the foot, Evan, who slouched in with confidence that only a brother could pull off.

Everyone settled in, crystal filled, plates stacked.

The moment we all sat down, Max took control.

***

“So, Noah. Chloe tells me you’ve had some success at St. Celeste.” The tone was father-of-the-year if your dad was a Fortune 500 CEO.

I met his gaze. “I’ve been lucky to work with some incredible people. We’re pushing the boundaries on tissue regeneration. My current project is the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold. It’s designed to dissolve as new tissue forms, no residue.”

Brooke nudged my knee under the table, smirking. “Translation: he’s changing the game. Most researchers are still on training wheels compared to him.”

Max didn’t flinch. “Impressive. But what makes it different from the legacy models? Commercially, everything’s saturated until you break the physics.”

Dr. Ross leaned forward, elbows perfectly spaced, every gesture controlled. “We could let Mr. Mercer explain, unless you’d rather take the floor yourself, Max.”

He inclined his head, a silent show of respect. “Please. I want to hear it from the source.”

All eyes shifted to me. Even Chloe went quiet, her hand resting on my thigh under the linen.

I kept my voice steady. “Traditional scaffolds act as temporary molds. They’re static. My model’s dynamic. It adapts to the micro-environment in real time. Self-assembling peptide networks, programmable delivery systems for growth factors. It acts less like a cast and more like a living framework.”

Mia’s eyes sparkled. “The prototype can even detect changes in cellular pressure, right? That was the breakthrough.”

I grinned at her, making sure the spotlight landed where it belonged. “Absolutely. Mia’s data analysis was what made the difference. She caught the way the hydrogel migrated across the tissue gradient. No one else saw what she did. We’d still be stuck at version 1.5 if she hadn’t flagged it.”

Mia flushed, subtle, but real. Her mouth curled in a faint, proud smile, and she ducked her head like she wasn’t used to public compliments.

Even Dr. Ross looked impressed. “Amelia’s intuition for the human variable is unmatched.”

Brooke hoisted her wineglass. “Can confirm. Mia’s the reason any of us made it through statistics alive.”

Evan chimed in. “I try to keep up, but most of the time I’m just here for the color commentary. If you want someone to make a Ted Lasso metaphor out of this, I’m your guy.”

Laughter rippled around the table, cutting the tension by half. Even Max’s lips twitched, almost but not quite into a smile.

He wasn’t finished, though.

“Three questions for you, Noah,” Max said, voice calm but laced with challenge. “One: what’s the real timeline on the prototype? Two: what barriers do you see for upscaling? And three: why hasn’t someone else beaten you there already?”

Chloe squeezed my thigh, a silent vote of confidence.

I went methodical. “We’re running animal models within two months. Human trials are obviously years out, but for soft-tissue repair, we’ve got early adoption interest from three hospitals. Barrier is always funding for the jump from benchtop to bedside, regulatory, cost per unit, materials science. But Dr. Ross’s team is working on it.”

Brooke, never one to stay silent, added, “If the world ran on stubbornness, Outlier would already be CEO of his own startup.”

Max nodded, expression unfazed. “Why you, then? What’s your edge?”

I considered, then went for the truth. “Systems thinking. Most research is siloed—biology, chemistry, engineering, never in the same room. I mapped the failure points across all three, then rebuilt from the ground up. But honestly, a lot of it is Mia and her approach to signal analysis. She looks for meaning in what everyone else ignores, noise, outliers, the unpredictable.”

Mia’s eyes met mine, and for a second the table didn’t exist. Just the two of us, and the fierce, bright pride burning in that split moment.

Brooke caught the look and snorted, not unkind. “My sister, the secret weapon.”

Chloe leaned in, voice low, intimate. “I told you he was different, Daddy. He actually credits his team.”

Max watched, tongue flicking over his teeth in thought. “I’ve seen a lot of bright young men come through this house. Most lose their edge the minute someone tells them they’re special. That’s not your style, is it?”

I shook my head. “Compliments don’t pay rent. The work either stands or it doesn’t.”

That landed. Max nodded, a touch slower, then reached for the wine with a steady hand. “Good answer. I’d invest in you, given the right proof.”

Dr. Ross’s gaze never left my face. “You underestimate the value of intuition in science, Max. Sometimes the best breakthroughs come from outside the algorithm.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. But the world runs on return, not romance.”

Evan took the alley-oop, deadpan: “So, what you’re saying is the best research is just a really good investment portfolio?”

Everyone actually laughed this time, even Max. Holidays or not, Evan knew how to pull the ripcord on family tension.

Brooke turned back to me. “Are you allowed to say your biggest fuck-up in front of the table, or is this strictly a ‘Top Chef’ audition?”

I grinned. “Failure? Sure. First animal test, the scaffold sheared clean through the muscle. I stayed up all night trying to figure out if I’d blown a math variable or just invented the world’s most expensive paper shredder.”

Chloe giggled, her hand sliding higher on my thigh. “I’m guessing you fixed it.”

“Not alone. Mia spotted a flaw in the stress modeling data. Turned out to be the key.”

Mia blushed deeper, but this time she didn’t look away. “I just read the numbers. Noah rebuilt the model in six hours and built a new physical prototype in twelve.”

Brooke’s voice went soft, rare for her. “They’re both too modest, honestly.”

Max sipped his wine. “What’s your five-year plan, Noah?”

I shot straight. “Finish the scaffold, see it in human use. Maybe consult for commercial partners, but mostly, prove it can change lives. I care more about the solution than the spotlight.”

Chloe’s breath caught beside me, a subtle exhale, but I felt it.

Evan tossed a bread roll to Mia. “Five bucks says he’s on a magazine cover before I finish grad school.”

Mia smiled, softer than before. “He’d probably burn it for warmth before showing it off.”

Dr. Ross let her gaze slide to Max. “See what I mean? He fits.”

Max considered me like he was crunching his own private algorithm, sizing me up for some mental ledger, or, hell, maybe the future son-in-law draft pick. He took his time, eyes tracking the details like he couldn’t afford a single miscalculation. “You remind me of someone I used to work with. Ruthless with problems, gentle with people. It’s rare.”

I inclined my head. “I learned from the best.”

He nodded, almost approving. “Dinner’s getting cold. Let’s eat.”

Chloe leaned in, mouth brushing my ear. “You crushed that, baby.”

Brooke, not to be outdone, slid her hand under the table and squeezed my thigh hard enough to remind me nothing was ever simple here.

Across the table, Dr. Ross just smiled, eyes glittering with promise.

For the first time all night, I let myself relax.

Christmas at the Ross house wasn’t just about presents or the perfect turkey.

It was about being seen.

And for once, I wasn’t the outsider.

I was sitting at the center, harem to my right and left, genius in my lap, and the full weight of the Ross family watching every move I made.

If there was a better way to close out the year, I hadn’t found it.

***

The meal proper started in a flurry of silver and crystal, each course more decadent than the last. Fat slices of tenderloin, potatoes whipped to silk, vegetables roasted in enough olive oil to make a cardiologist weep. Chloe lavished me with smiles, and Brooke never passed up a chance to brush her bare thigh against mine, even as she double-dipped on the garlic bread. Conversation ping-ponged between campus stories, wild family legends, and the occasional hard swerve back to business.

Max, it turned out, never really let up. The man could’ve run a CIA interrogation with less intensity.

“Let’s get granular,” he said, voice slicing through the bubble of sibling banter. “If you’re prototyping in January, what’s the runway to reliable scale production? And what’s the true materials bottleneck, peptide chain cost, or a supplier issue?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but something caught me off guard.

Under the table, a foot, decisive, stockinged, unmistakably feminine, traced up my ankle. Not a light brush, but a deliberate stroke, the heel landing perfectly before gliding up my calf. I froze. My fork hovered mid-bite, and for a split second, every neuron in my body redirected south.

I shot a glance across the table.

Dr. Ross looked back at me, expression exactly the same as before, composed, queenly, lips parted only to sip her wine or answer the occasional crossfire from Max. Her hands never left the table. Her eyes might as well have been running a clinical trial on how long I could last.

I managed a breath, then tried to answer. “The biggest variable is, ah, batch consistency. 3D-printed frameworks scale, but the hydrogel purity is make-or-break. Every ounce of contamination blows it up.”

A pause. Dr. Ross’s foot glided higher, now mapping slow circles behind my knee, just enough to send a full-body shiver racing north. I wanted to bite my lip but didn’t dare.

Max didn’t skip a beat. “Who’s your best supplier on the hydrogels? Anyone in the Bay Area?”

Dr. Ross’s foot pressed in, kneading my calf like she wanted to see if I’d squirm.

“Uh, two main sources, actually. Sigma’s local but inconsistent. For highest quality, you have to contract through—” I lost my train of thought for a second. Brooke, right then, chose to slide her hand under the table and onto my thigh with the subtlety of a Vegas blackjack dealer.

Chloe noticed. Instantly, she covered with a laugh. “Dad, don’t grill him too hard. He’s the only reason we’ll ever get published in Science.”

Evan, picking up the rescue, said, “Every time you grill a genius, an angel loses its lab funding.”

The table chuckled, but Max just leaned in, relentless.

“If the hydrogel is the bottleneck,” Max pressed, “how will you keep quality up at volume? Labor, automation, or IP?”

Brooke’s hand eased in, slow-motion, working up my inner thigh. I could actually hear the blood pounding in my ears. Dr. Ross’s foot rolled behind my knee, hypnotic, insistent. My cock lurched in anticipation, stiffening like it was desperate to impress the entire top floor of the house.

I tried to steady my breathing, but I was a walking live wire.

“Automation, to a point,” I managed. “But human QA on the—fuck, I mean, on the gel homogeneity is critical, especially for early runs. The IP is defensible, but the challenge is always—always—the… uh…”

Brooke, under the table, found my zipper. It slid open with a deadly little click I was sure everyone could hear. Her hand was cool, nimble, and she showed zero hesitation. She fished through my boxers, fingers expert as hell, and curled around my cock, already fully hard and pulsing so fierce it might’ve had its own heartbeat.

I almost lost it right there. My wine glass jerked, and I coughed hard, barely covering the sound with a tight sputter.

Across the table, Dr. Ross’s eyes caught mine. She didn’t blink, not even as her foot drifted higher, now stroking the inside of my thigh in long, measured sweeps.

Brooke started stroking me, slow and rhythmic. Her grip was firm, her pace unhurried. She leaned in, whispering, “Don’t lose your place, Outlier.”

I gripped my fork so hard the tines bent.

Chloe, knowing exactly what was happening, squeezed my thigh in perfect time with Brooke’s hand. Her eyes danced between me and her sister, all encouragement and zero shame. The pressure, the solidarity, was dizzying.

Max, oblivious, hammered away. “Have you charted a cost curve for post-pilot runs? What’s your target per unit? More importantly, when do you actually think you’ll be able to put this into a human trial?”

I could barely focus. Brooke pumped my cock under the shield of the heavy tablecloth, her hand wicked, her touch sending lightning through my spine. Dr. Ross’s foot was now so high on my thigh I kept expecting her to hook me behind the knee and pull me under the table.

It took everything not to groan.

“Projected cost per unit is… uh, dropping fast,” I said, voice strained. “We’re using off-the-shelf polymer blends, and Mia’s algorithms cut waste by nearly thirty percent. If we hold the line, we could have a clinical prototype—”

Brooke swiped her thumb over the head of my cock, finding a bead of precum and smearing it over the tip in careful, torturous circles.

“—by the end of spring semester. Earliest. But only if FDA doesn’t sandbag us.”

Chloe took over. “Daddy, did you know Noah’s team just scored faculty funding for the entire next phase? Mom’s committee approved it, something that never happens after just one round of review.”

Max tilted his head, half-impressed, half-predator. “That’s rare.”

Brooke maintained her pace, steady, relentless. The pleasure climbed so fast I actually had to glance at the chandelier to keep from shuddering.

I could see Mia notice, curious, but not prying. It was Evan, though, who broke the spell. “If this stuff works, are you going to quit school and open your own company, or are you going to stay at St. Celeste and drive the rest of the faculty insane?”

Brooke pumped harder, short, tight strokes that made my jaw clench. Dr. Ross’s foot grazed right up to the bulge itself, then retreated, just to tease me.

I forced myself to breathe.

“Not sure,” I rasped, voice running rough. “Depends on if I… if I survive the holidays, honestly.”

Brooke squeezed my cock, milking precum from the tip, fingers working in precise, devastating little stutters even as her face above the table stayed cool, almost bored.

Chloe’s hand moved over mine, lacing our fingers. “He’s too good for us, isn’t he?”

Brooke snorted. “I wouldn’t say that, babe. He’s handling himself just fine.”

Chloe shot her a knowing glance, a raw blue fire that made my cock even harder in Brooke’s hand.

On the other side of the table, Dr. Ross silently watched, her lips barely parted, a hint of a smile playing at the edges.

Max shifted, eyes locking on me one last time. “I suppose we’ll see if you can deliver on your promise. Christmas is about miracles, after all.”

Brooke’s hand was merciless, driving me to the edge, backing off, then ramping up the pressure just when the conversation dared to dip toward normal. My face burned, my knuckles shone white where I gripped the fork, and more than once I had to stop talking, feigning a thoughtful pause while Brooke nearly broke my mind.

Dr. Ross’s foot never stopped—up, down, swirling slow, never letting me forget she was there.

“Outlier’s always been good at handling pressure,” Evan joked, the words loaded.

Chloe giggled, then squeezed my hand again, her body humming with pride and something darker. A hunger I was only just beginning to understand.

I managed to finish the answer, barely. “If we can run the validation trial by June, they might even name a paper after us. But for what it’s worth, I think the best work is what happens when no one’s looking.”

Especially under a table, where the real miracles happened.

Max finally relaxed, signaling to the kitchen for dessert.

Brooke smoothed my zipper closed, casual as anything. Her hand lingered, giving my cock a final squeeze before letting go. Under the table, Dr. Ross’s foot withdrew, trailing a promise along my leg.

Chloe’s hand found my own, and she squeezed so hard I thought she might never let go.

Above the linen, everything looked normal. Below, I was barely holding together.

If this was what Christmas dinner at the Ross house was like, I couldn’t wait to see what happened once the rest of the family left us alone.

I exhaled, pulse hammering.

The harem was just getting started.


Cream Pie for Christmas


Ibarely made it out alive.

One more stroke from Brooke under the table, and I’d have painted the Ross family centerpiece with a load hot enough to make the tree lights flicker. I excused myself, voice tight, legs numb. “Bathroom, just a sec.” If Max clocked the situation, he showed veteran-level restraint by not saying a word. Chloe squeezed my hand and shot me a look equal parts pride and hunger.

In that hallway, the polished wood gleamed, but all I could focus on was the pressure in my pants and the lingering sensation of Brooke’s grip, cool and relentless. I practically sprinted for the guest bathroom, fingers trembling as I yanked the door shut behind me.

The silence inside was a gut punch. Tiny room, single pedestal sink, cold blue tile underfoot, and a pocket of shadows from the dim vanity light. I braced myself on the edge of the sink, breathing in short, sharp bursts. My cock throbbed—angry red, almost leaking through the fabric. I was seconds from losing it.

This was supposed to be a rescue mission, but apparently, I’d just lit the fuse.

A soft shuffle from the hallway. That instant, adrenaline shock.

The handle turned.

Door cracked, and Brooke slipped in, shutting it with a gentle but lethal click. The lock snicked into place.

She didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Chloe insisted I come check on you,” Brooke whispered, her voice dark with intent. That smile. The slow sideways stretch of her lips should’ve come with a warning label.

She didn’t just close the distance. She stalked me. Black dress riding up, hair wild, blue eyes locked on my jaw like she was plotting the best way to leave a mark.

I tried to protest. “Brooke—” but my brain shorted out as she sank to her knees right in front of me.

“Shh. Let me.”

She had my zipper open before I finished blinking. The second my cock sprang free, her eyes went wide, hungry. Brooke wrapped her hand around the base, tight, possessive, and stroked slow, milking out a bead of slick precum.

“God, you’re hard,” she muttered, tongue flicking her lips. “Must be my fault.”

I didn’t have time to answer. Her mouth sealed around the head, hot and wet and perfect. She took me deep in one steady glide, lips stretching, cheeks hollowed, the pressure instantly cranking my pulse to critical.

The noise was obscene. Her spit, the wet pop as she bobbed, the hitched, desperate inhale every time she pulled back for breath but never let go. Her tongue worked circles under the crown then flattened, sliding up the underside smooth as velvet. The pleasure was torture, raw and hungry, tinged with the edge of panic that someone would hear, someone would wonder why two voices suddenly went missing from the table next door.

It didn’t matter.

Brooke sucked my cock like she wanted to own it forever. Her rhythm was merciless, fast, then slow; twisting her fist, then pausing just to lick the head while her free hand tugged my balls gently, rolling them, coaxing more. She made eye contact every time, daring me to lose my shit.

“Fuck, Brooke,” I hissed, barely above a whimper. I gripped the sink so hard my knuckles went white.

Her answer was to bury me deeper. She gagged, just a little, eyes watering, but she didn’t flinch. It only made her more determined. The heat of her mouth, the way her lips sealed so tight, every downstroke slicker than the last. My whole body shook with effort not to explode instantly.

A moan from her throat sent vibrations down my shaft. If there was a world record for oral, she’d already shattered it.

Outside the door: voices, laughter, the clink of glasses. Inside: the symphony of her sucking, slurping, and the ragged pulse of my own breathing as I tried, tried and failed, to keep quiet.

I braced one hand on her head, fingers sliding into her wild red hair. She twisted, letting the strands fan over her cheeks, eyes fluttering closed as she bobbed faster, deeper, saliva running down my length to pool at the base. The image was pure porn, a goddess on her knees, ruined lipstick, flushed cheeks, and my cock vanishing between her lips again and again.

She popped off, gasping for air, stroking me rapid-fire. My tip smeared her cheek with precum, and she grinned, proud and filthy. “You gonna cum for me, or do I need to work harder?”

I wanted to answer, had a comeback lined up, but she swallowed me whole again, this time humming around the head until I nearly blacked out.

The pressure built, every nerve raw. It was like being wound tighter and tighter, the tiniest sound or touch away from losing control in the most humiliating, spectacular way possible.

Brooke must have sensed it. She slowed, teasing, tongue flicking the slit, then licked me from base to tip, savoring the taste, inhaling with pure, animal delight.

Her nails scratched my thigh, then settled around my balls, massaging, coaxing. Her other hand twisted in counter-rhythm to her mouth, and the double sensation nearly buckled my knees.

I tried to stay upright, tried to hold the edge, but it was a losing battle.

She kept going. More. Harder. Wet noises, the soft slap of her palm, the obscene, gorgeous pop every time she took me deep. The ache in my cock crested, my hips stuttered, and I tasted iron as I bit my own tongue, desperate not to grunt too loud and tip off the whole damn family.

Brooke grinned up at me, lips stretched wide, tongue lapping at the tip like it was her favorite treat. “You taste so fucking good,” she whispered, the words sending a jolt straight to my balls.

If there’s a heaven for men, it’s a locked guest bathroom with a devil in red hair sucking your cock and nobody on the other side realizing you’re seconds from coming apart.

She bobbed faster, deeper. I could hear the desperate gulp every time I hit the back of her throat, but she held steady, refusing to let up. Her spit coated my shaft in glistening streaks. If she wanted proof of her power, the mess on her face and the wild slurping noises would’ve been enough.

I felt the flood coming, balls drawing up, every muscle in my abdomen flexing, but I didn’t want to finish in her mouth. Not yet. Didn’t want the moment to end before I tasted her.

I gripped her jaw, gentle but urgent, and tugged her up.

Brooke didn’t protest. She popped off with a gasp, face flushed, mouth dripping. I pulled her to her feet and kissed her, no hesitation, open-mouthed, sloppy, her moan pouring into my throat. I could taste myself on her lips, on her tongue, and it just made me harder.

Her hands flew to my chest, nails raking, dragging me closer. My own hands wrenched her dress down, exposing those legendary D-cups, the kind of tits that could cause riots at the beach. They bounced free, nipples pink and already hard, begging for attention.

I didn’t waste time. I sucked one into my mouth, using my tongue to flick and swirl while my palm kneaded the other. Brooke arched into me, her breath hot against my ear.

“God, yes. Suck them. Don’t stop. Fuck, Noah, you’re so good.”

I shifted to the other nipple, biting gently, then sucking hard enough to leave a mark. Her body trembled, every exhale a whispered curse. The heat from her chest, the scent of her perfume and skin, the forbidden urgency of a quickie in her parents’ house. It was a cocktail engineered for madness.

She wrapped a thigh around my leg, grinding her pussy against me through her dress. I could feel her heat, the slickness even through the fabric, and it turned my brain to static.

I alternated between her breasts, switching every few seconds, careful to tease the nipples with just enough edge to make her moan into my mouth. With every pass, she grew wilder. Arch of her back, claw of her hands, shudders racing down her body.

I switched from sucking to licking, then to gentle bites, watching her face melt with pleasure. Every time my teeth grazed her nipple, her moans grew softer but needier. A raw, hungry little noise just for me.

If there was ever a Hall of Fame for bathroom hookups, we’d just earned our own plaque.

I pulled her close, mouth pressed to her ear. “You’re going to get us caught.”

She laughed, a low, wicked sound, and rolled her hips into mine, grinding my cock against her bare thigh. “Only if you can’t keep quiet, Outlier. You still want it?”

Rather than answer, I sucked her nipple so hard she gasped, nearly losing her balance.

She steadied herself, fingers tangling in my hair, and murmured, “Don’t ever stop. Make me feel it.”

I found her mouth again, kissing her deeper, anchoring her to the cold tile while my hands roamed over her ass, up her back, squeezing, testing, staking my claim.

Brooke responded in kind, grinding into me, her hands everywhere, her need painted across her skin and echoing in every stifled moan. Her breasts glistened with my spit, nipples swollen and flushed, proud evidence of exactly what I’d been doing.

Our breath fogged the mirror. The air was thick with sex and barely contained risk.

With every second, the need grew sharper, hotter, heavier, bordering on reckless.

But if you gave Brooke a wall, she’d find a way to break through.

I braced her against the sink, thrusting my hips so my cock slid between her thighs, leaving a slick trail on her skin. The pressure was exquisite, torture in slow motion.

“Harder,” she begged, voice barely a whisper. “Please, Noah. I’m so fucking wet.”

I alternated sucking her nipples, then biting her neck, kissing her jaw, drawing out every gasp and shudder. My cock throbbed between us, desperate for more, but I wanted to savor the way her body practically melted under my hands.

She rocked into me, matching every move. “If you cum on me, I’ll die happy,” she muttered, grinding the tip against her slick, bare thigh.

I almost did.

But not yet.

We tangled mouths and hands, skin on skin, until the only thing left was the promise of what came next.

If the rest of the family wondered why I’d vanished with Brooke for so long, let them guess.

I’d never needed a woman the way I needed her in that tiny, airless bathroom.

She left me trembling on the edge, cock still leaking, desperate to be inside her. But I wanted to stretch out every second, make the buildup last, so that when we finally snapped, it’d be one for the record books.

We stayed locked together, breathing hard, our sweat and spit mingling on her bare chest while her hands dug into my back. The tile was cold, but every inch of Brooke was pure, liquid heat.

When I finally let her come up for air, she licked her own nipple, eyes dancing with slutty triumph.

“If you last another five minutes, I’ll make it the best Christmas you’ve ever had,” she whispered, then dropped her hand to my cock and stroked once, for effect.

I grabbed her jaw, pulled her lips to mine, and claimed her all over again.

In the Harem Olympics, this was a lead nobody could chase down.

We were just getting started.

***

I couldn’t wait another second. If we kept kissing, kept teasing each other, I’d blow just from the way Brooke moaned when I tongued her nipples. And if the ache in my cock was anything to go by, neither of us was faking it.

I spun her to face the mirror.

Brooke caught her own reflection, pupils wide and cheeks flushed. For the tiniest moment, she grinned, a hungry, predatory flash, then planted her palms against the edge of the sink and arched her back, offering her perfect dancer’s ass like she’d been born for it.

I bunched her dress up to her waist, exposing a lacy black thong already soaked through. Her skin glowed gold even in the shitty bathroom light, and the sight of her ass, round, high, flawless, nearly short-circuited me. I hooked a finger under the band and yanked the panties aside, baring her pussy.

Dripping. Swollen. Slick as sin.

My cock throbbed, so hard it ached. I lined up behind her, not even pretending to savor the anticipation. One hand gripped her hip, the other palming her cheek, firm, possessive, ready to leave a bruise.

I pushed in, burying my cock inside her in one smooth, devastating thrust. The heat and pressure nearly knocked me out. Brooke’s breath stuttered, and she clamped a hand over her own mouth to muffle the sound.

Her pussy hugged me, slick and tight and pulsing with want.

We locked eyes in the mirror.

She bit down on her own fist, knuckles white, trying not to moan loud enough to wake the neighbors. Her hair fell in wild red waves around her shoulders, sweat already beading at her temple. The image was unreal: fucked-out, electric, desperate.

I drew back and slammed in again, harder. Skin met skin with a wet, obscene slap. The sink groaned in protest, rocking under the force of each thrust.

Brooke’s ass rippled with every hit, jiggling so perfectly I couldn’t look away.

“Fuck,” I gritted, fighting to keep my own voice below a war cry. “Look at you. You’re incredible.”

She managed a wild, glassy-eyed smile in the mirror, then went back to biting her lip, hips pushing back to meet every thrust.

The way her pussy gripped me, clenching, milking, refusing to let go, nearly snapped my self-control. Wetness coated my cock, glinting in the mirror with every pull-out, every hard drive home. The rhythm was primal: in, out, in, out. She soaked me, juices dripping down her thigh to spatter on the blue tile floor.

Outside the door, distant laughter and the faint clink of holiday china. If anyone walked past, we were dead.

But Brooke never cared about danger. She thrived on it.

I doubled down, both hands grabbing her hips, spreading her wider. The extra leverage let me pound harder, deeper. The sound was deafening in that tiny space, flesh on flesh, the muffled smack of Brooke’s ass against my pelvis, the harsh, desperate breathing as we both hunted the edge.

She looked up, tears shining in her eyes, mouth slack with pleasure. I caught her gaze in the mirror and lost myself in it.

“That’s it, baby,” I growled, unable to slow down. “You love this, don’t you?”

She nodded, eyes rolling back as her pussy clamped down even harder.

I angled my hips, hunting for the spot that made her lose it. The second I nailed it, her whole body shuddered, thighs trembling, arms locked straight as she braced for the onslaught.

I watched everything. My cock vanishing into her, glistening with her slickness. The shape of her ass straining against my grip. The flush creeping down her spine and across her bare back. If it was a dream, I didn’t want to wake up.

Brooke tried to keep quiet, but her moans broke through, soft, pleading, desperate. Every time I slammed home, her voice hitched. It was a miracle no one heard and came knocking.

The sink creaked louder, threatening to tear out of the wall, but neither of us slowed down. If anything, the risk sharpened the edge.

She slammed back into me, meeting each thrust with a hunger I’d never felt from anyone else.

I reached around, fingers slipping between her thighs to find her swollen clit. She was so wet it was almost friction-less. The second I touched her, she jerked, hips bucking, pussy squeezing my cock in frantic, rhythmic pulses.

She gasped, face contorting as she fought to keep the scream buried. “Oh god, Noah. Fuck! Don’t stop, don’t ever stop.”

I didn’t. Faster, harder, deeper.

Each thrust sent a fresh jolt rippling through us, the mirror reflecting everything we’d surrendered to: her untamed, shameless, breasts bounding and clapping together as she arched forward, my hands braced at her hips, cock plunging in and out, relentless, our bodies straining and shuddering and unraveling, second by second, breathless and wild in the heat of it.

I watched her fall apart.

Her body tensed, quake rolling from her toes to her scalp. Her eyes squeezed shut, lips bitten raw, both arms shaking as she pummeled the edge of the sink with white-knuckled fists.

Brooke’s climax detonated like a bomb, violent, primal, a seizure that rippled from the tips of her toes to the roots of her hair. I could see the exact instant it hit her: her reflection’s eyes snapped shut, mouth stretched in a silent scream, every muscle in her back rigid and trembling. The shudders ran down her body in aftershock convulsions, thighs quaking as she bore down on my cock, each spasm milking me with insane, merciless pressure.

She was so fucking tight I thought she was trying to rip me in half.

But that only threw gasoline on my own fuse, and before I could brace, the dam inside me fractured. The pleasure boiled up from my spine and exploded, white heat, total sensory overload. I buried myself to the hilt and groaned, the sound too raw to be human, emptying everything into her at once. My cock pulsed, shot after shot, filling Brooke’s cunt with so much cum it overflowed and ran in hot streams down her thighs.

She collapsed into the bathroom mirror, forehead pressed to the glass, arms shaking as she tried not to collapse. Her ass presented, still impaled on me, pussy fluttering and squeezing, draining every last drop. I pressed up behind her, pinning her in place, my own knees about to buckle as the world spun dizzy and airless.

We were welded together, sweat and spit and cum and body heat fusing us into one sticky, ruined organism.

I couldn’t even move. My heart pounded so hard it shook my whole body, ribs threatening to crack with every beat. My vision blurred at the edges, making the ugly blue bathroom tiles pulse like a strobe light.

Brooke moaned, a low, animal sound, then started laughing, high and wild, cheek smushed against the mirror as if she’d just won the best prize on Earth. Her ass wiggled back on my cock, like she couldn’t bear to let me go, not even for a second.

I tried to say something, but all I could manage was a ragged gasp. My hands were still gripping her hips, fingertips sunk so deep I’d probably leave marks for days. I traced a shaky line up her spine, found her shoulder, and squeezed, as if to anchor us both to the ground and make sure we didn’t evaporate into the ether.

The rest of the house creaked with the sounds of normal life: chairs scraping, glasses clinking, the low hum of human voices. It felt impossible that anyone could be so ordinary when we’d just broken every rule of physics in this shitty little bathroom.

Slowly, I eased out of her. The sensation was so intense, I had to grit my teeth to keep from cumming again right there. My cock slid free with a wet, obscene pop, strings of milky fluid following the motion, smearing down the insides of her legs. Brooke let out a tiny whimper, then reached back and cupped her pussy, as if trying to hold the mess inside.

She turned around, breathless, tits heaving, hair wild and tangled with sweat. Her face glowed with triumph. She wiped a streak of my cum off her thigh, licked it from her fingers, and grinned.

“Jesus, Outlier,” she panted, “you fucked me stupid.”

I would’ve laughed, but my throat was still fighting for air. All I could do was lean against the sink and stare at her, at the smeared lipstick, the flushed skin, the perfect, messy, post-fuck beauty that made her look more alive than any person I’d ever seen.

Brooke slipped her panties off the rest of the way, balled them up, and stuffed them into her clutch. She fluffed her red hair, straightened her dress, then gave me a wicked once-over. “You’re dripping everywhere,” she said, voice husky. “If we don’t clean up, someone’s gonna know exactly what happened in here.”

She grabbed a wad of toilet paper and dabbed herself, then turned her attention to me, stroking the length of my cock with lazy, admiring fingers. “Still hard,” she marveled, then sucked the tip into her mouth, just for a second, as if she couldn’t help herself.

I shuddered, barely keeping upright. “You’re insane.”

Brooke winked and offered me a square of Charmin, her face all mischief. “Better get yourself right, genius. Or do you want the whole family to see you like this?”

She rinsed her face, ran damp fingers through her hair, and after a quick glance in the mirror, looked as if she’d just stepped out of a magazine. I cleaned up, tucked myself away, and tried to remember how to walk.

Brooke pressed herself to my side, lips grazing my ear. “Don’t worry, baby. It’s not like tonight is the last time we’re going to do this. This is the beginning of a beautiful relationship.” She nipped my lobe and gave my ass a slap before slipping out the door like nothing had happened.

I stood there for a long minute, trying to process the absolute madness of what we’d just done, the taste of her sweat and sex still heavy on my tongue.

Then, with my legs still shaky, I splashed water on my face, straightened my shirt, and followed her back toward the dinner table, praying no one noticed the afterglow burning off me like a solar flare.

The world had reset: Max pouring another glass of red, Dr. Ross quietly fielding questions from Mia, Chloe leaning forward to meet my eyes the second I returned.

Chloe's eyes locked with mine across the table, her smile a mix of knowing pride and arousal. She gave me the tiniest nod, not just approval, but congratulations. Dr. Ross's gaze flickered between Brooke and me, her perfectly manicured fingers tracing the rim of her wineglass with deliberate slowness, the corner of her mouth curling upward in silent conspiracy.

But the others, most importantly, Mr. Ross seemed blissfully unaware of the sexual violence Brooke and I perpetrated under their noses.

Brooke was back in her seat, cheeks a little pink, but otherwise a vision of holiday perfection. Under the table, her bare thigh pressed against mine, slick, warm, and unmistakably marked by what we’d just done.

She shot me a look. I caught it, held it, and let the smile twist my lips.

There was nothing more intoxicating than a shared, filthy secret in the middle of a perfect, innocent Christmas.

Conversation hummed, plates clinked, and I drowned in the knowledge that I’d just lived the family dinner fantasy, twice over, and it wasn’t even dessert yet.

Brooke squeezed my leg, subtle and knowing.

We both knew the truth: we’d never look at this bathroom, or this table, the same way again.

Let the rest of the house keep talking about research, holiday plans, or the latest Ross rumor.

We had already won.


Harem Wives


Funny thing about obsession, once it got its hooks into me, even sleep felt negotiable. I came back to St. Celeste with two hours to unpack, and by the time the new year’s emails started lighting up my inbox, I was already ghosting the world and hiding in my favorite place: the Innovation Lab.

If home was chaos and muscle memory and the scent of Chloe’s hair all over my pillow, the lab was the opposite: blue LED serenity, every surface wiped clean, the air cold enough to remind you that real life didn’t make house calls here. Even the motion-sensor lights greeted me like an old friend, blinking awake under my palm as if they’d missed my fingerprints.

For twelve hours, I lived in that windowless box.

Notes stacked up beside me. Every line tight, underlined, logged. It was like doing CrossFit for the brain: load the slide, check the microscope, log the sample, repeat. I refined the hydrogel mix, tweaking ratios with the kind of stubbornness that made wives leave husbands and grad students throw beakers against the wall.

C-22 sample: failed at 18-minute mark. Cell death at interface.

Try 30/70 solvent blend next batch.

Note: tweak microfilament density on Scaffold B. Maybe up the peptide content by 10%. Chloe was right, higher absorption = cleaner dissolution curve.

My pen moved so fast my own handwriting got lost in the blur. When my hand cramped, I didn’t pause. I just switched to dictating memos into my phone, voice gone hoarse from hours of silence.

The workbench was littered: pipettes, soaker pads, mugs smeared with espresso residue, and, every three minutes, the sharp little *ping* of my phone.

The notifications were relentless.

Chloe—

Baby are you alive in there or did the robots eat you.

If you miss me any harder I’ll have to call campus security

PS: You left your charger at my place and it misses you.

Rory—

Fun fact, you’re not the only one who knows how to ghost people.

I brought you coffee. Come claim it before it explodes.

And for the record, I’m still not over that thing you did at the Ross house. Just saying.

I’d ignored most of it. No sense pretending otherwise. I’d ignored all of it. But I’d already learned my lesson with Rory. There was no point in burying my head in the sand again, not forever, not this time. The girls deserved more than my inattention. When they called for me, I would give them everything. All of me, nothing held back, nothing else intruding. That was the promise I made to them, and to myself.

Still, the thrill of the scaffold outperforming its own math was enough. It was like foreplay with no safe word, an endless edge I didn’t want to step back from. My hands moved with absolute precision: adjusting slide position, tapping the lens into focus, logging every goddamn heartbeat the tissue samples produced.

Sunset came and went. At some point, the janitorial crew made a pass outside the glass wall, giving me a look usually reserved for guys who eat alone at steakhouses. If they wondered if I was sleeping in here, they weren’t far off.

By 11:30 PM, the only light in the building was mine.

I checked the last sample, logged the data, and exhaled for maybe the first time all day. The notes were perfect, the scaffold holding at triple the expected duration, and the cloud of euphoria that followed was the kind you didn’t get from drugs or sex, just pure, uncut victory.

My phone buzzed again.

Chloe—

We’re going to stage an intervention if you don’t come home soon.

PS: Wear the gray hoodie, I like how it smells after sex.

Rory—

If you’re dead, I’m calling your mother. If you’re alive, text like a normal person.

You have 10 minutes before we break down your door.

That got me moving.

I packed down the bench and staggered out of the lab, body vibrating with caffeine and micro-wins. Walking across the empty quad, I tried to remember how to function around people who weren’t made of cells and polymer. The night was cold and utterly quiet, the only sound my sneakers on stone and the distant hum of a vending machine that hadn’t worked since October.

I stepped into the hushed foyer of the sorority house, the grand hallways deserted, most of the girls dead to the world upstairs. My shoes clicked and echoed across polished tiles, a cadence that followed me up the staircase. I was halfway to my own suite, mind on autopilot, when I noticed them: just outside my door, posed like a glossy magazine spread and impossible to miss. There they were, radiant in every sense of the word, stunning as always.

Chloe: wild blonde hair, leggings and bomber jacket, sitting cross-legged on the carpet like she was waiting for a prize. Rory: flawless as ever, red lips, cheekbones sharp enough to get you arrested, leaning against the doorframe with the kind of patience that dared you to try and impress her.

They didn’t look at each other so much as vibe off each other. Two storms in a holding pattern, every molecule waiting for the right trigger.

Chloe saw me first. She popped up and marched right over, her arms crossed and her mouth already curled into drama mode.

“Excuse you, Mr. Scientist. Did your thumbs fall off, or are you just too important to text back your girlfriends?”

I blinked, half in shock, half in awe. “Was buried under about a million miles of data. Sorry. Didn’t know there was a quiz.”

Rory arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. “You failed. Badly. We’ve been out here for twenty minutes. Long enough for Chloe to start redecorating your door with stickers.”

Chloe flashed a grin. “I had options, babe. But I like you too much to go full vandal.”

She closed the space and grabbed my hand. Rory followed, brushing imaginary dust off my shoulder like she’d been assigned curator duty for my dignity.

“Next time, you answer when we call,” Rory said, low and velvet. “Or else Chloe’s going to start using glitter glue.”

Around us, the hallway started to wake up. Doors creaked, lights snapped on, and at least two sisters from the end of the hall peeked out, eyes widening before they ducked back inside. Seeing me flanked by Delta Omega Sigma's hottest blonde and the infamously untouchable Rory Bennett wasn't exactly part of the sorority's nightly routine even if my room had become unofficial harem headquarters.

Chloe saw the peanut gallery and didn’t even blink. Instead, she hugged my arm and smushed her tits against me through the hoodie. “You heard the man. After-hours harem support squad, reporting for duty.”

Rory chimed in, looping her arm through my other side. “Tell everyone you meet the rumors are true,” she said, just loud enough for the nearest gossip mill to catch.

I unlocked the door, and all three of us slipped inside as one seamless organism. For anyone watching, there was exactly zero ambiguity: this was not a study group, or a cramming session, or anything except what it looked like. A man with two women who both expected to get their way.

Inside the room, the rush of heat and scent hit instantly, Chloe’s coconut-and-vanilla, Rory’s perfume with the bite of something dark and expensive, and the general electricity of three bodies all wound up and ready to see who’d break first.

Chloe kicked off her sneakers and dove for the bed, spreading out like she’d been living here forever. Rory leaned against the desk, crossing her arms and shooting me a look that could only be described as predatory curiosity.

“So, what’s the headline?” Chloe said, wriggling on the covers. “Did you solve biomedical engineering tonight, or were you just hiding from your harem?”

I dropped into the desk chair, suddenly aware of how twitchy my hands still were. “Bit of both,” I admitted. “The scaffold’s holding. You’d like the time-lapse, Chlo. It absorbs the hydrogel like it’s alive.”

Rory's eyes flickered with something almost like pride. "You always were relentless. It's why you're not stuck in the middle of the bell curve like these other idiots."

She jerked her chin over her shoulder, referencing the peanut gallery and their barely-suppressed whispers.

Outside the door, the buzz hadn't faded. I swore I heard someone mutter, "No way, that's both of them in there," followed by a half-strangled, "God, it's not even midterms yet." The sorority sisters weren't even trying to hide their curiosity anymore.

I glanced at Chloe, who was watching me with open hunger and a smirk.

“Word on the street,” I offered, “is that Outlier’s officially fucking up the campus curve.”

Chloe moaned, boneless in her satisfaction. “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

Rory moved closer, planting herself on the arm of my chair and running her fingers through my hair with an absentminded, almost possessive grace.

“We’re not letting you disappear into the lab without backup again,” Rory said. “If you need supervision, you’ve got options.”

Chloe perked up. “I volunteer as tribute.”

Her riff had Rory grinning, rare, but legit. “Not if I claim Mondays and Wednesdays first.”

I laughed. “Guess we’ll need to build a schedule.”

Chloe rolled onto her stomach, gleaming with mischief. “Maybe. But tonight, we just claim our territory.”

The implication was clear, hanging in the air like static before a lightning strike.

Outside, the world could gossip all it wanted. Inside this room, everything made sense.

If the Ross house taught me about chaos, St. Celeste’s first night back drilled home the point: I belonged to them now, and they were damn proud to show it.

Round one of the new semester?

Already legendary.

***

Don’t get me wrong, threesomes are great, but if you’ve never been the main character in a tug-of-war over whose night you belong to, you haven’t lived. The second the door shut and the hallway noise faded, Chloe and Rory went straight from playful banter to full-on strategic mode.

Chloe claimed the bed, legs folded up, loose tee riding dangerous on her bronze thighs. She plucked at the covers with quick, nervous fingers, then batted her lashes at me like she was about to pitch a startup.

“So, ground rules,” she announced, blue eyes flashing. “Monday, Wednesday, Friday are mine.”

She didn’t even blink.

Rory raised an eyebrow, lips curled in a smirk. “That’s bold. You get three nights, I get the same?”

Chloe beamed. “Equal rights, babe.”

Rory planted herself at my desk, arms folded, looking for all the world like she was about to close a deal at Goldman. “Fine. Then I take Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday.”

Done," Chloe shot back. "But you have to actually show up on your nights. None of that ghosting Noah at six PM because you have a model UN thing."

Rory rolled her eyes, but I could tell she loved the challenge. "Please. If I wanted to debate theoretical ownership, I'd have joined law review. I'm here for the real thing." Her gaze locked onto mine, not Chloe's. "I'm here to win."

The intensity in her eyes made my throat go dry.

For a few seconds, the only sound was the three of us breathing, a tight little triangle of tension and hunger. Then I snuck in a question: “And Sunday? Do I just revert to single-celled organism status, or is that a wild card?”

They traded glances, smirks blossoming. Rory leaned in, voice velvet and slow: “We both stay Sunday. That way, if you survive the week, you get a reward.”

Chloe nearly clapped. “Oh my god, yes. Every Sunday, we both sleep over.”

“And what happens after sleep, genius?” I asked, deadpan.

Chloe waggled her brows. “What doesn’t?”

The raw confidence from both was addictive. If you’d told me a year ago that I’d need a literal spreadsheet to keep up with my girlfriends, I’d have accused you of wishful thinking. Now, it was just… life.

Rory shifted closer, perched on my chair’s arm, and lazily raked her nails through my hair. Her perfume laced the air, dark and inviting. The move was so natural, so unselfconscious, it made my pulse spike.

Chloe’s hand wandered to my thigh, nails tracing slow circles. “He’s happy already. I can see it.” She grinned, wicked and warm at once. “So what’s got you so wound up tonight, babe? You’re like a coiled spring.”

I exhaled, letting the last of the lab tension out. “Honestly? The scaffold worked. Perfect adhesion, no residue. I ran the last test three times just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke. Data looks good. All we need is to replicate at scale.”

Rory’s eyes sharpened. “That’s huge, Noah. Is it the hydrogel recipe, or the new print matrix?”

“Both,” I said, a little surprised they were tracking the details. “Chloe was actually right. The higher absorption blend spiked our numbers. But the peptide ratio tuned the structure; otherwise, the cells just sheared off like before.”

Chloe lit up, bouncing on the bed. “Wait, so my idea actually helped?”

I nodded. “You’re basically co–first author if this goes public, babe.”

She puffed up, pride glowing from her face. “Told you I was secretly a genius. I just don’t wear it like an ugly cardigan.”

Rory squeezed a little tighter, clearly impressed. “That’s why I’m here, Outlier. You don’t just break rules, you make new ones. Like, no one else would obsess over micro-filament ratios for weeks. But you do.”

For once, I let myself absorb the praise. “It’s easier when you’ve got the world’s best distractions.”

Rory gave a low, dangerous chuckle. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

Chloe’s hand slid higher on my thigh, testing, teasing, but not in a rush. She was happy to let the moment hang, like she wanted to see how long I could savor it before giving in to pure animal greed.

“So walk us through it, Professor,” Chloe said, settling in for the story. “How does the new model actually work?”

I took a breath, then ran through it, minus the jargon. “Old scaffolds act like scaffolding, static, more form than function. Mine adapts as it integrates. With the new hydrogel, it literally predicts the growth path, dissolves, and leaves zero trace. All the cells left behind are native. It’s as close to real tissue engineering as anyone’s pulled, at least at bench scale.”

Rory whistled, low and genuine. “You’re going to be famous.”

“Yeah, but only if the next week doesn’t eat me alive.”

Chloe giggled, leaning harder into my side. “Good thing you have an official support team. I’ll make snacks.”

Rory braced her chin on my shoulder, dragging her fingers across my scalp. “And I’ll keep the other crazies off your back.”

The tension in the room was different now, less charged, more settled. Like we’d rolled from high-stakes auction to afterparty, the three of us just existing in this rarefied, heady space.

I looked back and forth between them, Chloe’s blue-fire eyes, Rory’s razor wit and stubborn confidence, and felt the buzz of something I’d never put words to before. Maybe belonging, maybe just the sense that for once, the world had gotten the formula right.

Chloe nuzzled my arm, voice sticky and sweet. “I love this. I love that we just… make it work.”

“Yeah,” I admitted, dropping my head against Rory’s hand. “Me too.”

Rory laughed, rich and low. “That’s because you finally learned how to delegate.”

“Your schedule of days and times will be a spreadsheet that would put NASA to shame,” I quipped.

Chloe pulled a face. “Ew, don’t make Sunday night sound like astronaut training.”

We all cracked up, loud enough that if anyone was listening through the drywall, they’d have no doubt who was running the night shift at this end of the hall.

By the time we settled, it was chaos in the best way: my hair tangled by Rory’s expert fingers, Chloe’s palm hot on my thigh, and the new world order fully in effect.

No drama. No bullshit. Just three people, renegotiating desire like they’d invented it.

If ever there was a sign that I’d made the right call, it was the sound of Chloe’s laughter and the rare, fragile warmth in Rory’s eyes as she watched me, content.

Sunday nights were going to be legendary.

But right now?

This was perfect.

***

If there was an Olympic event for turning heads, we’d have taken gold before breakfast.

Monday morning on campus: sunlight spilling across the quad, students shuffling in from all corners like it was the season’s first migration. I walked tall, flanked by Chloe on my right, bare legs flashing under a pleated skirt, hair wild and gold, and Rory on my left, red sweater clinging to her curves, jaw set like she owned the sidewalk. Every step was a statement. Every arm locked tight around mine was a public service announcement.

Eyes followed. Rumors trailed us like perfume. You could actually hear the whispers spike as we passed the admin steps:

“That’s the guy with both Ross and Bennett—”

“They’re really just… together? At the same time?”

“I heard Chloe made out with Rory at that holiday party. Maybe he gets both?”

Whoever wrote the campus social code hadn’t budgeted for this.

Chloe leaned in, lips against my ear. “Ready for the main event, baby?”

“All I want is caffeine and plausible deniability,” I deadpanned.

Rory grinned, walking taller. “Not a chance. This is history.”

We made it to the café, a low hum of energy waiting inside. People sat in cliques. Athletes, honors kids, the Ashbourne Tech crowd sat in their usual corner, every one of them clocking us instantaneously. When we hit the threshold, it was like a record scratch. Conversations stalled. I thought someone dropped a tray, but it was just the collective gasp as Chloe pressed tighter into my side.

We made our way to the front, every head on a swivel. Even the barista paused, picking up on the buzz.

We hadn’t even ordered before the Ashbourne table started muttering.

“That’s a fucking circus,” one guy said, not subtle. “No way the admin lets this go.”

Another piped up: “He’s hacking the system. No one pulls both.”

At the center of it, king of the assholes, was Chase, bigger than memory, still tan and smug, varsity jacket stretched over shoulders built by protein shakes and white-collar rage.

He didn’t just glare. He went nuclear.

“I call bullshit,” Chase said, voice booming across the espresso bar. “Noah’s just taking advantage. You really want people to think you’re into this, Rory?”

Chloe’s eyes went wide, but not in fear. She was loving every second. “He’s just mad his own harem tryouts never worked out,” she whispered.

Rory met Chase’s gaze, stone cold. “You had your chance, Chase. Move on.”

He wouldn’t quit. “It’s fucking weird, is what it is. He’s using both of you. Can’t you see that?”

The whole café froze. Even girls at the next table stopped scrolling their phones.

I went to speak, but Rory cut me off. She twisted, took my face in her hands, and pulled me down for a kiss that was pure showstopper, wet, unhurried, zero ambiguity. Her lips crashed into mine, tongue sliding deep, her nails digging into my hair like she wanted everyone in the building to see exactly who owned whom.

For a second, the only sound was her breath against my cheek. Then Chloe, not to be outdone, giggled and planted a matching kiss on my neck, leaving a smear of coconut-scented lipstick as her hands roamed my chest.

Every gaze in the room locked on us. Some jaws dropped. Some girls just watched, eyes gone wide with the kind of hunger you usually only see at strip clubs or Black Friday sales.

Chase looked like he’d been punched. “See? This is what I’m talking about. You’re humiliating yourself.”

Rory pulled back, lips slick, eyes bright. “No, Chase. That’s what being wanted looks like. Try it sometime.”

Gasps. A few actual laughs. One girl at a side table gave Rory a silent golf clap.

Chloe hugged my arm, pride radiating off her like sun off metal. “We’ll have the cold brew and two chocolate croissants, please,” she told the shocked barista.

We found a table dead center, like a flag planted on Mars. Rory curled into my left, Chloe on my right, and neither seemed worried about the hush that followed us through the entire café.

But the best detail? The stares from the girls in the back. Some ashamed, some curious, one or two so openly intrigued they started typing notes into their phones. This wasn’t scandal. It was revolution.

Rory sipped her coffee, lips still parted. “Next time, we make him really sweat.”

Chloe nuzzled my shoulder, blue eyes twinkling. “You’re not scared, are you, baby?”

I grinned. “Isn’t fear supposed to be a turn on?”

Chloe purred. “Only when you’re the one causing it.”

By the time our pastries landed, the entire café had settled into a new normal. Some girls whispered with actual fascination. A few of the Ashbourne meatheads shot us death glares, but nobody pushed further.

For once, being the harem main character wasn’t just rumor, it was front page news.

And damn, it tasted good.

***

By 8 PM, the DOS common room was quieter than the average crime scene. Velvet chairs, soft lamps, and the occasional glint of city lights off the ocean, but the real heat came from Chloe, stretched out next to me on the L-shaped couch, bare feet tucked under my thigh. The textbook in her lap hadn’t been opened past chapter five, but she pretended to care every time someone walked by.

And people walked by.

First it was a micro-batch of sisters in yoga pants, giggling about something and tossing a “hey, Noah” over their shoulder. Then a pair of juniors who did the classic double-take, eyes darting from me, to Chloe, to each other, and then away, whispering so loud I could’ve graphed the pitch curve with a tuning fork.

Chloe smirked, flipping a page she hadn’t read. “We’re celebrities. Want an autograph, babe?”

I kept my voice deadpan. “You do signatures, I’ll do mug shots.”

She elbowed me, then switched tactics. She leaned her head against my shoulder, hair smelling like coconut and sun, and let her hand rest, casual as a cat, on my thigh. Too intimate for the house rules, but this wasn’t a house that enforced rules unless you got caught.

Other sisters passed. A few called a half-hearted greeting. But if you watched their faces, you could tell every one was doing mental math, trying to decide how the new world order was going to play out.

Things leveled up when Mia entered.

She was always softer energy: wrap sweater, big mug of tea, quiet confidence that made you feel like you’d wandered into her living room by mistake. She spotted us, smiled, then drifted over, sliding onto the adjacent cushion so close her thigh pressed against mine.

“Evening, Chloe. Noah,” she said, voice warm.

Chloe grinned. “Mia, you here to save him from failing out? Not a chance.”

Mia gave a half-laugh, then leaned in, eyes scanning the notes open on the table. Her shoulder nudged mine, a subtle claim or maybe just a comfort thing, but the effect was immediate. My pulse spiked, and for a beat, I forgot what cardiovascular diffusion even meant.

“Word around the house is that you’re not just here for the science lectures,” Mia teased, sipping her tea.

Chloe barked a laugh. “That’s one way to put it.”

Mia looked straight at me. No games, just the calm confidence of a woman who’d seen every version of me and still liked what she got. “People are talking,” she said, as if it were weather.

Chloe rolled her eyes, not even pretending to care. “Let them talk. Last I checked, nobody here was doing anything as fun as us.”

That landed with a little shockwave. Even Mia’s lips twitched in a smile.

I shrugged. “If the rumor mill’s firing on all cylinders, at least it’s got good fuel.”

A trio of freshmen wandered past just then, all three clocking us. No masks, just straight-up fascination. Chloe winked at them, then nuzzled closer.

The dynamic got weirder, better, when Brooke floated through. She didn’t sit, just wandered into my sightline, leather jacket over a band tee, hair a wild red halo around her face. For a half-second, she met my eyes, and there it was: the secret smile, the unspoken code that said, “see you later, genius.”

Mia caught the glance, but only raised an eyebrow.

Chloe noticed, too, but instead of bristling, she just squeezed my thigh a little tighter like she was daring the rest of the house to make a move.

The study session never really found its stride. Instead, it went meta, Chloe reading names from her phone, Mia offering actual real answers to the problem set, me logging every touch, every unsaid word, in the back of my mind for later.

If harem life was a master class, tonight’s lesson was on subtle cues and loyalty. Mia’s soft laughter, Chloe’s “don’t fuck with me” pride, and Brooke’s silent promise all blended together, a cocktail of want and anticipation.

We were supposed to be picking apart enzyme kinetics, but the real subject was power.

And rumor or not, everyone in the house knew exactly who was running the seminar.

By the time we packed up, Chloe kissed the side of my neck, Mia squeezed my hand, and Brooke was already gone, leaving nothing behind but the lingering scent of orange blossom and adrenaline.

The legend was growing. And for once, I was happy to let it.

***

Every house had its pressure points. At Delta Omega Sigma, it was the laundry room, cement walls, humming machines, and a single flickering lightbulb that was always about to die. You could smell bleach, softener, and the faint tang of midnight secrets baked into every thread of the windowless box. Perfect place for a rendezvous, if you didn’t care about your heartbeat staying under a hundred and fifty.

Brooke texted at 11:50. Meet me in 10. Don’t get followed.

I waited exactly nine minutes, then walked the back hallway like I belonged. The other floors were silent, not even a hint of late-night cramming or Netflix spillover. I slipped down the stairwell, conscious of how every footfall echoed just a little too loud. At the bottom, the laundry sign blinked, neon-paint letters peeling, but the intent was clear.

She was already inside, door propped with a dryer sheet box.

The second I stepped over the threshold, Brooke closed and locked the door behind me. Two decisive clicks, a sound that promised either sex or blackmail, if you knew her at all.

“Miss me?” she purred, crowding me up against the dryer. A load spun inside, thudding in lazy, offbeat cycles. The surface vibrated, low and dangerous.

Brooke didn’t wait for permission.

Her mouth crashed into mine, tongue urgent, energy sharp as a live wire. Her hands slid around my neck, pulled me down to her height, and then she was kissing me like she was starving. Her lipstick smeared but she didn’t care. Her scent was orange blossom and heat, hair a wild red halo even under laundry room LEDs.

I barely managed to breathe, let alone ask a question.

She grinned against my lips. “Chloe knows,” she whispered, words buzzing in my ear. “She told me it’s fine. As long as we’re discreet.”

I could’ve laughed, but she cut me off with another kiss, hips grinding into mine like she was ready to torch every sorority rule on the books.

Brooke worked fast. She unzipped my jeans with one hand and had my cock out before I even made sense of the mechanics.

“God, I’ve been thinking about this every second since you fucked me at Christmas,” she whispered, pumping me slow, each stroke deliberate and hungry. “You have no idea how wet it makes me, sneaking around where anyone could catch us.”

My blood shot south, and I locked both hands onto her hips, pulling her flush against me. Her skirt rode up, and I slid my palm under, pure skin, no panties, just the raw, velvet heat of her sex, already slick and open for business.

She gasped as my fingers found her slit, clit standing out stiff and begging for attention.

“Fuck, Noah,” she hissed, “don’t tease. Just take me.”

I obliged. I peeled her skirt higher, bare her ass to my hands, then spun her so her back hit the dryer. It hummed between us, rumbling every time the drum rotated. Perfect rhythm section.

Brooke was already working off my shirt, fingernails raking my abs, then back to my cock, which she stroked with filthy expertise. “You’re so fucking hard. Even when you’re pretending to be a genius, you’re all animal under it.”

I yanked her top overhead, black tank, no bra, D-cups bouncing out, nipples pink and pointed with need.

She laughed, low and wild, chest swelling as she pressed her boobs together. “See something you like?”

I didn’t answer, just dove in, sucked her nipple, licked and bit, switching sides until she was moaning and writhing.

Her hands didn’t stop moving. One kept my cock on high alert, the other dug into my hair as she forced my face deeper between her tits.

“God, yes. Bite harder. Mark me. Fuck, yes, just like that.”

I left a ring of red around her nipple, then pulled back to look her in the eye. “If you don’t keep your voice down, we’re dead.”

She squeezed my cock, fingers stroking faster. “Then fuck me so good I can’t talk.”

We stripped the rest of the way in record time. Her skirt hit the tile floor, my pants followed, and we were both naked, clothes pooled at our ankles, bodies pressed between the humming dryer and the sharp, clean edge of risk.

Brooke pushed me back, then hopped up onto the machine, legs wide, pussy glistening in the cold blue overhead. I stepped between her thighs, lined up, and in one slow thrust, buried myself inside her.

The wet heat was unreal. Her cunt hugged my cock so tight I barely managed to keep from cumming on the first stroke. Maybe it was the danger, maybe it was just Brooke, but I’d never felt anything like it.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, heels digging in. “Harder. I want to feel it in my teeth.”

I obliged, building a rhythm in sync with the dryer’s thump, each slam of my hips echoed by the machinery, noises layering over each other in a dirty symphony. The dryer rattled, so did the cabinets, and I knew if anyone was close, they’d hear everything.

That was the point.

Brooke arched back, hair streaming down, tits bouncing with every thrust. I grabbed her ass, spreading her cheeks wider, giving myself more leverage to fuck in deep and hard.

Her moans kept climbing, but she bit her own hand to stay quiet, eyes locked on mine, expression split between want and raw, predatory hunger.

“Don’t stop, baby,” she whispered. “God, nobody’s ever, fuck, nobody ever did it like this. You fucking ruin me.”

I wasn’t exactly in control. My own body was shaking, each pulse of her cunt dialed up by the thought of getting caught.

I leaned in, lips pressed to her ear. “If you cum, you have to swallow the noise.”

She nodded, grinning. “Make me.”

I switched up, angled my hips, started pounding her spot on every downstroke.

The effect was electric.

She dug her nails into my back, scratched and clawed, fighting not to scream. Her thighs trembled, a shivering little dance that ran all the way up her legs, and she arched her back high, leaning into every hard thrust. Wetness drenched my cock, leaking down my shaft to spatter onto the metal surface. Every now and then the dryer would lurch, making us buck and shift with the machine. Brooke ate it up, matching tempo for tempo.

I sucked her nipple again, licked circles around it, then bit, gently, but enough to make her shudder.

Her breathing turned ragged. “Oh god, oh god, I’m so close. Just a little more.”

I slammed her harder each time, balls tight, cock swelling as I threatened the edge. Her pussy milked me with every stroke, squeezing, rippling, refusing to let go.

Our sweat mixed with the scent of detergent, skin slick and electric under my hands.

Brooke’s head slammed into my shoulder. “Now, Noah. Please. I want to feel you cum in me, fill me up. Yes, yes, fuck!”

The force of Brooke’s orgasm was like nothing I’d ever felt, nothing I’d ever even imagined. One moment she was fully, fiercely alive, face twisted in wild pleasure; the next, she arched so hard I thought she’d snap, jaw clenched to stifle a scream, hands scrabbling at my shoulders for leverage. The physicality of it hit me. Her muscles clamped my cock so tightly it was all I could do to stay upright on my own legs. Her entire body rippled and shook with aftershocks, a primal, involuntary chain reaction I could only ride out and bear witness to.

She locked her ankles behind my back, digging in her heels, holding me inside even as her hips bucked and rolled. The first gush of her orgasm soaked me, hot and sudden, slicking my cock and thighs, dripping down onto the humming dryer until the metal was slippery beneath my palms. A heartbeat later, she pulsed again, clenching around me with a strength that bordered on violent.

The animal part of my brain took over. I seized her ass and yanked her to the edge of the machine, fucking her up into her own climax, refusing to let her come down. Brooke moaned, low, desperate, guttural. She bit into my shoulder, muffling the noise, but I could feel the vibrations of her voice against my skin, taste the need in her breath. She wanted this. She wanted it all. She wanted to be ruined and rebuilt.

The sight of her trembling, the sounds she made, the raw, unfiltered hunger in her face. It pushed me straight past the point of no return. I felt my balls tighten, the pressure building, then a blinding white heat took over. I slammed in, deep as I could, and held there as I came. One pulse, then another, then another, each one wrung out of me by the unrelenting grip of her cunt. I could feel my cock swelling, feel myself shooting into her, filling her with everything I had left.

Brooke’s body welcomed it, every spasm and contraction milking the cum out of me, drawing it up into herself like she was trying to drain my soul. The orgasm went on longer than it should have, too many beats, too many spasms. I was raw, shaking, mind blanked to the world except for the contact of our two bodies, locked together in this brief, perfect engine of mutual destruction.

She held on through every second, refusing to let go, refusing to let me retreat. Her hands clawed at my back, nails digging lines, leaving stinging reminders that I’d been there, that we’d done this. Even after her climax ebbed, she twitched and gasped, eyes closed, mouth open in a silent vow. For a moment neither of us moved. We were both spent, washed by the afterglow and the ghost pulse of the dryer beneath us.

My head dropped to her shoulder, forehead pressed to the warm, sweaty skin just above her collarbone. I could smell the laundry detergent, the faint citrus blast of her perfume, the raw scent of sex. I shuddered again, softer now, and she stroked my hair, soothing and possessive at the same time.

Slowly, we remembered the world outside the laundry room. Brooke’s breathing settled back into a human rhythm, her grip on me relaxing but never fully letting go. The machine kept humming, a mechanical heartbeat that somehow sounded smug.

I glanced down to where we were still joined, the sight obscenely hot, a thin sheen of our mixed fluids streaked across her thighs. Brooke looked, too, and grinned, satisfied and a little wild, the way she always wanted to be remembered.

She kissed my chin, then my mouth, a gentle heat, tasting the adrenaline on my lips. Our tongues brushed and lingered, but not with the raw, reckless fire we’d already unleashed. Instead, she softened, tongue sliding slow, unhurried, while her fingers threaded into my hair and her heels found the backs of my thighs, drawing me closer.

Time trickled forward. A minute, maybe two. When we finally broke apart, Brooke looked at me with eyes transformed by the aftershocks of what we’d done. Her gaze was gentler, but she was still utterly Brooke, unfiltered and bold. “That was fucking insane,” she whispered, voice still shaky, lips brushing my ear. “We should get caught more often.”

I managed a laugh, but we both knew it wasn’t just about the risk. It was about this, about being stripped down to nerve endings and skin, about needing somebody so badly you’d risk everything for one more second together.

When the shudders died, I just held her, body limp, still impaled, sweat slicking our chests together.

Brooke kissed my jaw, lazy and satisfied. “That’s one for the record books.”

I eased out, cock coated in a mix of cum and pussy, the stuff leaking freely from her and pooling on the dryer top.

She hopped down, thighs trembling, and cleaned herself up with a rag from the basket.

I wiped myself off, then watched her slip into her skirt, still no panties.

Brooke shot me a grin as she fixed her hair. “One down.”

“What?”

She winked. “Eleven to go. Chloe keeps a map of the house. I’ll borrow it and check off every room. Laundry, check.”

We dressed in silence, then she kissed me, hard, once, just to seal the pact.

Brooke opened the door and checked the hallway. “Wait three minutes, then follow. Don’t get noticed.”

She melted into the darkness, predator again.

I lingered, listening to the machines thrum.

When I finally slipped out, the hallway was quiet, but I could’ve sworn I saw a shadow by the stairs, maybe a sister on her way to sneak a snack, maybe just a ghost.

Either way, the legend had grown.

And the next round was already loading.


Ren's Surprise


The Innovation Lab at night was different from any classroom, any sorority bedroom, any place I’d ever fucked or fantasized. Out here, the buzz wasn’t from caffeine or gossip but from humming refrigeration units, the slow heartbeat of microscopes left in sleep mode, and the blue-white LED strips that threw shadows across the bare metal benches. It was the closest I’d ever get to a monastery, except instead of monks, you had horny geniuses and bioengineered dreams.

Tonight, there was just me. The night shift, king of the glassed-in box.

And, apparently, Ren.

Ren slipped into the lab like a whispered secret, her presence commanding attention without a single word. She had a striking blend of her heritage, half-Japanese, half-American, resulting in an enchanting allure that caught the light. Her glossy, waist-length black hair framed her heart-shaped face, and her almond-shaped eyes sparkled with a rich, deep brown that hinted at her dual lineage.

As she moved closer, the fitted jeans accentuated her curves, and her cropped top revealed a hint of sun-kissed skin that glowed with vitality. The combination of delicate features and a confident demeanor made her appear both ethereal and grounded, a breathtaking mix that drew people in effortlessly.

She snuck up on me so smooth it almost didn’t register. One minute, I was tuned in to the glowing monitors and the next, every sense was hot-wired by her perfume (floral, complicated, a little dangerous) and the click of her Converse on tile.

She wore her black hair in a glossy, waist-length fall that probably bankrupted the campus salon monthly. Big, liquid-brown eyes with that hint of a cat curve. Jeans so tight the designers must have had her body in mind, and a cropped top that left her navel bare and her arms glowing in the blue fluorescence.

But what really got me, what drew my eyes like lasers, were the breasts pressing against the fabric of her top, big and high and unapologetically front-and-center. For the first week I knew her, I assumed there was no way they were real, but the way they moved, the way they responded, alive and unfiltered under lacy trim, told a different story.

She had a notebook in one hand and an art pen tucked behind her ear. The look was pure “I’m just here to catch up on my research,” but her expression, her body language, the way she stared at my face and then let her gaze slide (slow, hungry) across the table to my hands, it was all wrong for homework. It was audition tape material.

“Late shift, Noah?” she said, voice low and knowing. The words snapped across the empty space and bounced off the steel racks.

I shrugged, still stuck between the technical language flooding my brain and the visual punch of Ren in front of me. Hot didn’t even begin to describe her. “Work’s quieter when nobody else is fighting for the bench. What’s your excuse?”

Ren smiled, white teeth setting off the perfect shape of her glossy lips. “I could tell you I’m working on a commission, or that I’m secretly your number one fan. But you’d know I was lying.” She slouched onto a stool, notebook flipping open, but the way she did it, back arched, elbows up, breasts squished, turned the move into a striptease. “Maybe I’m just here to see what a real genius looks like in his natural habitat.”

She let the silence hang. Not nervous, never that. Just waiting for me to react.

I leaned back, giving her the full once-over. “You going to draw me, or interrogate me?”

“Can’t it be both?” Ren grinned, then let her gaze wander over the mess of hydrogel samples, logged slides, and my loose stack of research notes. “Word on the street is you’re about to solve tissue engineering and make a bunch of old men obsolete.”

I tried to play it cool, but underneath, my pulse kicked. “Depends on who you’re listening to.”

“Oh, I listen to everyone,” she shot back, eyes gone sly. “Especially your harem. In fact, Brooke told me you’ve hooked up with her twice already.” She said it like a dare, not a confession. “That’s impressive, even for this neighborhood.”

If my ears burned, she didn’t let me off the hook. She wanted the reaction.

“Brooke talks too much,” I said, but it didn’t have any heat. “Surprised she didn’t give you a play-by-play.”

“Only the good parts,” Ren said, tapping the spine of her notebook. “But I’m an artist. I like to see for myself.”

The tension felt different than with Chloe or Rory, less scripted, more experimental. Like we were both running a hypothesis nobody wanted peer-reviewed.

She set down her notebook, stood, and drifted closer. Now, less than a foot away, every detail sharpened: the flawless skin (olive with a gold undertone, something impossibly smooth about her arms and neck), the way her hair picked up the blue light and flattened it against her high cheekbones, and, below, the faintest tremble in her chest every time she inhaled.

“You’re not just here to talk about the scaffold,” I called her out, because why pretend? “What is it, Ren?”

She didn’t blink. “Here’s the thing. I want to know how it feels to be part of the main event. Watching is fun, but… I want in. Starting now.”

She hooked her thumb under the hem of her crop top and, with a practiced flick, peeled it up and over, baring a lacy, midnight-blue bra that looked like it had been commissioned by science and sin in equal measure. Her breasts, holy shit, even from three feet away, were massive yet not absurdly so. They were not only all-natural and big, but the kind that arched upward, defied gravity, and jiggled perfectly as she shifted her weight. They literally stole the breath out of my lungs.

If there was any doubt about her intentions, it died under the motion of her hand tracing from the edge of my lab coat pocket, up my ribcage, and straight across my pecs to the notch of my throat. Every inch she mapped sent a fresh jolt to my cock.

“You know what else is true?” Ren’s voice was soft, but the words cut laser clean. “I like what I see. And I’m tired of pretending I don’t.”

Her other hand caught my jaw, thumb running along the line of my cheek. “I want to know what this is like, the whole harem thing. I want to know how you move. How you taste. How you handle it when the smart ones say they want you.”

She pressed in. Her tits, barely contained by that delicate lace, mashed against my chest with sweet, round pressure. The bounce, the way her nipples poked bold through the bra fabric, left nothing to the imagination. The smell of her shampoo, jasmine, maybe, or something richer, hit me with a dose of sexual vertigo.

In the blue-shadowed hush of the lab, it felt like the rest of the world shut down. Only the props, beakers, clamp stands, stacks of microplates, reminded me we weren’t in a bedroom, but rather a temple to the mind.

She dipped her face closer, lips grazing my ear. “Come on, Noah. Pretend I’m your next experiment. Show me something I’ll never forget.”

My cock strained against my jeans, so hard it was almost comical. Still, I managed a controlled smile. “You sure you want that, Ren?”

She nodded, eyes locked on mine. “I want it rough. I want it real. And I want it in here, where nobody else gets to see unless we say so.”

She took my hand and planted it, full palm, on her painstakingly perfect breast. Through the lace, the heat was immediate, her nipple stiff against my thumb. The weight of it filled my hand, more than I’d guessed, more than her artfully tailored tops ever suggested.

Her words, low and insistent: “Do it, Noah.”

My rational brain scattered. Instinct took over.

I squeezed, then dragged my thumb back and forth over the peak, loving the way her body responded, hips shifting, lips parting, a flutter running along her jaw. For a beat, all I could do was drink in the sight: her hair tumbling wild, her hands finding my shoulders, the perfect oval of her face gone soft with anticipation.

I kissed her. Hard at first, then leaning into it, letting her taste fill my mouth, something sweet, maybe green tea or maybe just adrenaline. She moaned, loud enough to bounce off the lab’s glass walls and then back again.

Her hips rolled against me, grinding her pussy into my thigh, jeans taut and straining.

I slid another hand behind her, cupping the curve of her ass and hauling her closer. Ren gasped into my mouth, but didn’t slow down. If anything, she started to tremble, like her body was already halfway to a climax just from the touch.

She nipped my bottom lip, pulled back, and grinned. “Damn. I see why Brooke needed a refill.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, a raw, honest sound that felt like the first time all night I’d let go of control.

Ren glanced around, eyes sweeping the cluttered benches, the glowing monitors, the mirrored tiles. “You know what would be hot?”

I arched a brow. “Surprise me.”

She slid her palm down my chest, mapped each button, then snaked a finger into my waistband. “Lose the lab coat.” She paused. “And don’t you dare look away when I pop these girls out.”

She shucked the bra with a move that looked practiced, maybe even rehearsed. Her tits spilled free, bouncing with a heavy, hypnotic sway. Nipples dark, hard, swollen with need. The sight was pure pornography, gorgeous, unfiltered, exactly what a man would conjure if fantasy had a search engine.

Ren smirked, full confidence, no apology. “You’re not the only one with a secret talent, Noah.” She cupped both breasts, squeezed them together, and let them bounce once, then twice, knowing damn well what that did to my self-control.

My own hands were already undoing buttons, my jacket sliding off, then my shirt until I was bare to the waist. She pressed in, skin to skin, the heat of her chest against mine sending my senses into overdrive.

Her hands mapped the ridges of my abs, then slid under the belt line. “You ready?” she breathed.

I was past ready. I was terminal.

But if I learned anything about harem dynamics, it was that the real fun started when you let the girls take the lead.

***

She nudged me backwards, using her hips and her breasts as levers. We ended up pressed against the cold stainless steel of the main workstation, her, grinning like the cat who’d eaten every canary, and me, desperate not to lose my mind before she even unzipped my pants.

The lab, all chrome and circuitry, faded to the background. It was just Ren. Her curves, her smile, her body language saying let’s rewrite every protocol and see who comes out standing.

I reached out, caught her by the waist, and hauled her flush. Her breasts mashed to my chest, nipples dragging fire across skin.

She looked up, lashes at half-mast. “I want you inside me,” she whispered. “But I want to taste you first.”

I nodded, probably looking dazed.

She flashed a smile at me, the kind that curled at the edges, then sank down to her knees, all in one motion, a silent dare, a gift, a promise glittering in her eyes. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about,” she murmured, almost as if testing the words on her tongue, not quite sure if I was meant to hear them. The air hung thick for a second; her challenge lingered between us, electric and certain.

The next round belonged to her.

And I already knew I wasn’t going to survive it.

Ren didn’t mess around. The second her knees hit the tile, she owned the tempo. It was all eye contact, devious smile, and a hand steady enough to make an artist out of anyone. I braced myself against the cold steel, my pulse hammering so loud I barely heard the fridge compressor cycling nearby.

She unzipped my jeans, knuckles brushing the line of my abdomen. She didn’t even hesitate, just fished my cock free, slow and deliberate, savoring the reveal. Her eyes flared with a jolt of satisfaction.

“Fuck,” she breathed, voice almost reverent. “Guess Brooke wasn’t exaggerating. You have a beautiful cock.”

The observation should’ve been clinical, but the way she said it, like I was her favorite sculpture, sent heat straight to my balls.

Ren worked my cock with both hands at first, thumb tracing the ridge, palm twisting in slow, greedy pulls. She took her time, eyes locked on mine, letting the anticipation stretch until I nearly lost the plot.

Then she leaned in. Her tongue flicked across the tip, gathering a bead of precum and rolling it over her lips as if she was taste-testing my resolve.

The first full stroke of her mouth, wet, hot, perfect, was like nothing I’d ever experienced. She sealed her glossy lips around the head and slid down, cheeks hollowing, eyes fluttering just enough to show she was savoring every second.

The blue lab light cut hard shadows over her face, highlighting her high cheekbones and the way her dark hair fanned over her shoulders. Behind her, the tangle of lab glass and metal cast wild reflections on the wall. The room smelled of sweat and ozone.

Ren sucked with precision, sometimes slow and deep, letting my cock glide all the way into her throat, then pulling off to lap the crown with her tongue in lazy, teasing circles. She never lost pace, never broke contact. The only breaks were to gaze up at me, mouth stretched wide and lips glossed with spit.

“God, baby. Your cock tastes amazing. I could suck it all night.”

She formed a seal with her lips around the head of my cock, sucking gently, her tongue lapping teasing circles across the tip, relentless and purposeful. The rush of pleasure that shot through me was instant, a heat pooling low, threatening to overwhelm. It was all-encompassing, the sensation of her mouth coaxing, the warm pressure of her lips and tongue leaving me teetering on the edge.

“I’m going to come if you keep that up,” I warned, voice raw.

She grinned, still stroking, and popped off just long enough to murmur, “The girls were right. Your cock is a drug.”

Then she dove back in, swallowing me to the root, nose buried in my lap, the suction so intense I had to grip the workstation edge to keep from buckling.

Overhead, the blue LEDs painted everything in science fiction. Each thrust of my hips made the glassware on the bench tremble. The sound, wet and messy, punctuated by her little moans as she worked me, turned the air electric.

Ren didn’t rush. She milked me for all I was worth, alternating between deep, punishing plunges and gentle, almost reverent licks along the underside of my shaft. One hand cupped my balls, rolling and tugging, the other wrapped around my base, keeping me trapped in the heat of her mouth.

My mouth was parched as I stared down at her, pulse thrumming in my ears. She was beautiful, exquisite, but that didn’t quite capture it. Ren could easily go head-to-head with Chloe; she absolutely did. But the comparison felt impossible, like asking a true chocolate fiend to declare allegiance between Godiva and Ghiradelli. Ren was spectacular, a jaw-dropping vision compared to almost anyone else, the kind of beauty that left most people in the dust. But Chloe Ross was a breed apart, an outlier, something else entirely.

She popped off, gasping, and let my cock slap wet against her cheek. “You gonna cum for me, Noah?”

“Not yet,” I managed. “Want you riding me when I do.”

Her eyes went molten. “Deal.”

She scrambled to her feet, the lab light catching the curves of her bare breasts. They swayed with her movement, hypnotic in their rhythm, big, springy, each heavy enough to demand attention, with dark, stiff nipples that had only grown harder in the cool air of the lab. Standing like this, her breasts looked even more magnificent. The sight hit me with textbook perfection, each curve and bounce pure and utterly unenhanced, all-natural. My cock twitched just watching how her full and flawless tits commanded the room, creamy and bold and so real it made my throat go dry with want.

Ren shimmied her jeans down her thighs, wiggling just enough to make her ass bounce for my benefit. Her panties, a tiny lace scrap, came next, and she stepped out of them with a slow, practiced kick.

She hopped up on the workstation, legs spread, pussy glistening in the blue light. “You want me?” she asked, brazen as a sex goddess painted by moonlight.

“You already know I do,” I admitted, crowding closer.

She grabbed my cock, lined me up, and pulled me in, one smooth motion, burying me to the hilt inside her dripping, heat-soaked cunt.

We both gasped at the contact. The fit was perfect. Her walls squeezed me in a velvet vice, greedy and eager, pulsing with every stroke.

Ren set the pace, rocking her hips in slow circles, then grinding down so hard the slap of flesh echoed against the steel. Each move sent her tits bouncing, jiggling in time with our bodies. I couldn’t keep my hands off them. I squeezed, kneaded, sucked her nipples until she gasped, loving the way they filled my palms.

The science of it, blue LED’s, the chill of the steel, the weird backdrop of gurgling incubators, should’ve made it less sexy. But it didn’t. It just upped the ante.

Ren fucked me with confidence and intent. She treated my cock like her new favorite toy, squeezing with her pussy, riding me with tight, athletic control that left me helpless to do anything but hang on and try not to lose it.

“God, baby. You fit perfectly inside me.” Her words slid over me, warm and thick, draping my soul like syrup. The way she said it made my cock twitch, like she’d just unlocked something hungry and desperate inside me. The sound of her voice wasn’t just noise; it was an elixir, sinking in deep, lighting my nerves on fire, and making every inch of me feel owned.

Every time I slammed into her, the glassware on the counter rattled, some pieces doing a shiver-dance like they might tumble and shatter if we got any more reckless.

Ren’s hands mapped my shoulders, nails digging in, then eased back to cup her own tits, squeezing, pinching, showing off. “You like these, don’t you?” she purred.

“Obsessed,” I growled, and sucked her nipple with enough force to leave a mark.

She moaned, hips slamming down. “Fuck, Noah, that’s so good. Don’t stop. Harder.”

I obliged, rutting up into her with relentless force. Her pussy got wetter, hotter, spasms building as she neared the edge.

Through it all, Ren’s artist brain was in overdrive. She glanced down, sweat slicked over her skin, and grinned. “You see the color? The way the blue light hits your back, it makes your muscles look unreal. Like you’re carved out of crystal or something. You’re so hot and you don’t even know it.”

I ground into her, tilting up for the perfect angle, and she arched, tits swelling, breath stolen.

“God, you’re beautiful” she whispered.

Our bodies crashed together, loud, reckless, messy. The slap of flesh, the squeak of skin against metal, the low grunts and moans like a private soundtrack.

Ren’s head lolled back, hair damp and wild. “Yesss, fuck, fill me, baby.”

She started to shake first, her whole frame wracked by a tremor so fierce it made me think for a split second that the steel table might detach from the floor. Ren’s face twisted, lips peeled back from her teeth, a snarl and a gasp and a laugh all tangled together as her orgasm crashed over her like a rogue wave. It was pure, animal shock. Her nails clawed at my upper arms, then at my chest, then at her own breasts as she seized. A wild, guttural noise ripped from her throat, echoing off the tile and through the maze of glassware behind us.

Her pussy clamped down, a velvet vise snapping shut around my cock with such force I thought for sure I’d black out before I could even process the pleasure. A flood of heat and slick washed over me, her pulses so strong they almost forced me out of her, but she was locked on, thighs welded to my hips as she rode every aftershock. The blue lights overhead flickered as she arched her back, breasts thrust high, nipples almost blue in the cold.

I held on, hands cinched at her waist, willing myself not to lose it. But that was a fantasy. Ren’s orgasm was contagious, a chain reaction set off in my own body before I even realized I’d reached the brink. The sight, her eyes rolling back, the sweat glistening between her breasts, the absolute shamelessness of her pleasure, threw every switch in my brain. I slammed up into her, depth and rhythm lost, rutting like it was the only thing I’d ever wanted.

The pressure built, then detonated. Everything below my ribs went electric, then molten. I came hard, in fast, brutal pulses, filling her with wave after wave until I couldn’t tell where I ended and she began. Ren’s cunt milked every drop, her hips still circling, grinding, desperate to squeeze out every last ounce. Every time she shuddered, some new ripple of sensation blazed up my spine. I swore, maybe loud enough for the hall to hear, but I didn’t care. There was nothing left but this, Ren’s heat, the gluey, wet drag of her body on mine, the taste of her sweat on my lips when she collapsed over me.

She slumped, breasts pressed to my chest, sticky and warm, her breath coming in ragged little gasps into the crook of my neck. For a long, bright second we were fused, her skin fused to mine, my cock still deep inside her, both of us just shuddering and cursing and laughing because neither of us had the words for what we’d just done to each other. She kissed me, hard, and bit my lower lip, then nuzzled her nose into my shoulder, a satisfied animal after the kill.

I ran a hand down her spine, slow, and felt the shiver that passed through her. She wrapped her legs around my hips and squeezed, milking one last shudder from us both. We rocked there, together, not moving, not speaking, letting the mess of us cool in the open air. My cock softened inside her, but she held me in place, content to savor the afterglow.

For a few seconds, the whole world was just the two of us, her pussy fluttering around my cock, sweat and cum dripping down our legs, breath ragged and urgent.

We clung to each other, braced against the workstation as if gravity had given up.

The glassware stopped shaking. The lab went full hush, just the whir of a fan, the pulse of blue light, and the echo of our release still vibrating in the air.

Ren traced sweat from my face and kissed me, deep, thorough, a work of art in itself.

We were both wrecked, but in the best possible way.

“Next time, we’re bringing body paint,” she joked, still panting. “Would look insane in this light.”

I laughed, still inside her, not ready to let go.

Night belonged to us now, and the lab would never forget it.

***

The crash after a round like that left my brain humming, my legs rubbery, and my skin buzzing electric. For a long minute, Ren just clung to me, her breath washing the sweat from my neck and chest. Our bodies were slick with sex and success, a blend of hers and mine, and the salt tang of it mixed perfectly with the ozone lab air.

She finally eased off, my cock sliding from her with an obscene wet pop that made both of us laugh. Cum dribbled down her thigh and splattered on stainless steel. Nothing lab-grade is ever really sterile, but we’d just rewritten the contamination protocol.

Ren snatched a box of lint-free wipes from the nearest cart and cleaned herself with the efficiency of someone who’s done studio cleanup at four in the morning. She dabbed the worst off my cock, and for a second, stroked it with an extra, lingering squeeze that made it clear she wasn’t done with me. Not by a long shot.

“Nice,” she said, admiring the mess. “If the next artist-in-residence showed up now, they’d commission a whole series on the afterglow.”

I started re-buttoning my shirt, but she was already shimmying into her bra and jeans, her tits bounced as she tucked them away, the sight nearly as hot as watching them loose and wild.

We got ourselves presentable (at least as far as the Delta Omega Sigma dress code ever went), then just leaned against the bench, trading sly smiles and the kind of looks that wrapped you up like memory foam.

She was first to break the silence.

“You know, Chloe and Rory totally gave me their blessing,” said Ren, smoothing her hair and glancing at her phone. “Chloe’s plotting a three-way already. She wants you to pick the time and the place, but she’s got outfits ready to go.”

I blinked, unable to hide the shock. “You’re kidding.”

“Not even close,” Ren grinned. “Check your phone if you don’t believe me. There’s a whole thread in the DOS group. Everyone’s betting how long it would take for you to fold me into the roster.”

It was impossible not to smile. “That’s insane.”

She shrugged, casual as any cat who’d just raided the fish market. “Harems love expansion packs. Word is, you’re the hottest ticket on campus. I’m just glad I got signed before the waitlist.”

That killed me. I shook my head, still spinning, and let her settle into my lap as we shared the bench.

“What about Mia?” I asked, remembering the curve of her ass in yoga pants and her smile when she thought no one was looking.

Ren’s eyes lit up, understanding instantly. “She’s next. Trust me. She definitely wants you. Maybe even more than I did.”

“And Serena?”

Now she laughed, full and low. “If you can get past her goddess-tier cool, she’ll melt for you. And rumor has it, she’s even more wild than Brooke once you break the ice.”

We let that hang for a second, overwhelmed by the absurd reality of the situation.

Ren softened, surprising me. She brushed a stray lock of hair from my eyes, slow and gentle. “You look good like this. Wrecked, but happy.”

“Didn’t realize I had a look,” I said, voice hoarse.

She kissed my cheek, a sweet, feather-light thing that felt a hundred times more intimate than the sex. “You do now. Want to know our new safe word?”

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

“Crosslinker,” she whispered, the word dripping with innuendo. “If you ever need to call it, I’ll know exactly what it means.”

We settled on a couple other signals, her tugging her earlobe, me tapping a pen twice, stupid science stuff. But it felt right, and it was ours.

Cleanup finished, hair reset, and the only thing left was a kiss goodbye.

Ren squared up, eyes glittering in the blue light, then grabbed me by both sides of my jaw and mashed her lips to mine—hungry, claiming, a little feral. When she pulled away, I was left dizzy, gasping, and probably a shade or two pinker than when we’d started.

She lingered at the door, grinning. “Just so you know, you officially broke lab protocol tonight. Fifty demerits, and docking your hours for future misconduct.”

I laughed, loving the easy confidence. “Want to submit that to the review board, or let me work off the fine?”

She winked. “Both. See you at breakfast, Outlier.”

She left with her hips swaying, dark hair a waterfall down her back, and all I could do was stare after her, mindless, happy, hard-pressed to believe what just happened.

The lab stilled. My body still tingled. If you’d told freshman-year Noah this was his future, he’d have laughed you off the bridge.

Now? I was the luckiest bastard in Pacific Heights.

And I couldn’t wait for the next late-night experiment.


Date Night


The Delta Omega Sigma common room wasn’t exactly built for privacy. Plush white couches, glass coffee tables, and an energy level that never dipped below “fashion week pre-game.” Gossip hung in the air like an aerosol, sweet, toxic, and impossible to ignore.

I’d just settled into my usual corner, catching up on research notes and inhaling the scent of cinnamon from a candle someone had torched down to the glass, when a shadow fell over my table.

Mia.

She was in a wrap sweater and soft blue leggings, hair loose around her shoulders, eyes as deep as ocean water at midnight. What struck me was the quietness she carried: not the studied hush of someone holding back, but real serenity, warmth that pulled oxygen out of the room and replaced it with something softer. Something more addictive.

“Can I join you?” she said, voice gentle but confident.

“Uh, yeah, absolutely. It’s your house,” I shot back, only slightly less awkward than I felt.

She tucked herself onto the armrest beside me, hands folded in her lap, looking for all the world like she was about to referee a therapy session, not detonate my heart rate.

For a second, neither of us spoke. The noise from the other end of the room, girls arguing over Bravo reruns, Brooke bellow-laughing at something on her phone, filled the silence.

Then Mia went for the jugular.

“Would you… maybe like to go to dinner tonight?”

I blinked, halfway convinced I’d misheard. “Wait, like an actual date?”

Her cheeks bloomed with a blush that made my pulse skip. “If you want. I’ve been… Well, there’s this place in Pacific Heights, and nobody ever invites you on a real date, and I thought—” She caught herself, smiling shy, eyes flicking up to mine. “It’s okay if you’re busy.”

Busy? I’d have broken into a Zoom defense at midnight if it meant saying yes to her.

“I’d love that,” I said, probably too fast.

Relief rippled through her, subtle but real. She nodded, lips curling in satisfaction. “Perfect. I made us a reservation at eight. I hope that’s not too late?”

“It’s absolutely perfect,” I answered, trying to keep my voice steady. “Where should I pick you up?”

She told me her room and gave me the name, a restaurant I’d only seen on Google reviews, the kind of place that closed deals for hedge funds and ruined men with weak expense accounts.

She sensed my nerves and grinned. “You don’t have to wear a suit, but… maybe something you’d wear to impress a Dean.”

“Got it,” I said. “Academic hot-shot, but with date-night flair.”

We locked eyes. The room seemed to tilt, as if the conversation was about twenty times more important than anyone else realized.

She finally said, “See you at 7:45?”

I nodded, heart thudding.

Mia smiled, gentle, inviting, a secret only we could share. Then she slipped off the armrest, pausing just long enough to touch my shoulder with her hand as she left.

Her scent, vanilla and sandalwood, with a thread of jasmine, lingered for minutes after.

When I looked around, the common room had gone suspiciously quiet. At least three sisters, Jenna, maybe Ren, and a floater from the senior class, were openly staring.

Ren, fresh off last night’s mutual destruction, shot me a lazy wink from her spot by the window. The look said it all: “Good luck surviving this one, Outlier.”

The news spread through the house with viral speed.

By the time I’d made it to my own room and closed the door, there were already pings from the group chat.

Chloe—

Mia asked you on a DATE-date? Officially obsessed.

P.S. Wear the dark shirt, the one that makes your arms look insane.

Brooke—

You better fuckin’ treat her right, genius.

She’s nervous. Don’t be late.

Even Rory, queen of smirking, weighed in:

If you break her heart, I’ll break your legs. That is all.

No pressure.

I exhaled and leaned against the door, feeling every ounce of adrenaline hit at once.

Harem life might have been chaos ninety percent of the time, but this—this was new territory.

It was time to get ready.

***

I treated the wardrobe selection like a critical experiment: variables, controls, three possible outcomes (impress, underwhelm, or nuclear fail).

First iteration: classic blazer, open collar. Too faculty-vibe. Next: black button-down, slim-fit chinos, but even I could admit it looked like “trying too hard to hide an engineering degree.”

The answer was a light blue oxford, barely fitted, sleeves rolled, paired with tailored gray pants that suggested more confidence than I felt. Scent: after a quick shower, I went with something subtle, just enough to whisper “presentable” without making my presence a chemical weapon.

Hair: quick rake of the comb, just wild enough to avoid Mom-Approved.

Shoes: black leather, polished, but not the murder-your-feet kind.

I checked myself in the mirror and tried to imagine what Chloe would say. Probably “sexy nerd chic, ten out of ten.” Brooke might’ve gone with “looks like you could fuck someone on a boardroom table and then pass the midterm after.” Either way, I could live with it.

I dusted off my best smile, braced for impact, and headed out.

Walking the hallway, I felt the eyes immediately, doors cracked open, whispers behind them. Someone plucked a sprig of rosemary from the vase and stuffed it in my pocket. (“It’s for good luck,” said the girl, not even pretending to be subtle.)

By the time I made it up to the senior suite, the tension was almost cartoon-level.

Mia’s door was closed. But the lounge outside it wasn’t empty.

Brooke lounged on the chaise, painted nails tapping a silent code on her screen. She looked me up and down, slow and approving.

“You clean up well, Mercer. Decent shot she wants to jump you before the appetizers.”

Chloe, barely hiding in the shadows, leggings and a sweatshirt, grinned at Brooke’s assessment and gave me a thumbs up.

“She’s been fussing with her hair for twenty minutes,” Chloe whispered. “You know, for you.”

I felt the heat in my cheeks. “I’ll try not to disappoint.”

A hush spread through the landing.

Then the door eased open.

And there was Mia.

She wore a deep navy dress, nothing sparkly, nothing overdone. Just a wrap that hugged her hourglass shape, soft fabric draping her chest and shoulders so perfectly it looked like she’d been sewn into it by a magician. The neckline dipped just enough to show off the swell of her breasts, and the skirt hit at mid-thigh, revealing legs that looked even longer, softer, more inviting than I remembered.

Her hair fell in gentle waves over one shoulder, catching the light and making her skin glow gold. A single necklace, silver, heart-shaped locket, rested at the hollow of her throat.

She’d done something with her makeup, just a hint of shimmer, nothing overplayed, but her lips and eyes stood out, runway-ready.

But the real knockout? The nervous smile.

She gave me one look and then bit her lower lip, as if she was trying not to bolt back into her room. I saw her hands tremble before she caught herself, smoothing the hem of her dress with slow, careful fingers.

Brooke’s jaw actually dropped. “Fuck, Mia. That’s—okay, that’s a power move.”

Chloe nearly squealed, then covered her own mouth, eyes sparkling like she’d just hit the jackpot.

Mia didn’t even look at her sisters. She looked at me.

I couldn’t breathe for a second.

“Hi,” she said, voice barely audible.

“Hi,” I echoed, sounding like a man who’d just landed on the moon.

For a moment, we just stood there, drinking each other in.

Mia broke the tension. “You look wonderful, Noah.”

So do you, was what I wanted to say.

What came out was, “You’re incredible.”

She blushed hard, down to the collarbones. “Thank you. I was worried I overdid it.”

Brooke snorted. “You did not. Go before I tell him all your secrets.”

Chloe bounced, silent, rooting for her big sister.

The world compressed into this: the smell of vanilla and jasmine, the brush of my palm against Mia’s as I offered her my arm, and the way her hand slid perfectly into place at my elbow as if it belonged there.

We took the first steps toward the stairs. The house went dead silent.

And then, a ripple: whispers, gasps, the unmistakable “holy shit, is that Mia with him?” echoing from the second floor. Even the girls on the terrace leaned in to watch, one snapping a photo and texting it before we hit the landing.

It was like walking onto the set of a dating show, or the pilot for a scandal series set on the cliffs of the Pacific.

And, for once, I didn’t hate the attention. With Mia on my arm, I felt about ten feet tall and so fucking alive it hurt.

We hit the foyer. I opened the door. She paused, glanced back at the gallery of faces peeking from behind the banister, every one burning with curiosity, envy, or hunger.

Mia squeezed my arm.

“Ready?” she whispered.

There was only one answer.

“With you? Always.”

We stepped into the night, leaving the whispers and the stares, and the boiling curiosity of the house, behind us.

Mia didn’t let go.

Not for a single step.

And as the door swung closed, sealing us away from the crowd and the speculation, I realized the only thing that mattered now was whatever happened next.

Dinner, tradition, decency be damned.

Tonight, she’d made a move that rewrote the rules.

And I was already addicted to her version of the game.

***

The Uber ride to Pacific Heights was pure California cinema, city lights flickering past the windshield, the hum of energy that built with every block we climbed toward the cliff. Mia’s hand never left mine, her thumb tracing lazy circles on my knuckles while she pretended to be absorbed in the world outside.

Truth was, neither of us could stop grinning.

She’d picked the restaurant: Luminaria.

The place looked more like a private club than somewhere you could just walk into. Facade bathed in gold light, fountain out front bubbling like it existed solely for TikTok. Inside, polished wood floors and glass walls with a view that swept the city in one arrogant, breathtaking gesture. Even the air felt engineered: a blend of sea-salt, expensive wine, and the vanilla-and-jasmine note I’d already come to associate with Mia.

A hostess greeted us with a smile—professional, but with an edge of “oh, we know you.” Within five seconds, every set of eyes at the bar had flicked our way.

If being with Chloe or Brooke in public was a scandal, showing up in here with Mia was a declaration of war.

The maître d’ was a trim guy in a suit so fitted it almost squeaked. “Welcome! I have you under Ross, party of two?”

“That’s us,” Mia said, her voice all warm honey. She didn’t overplay her hand; she was just… present.

He beamed. “Lovely. This way, please.”

As he led us through the restaurant, the glances turned real. Maybe it was the dress, or the fact Mia didn’t usually do Out-There dates, but every woman in the place seemed to clock her. Some sized her up. Others tried to suss what angle she was pulling.

The men?

They never stood a chance.

At a table near the windows, a gaggle of junior faculty from St. Celeste weighed us with mixed admiration and envy. One even whispered, “That’s Mercer, right? The one from the news last week?” The other, more subtle, just watched Mia’s body as she glided by.

We landed in a corner booth that felt like a stage and a sanctuary rolled into one. Banquette curved around the back, soft white leather, perfect sight line of the city sparkling beneath us. Candlelight did miracles for Mia’s skin, and the mirrored glass behind us made every touch and glance a little more intense.

She slid in beside me, crossing her ankles and letting the dress ride up just a bit, enough to make my pulse jackknife.

Wine arrived without us asking. “Compliments of the house,” said the server, bowing with just enough reverence that I wondered if he was nervous to serve us.

Mia smiled, soft but direct. “This is beautiful, isn’t it?”

I nodded, clearing my throat. “I feel a little underdressed.”

She shook her head. “Not at all. You look amazing. The blue brings out your eyes.”

I went to object, but got distracted by the way the candlelight played in her hair. “You look… It’s going to sound corny, but you look like the night invented you just to make everyone else jealous.”

She laughed, full, rich, just a little raw around the edges. “That does sound corny. But I love it. Keep going.”

A beat of mutual brownout, where we both stared and neither of us had the words to break the moment. Then Mia took up the menu, scanned it, and set it down.

“I’m supposed to be all over the tasting menu,” she confided. “But honestly, I just want to share whatever you’re having. Is that weird?”

“Not even a little,” I told her, already plotting how to feed her the best bite on every plate.

From there, we settled into the ritual: order a couple appetizers (“I trust you,” she told the server, making him blink and go almost pink at the ears), choose two mains, and lock in the chocolate soufflé for dessert.

The small talk engine fired on cue.

She asked about class, so I gave her my best “thermodynamics efficiency rant,” which had her giggling before I even hit the good lines.

She told me about her psychology research, and the way her professors tried to hide behind fancy terminology while she picked their arguments apart in half the time. For once, I got to be the audience, watching her come alive, gesturing, voice animated, her confidence so effortless it actually made my breath catch.

The food came, first a salad that looked like modern art, then some kind of crab-and-mango thing that shattered my expectations.

We traded plates without a second thought. She speared a bite, handed me the fork, and licked her lips when she saw I liked it.

“Is this normal for you?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Or am I part of your secret wild side?”

Mia’s eyes sparkled. “This is the most fun I’ve had on a date… ever. Mostly I play host for my sisters, or do group things. But this? This feels different.”

“I like different,” I said.

She reached across the table, hand landing soft on my wrist. “I knew you would.”

As the meal stretched, so did the conversation, out of the safe zone and into the territory nobody ever wanted to risk.

She started it.

“Can I ask you something, Noah?”

“Anything,” I said, meaning it.

“If the BioPrint project hit it big, and you got every headline, every magazine cover, all the acclaim, what would you actually want after that?” she asked. “Would it be enough?”

I had to think.

For a long time, all I’d cared about was getting through the next test, the next filter, the next gate. But staring across the table at Mia, her fingers curled around her wineglass, her expression open and gentle, it felt like a trap and a lifeline at the same time.

“I want to make something that lasts,” I said, slow and honest. “Not just in a journal or a patent office, but… something people use and don’t remember who made it. Like…” Words failed for a second. “I guess I want to help, but not in a way that gets my name on a plaque. More like, if a kid walks again, or someone gets to keep their arm, and nobody knows I was behind it? That’s the dream.”

Mia went very still, eyes wide.

“That’s beautiful,” she whispered. “I think most people pretend they want to change the world, but you—” She hesitated, catching the emotion before it could spill. “You actually mean it.”

I shrugged, equal parts proud and embarrassed. “Sounds less dramatic when I say it aloud.”

“No, it sounds exactly right,” she shot back. “You know, I always thought you’d end up with someone who was just as ambitious as you. Not someone who… wants to heal, not conquer.”

I arched a brow. “You think you don’t fit that?”

She blushed, looking down. “Sometimes I feel like I’m just… support staff. Even in my own house, I’m the background. Not the star.”

I squeezed her hand. “You’re not background at all. I notice you every time you walk in the room, Mia.”

For a second, everything else, the restaurant buzz, the city lights, all of it went mute.

She inhaled, soft but sharp. “Can you ask me the same question?”

So I did.

“What do YOU want, Mia? If you had the rest of your life to do anything, and no one would ever judge you?”

For a moment, she went inward. The candle flame jittered in the crystal, and I saw her face change, not dark, but real.

“I’d want to help girls, especially the ones who think they have to be perfect,” she said, voice low. “I’d open a counseling center on the coast somewhere. I know it sounds small, but… I want to be the place people come to heal. Not the person who gives a TED Talk or wins a national award.”

I let it settle, the shape of what she was really saying: the war between the image and the soul.

“Is that what your mom expects?”

Mia’s laugh was gentle, but bitter at its edge. “Our family runs on expectation. Mom wants me to do what she did. Lead departments, publish, be the star. The thought of disappointing her… scares me more than actually failing at anything.”

There it was, the raw wound behind the perfection.

The next question hovered: “Did someone actually break your heart?”

I almost chickened out.

She answered anyway, as if reading my mind.

“When I was a sophomore, I fell for someone—hard. He was a TA, older, kind, made me feel important.” She looked away, then back. “He left for Europe. Never even said goodbye. I spent a year pretending it didn’t wreck me. I didn’t tell anyone. Not even Chloe.”

I could feel the thud inside my ribs, a mix of anger for the guy and awe that she’d said it out loud, to me.

“You deserved better,” I said.

Mia’s eyes glimmered in the candlelight. “Maybe. But you don’t always get what you deserve.”

I didn’t let go of her hand the rest of the meal.

People definitely noticed. At least two tables behind us whispered through their entrees, and I was pretty sure one of the junior profs snuck a candid with his phone aimed low.

But the only thing I really cared about was Mia, her laugh, the way her eyes glowed when I made a dumb joke, the hand that gripped mine just a little tighter every time I let the armor drop.

Dessert arrived: a dark chocolate soufflé that steamed as the server cracked it open and poured in the cream. For a second, I forgot every insecurity I’d ever had about eating in public with the harem.

Mia took a spoon, dipped it, then offered me the first bite.

It was perfection: bitter, sweet, edged with something unexpected.

As I chewed, she licked her lips, then dipped in for her own. Little bit of cream smeared at the corner of her mouth, not cute, not messy, just alive.

She caught me staring and grinned, mischief on full display.

“Want to get out of here?” Mia whispered.

My cock twitched, utterly at her mercy.

“More than anything,” I said.

As I stood and offered her my hand, I caught the last look from the table nearest us, a flicker of jealousy, maybe even longing. Mia saw it too and leaned in, squeezing my palm.

“Doesn’t matter what they say,” she murmured. “I know what I want.”

We glided out of the restaurant. All the eyes followed, but for once, I didn’t care. Mia’s hand in mine was the only thing that felt real.

The night air was cool, scented with ocean and orange blossoms from the planters outside.

As we walked toward the lights of St. Celeste, our bodies drew closer. We didn’t have to say a word.

The boundaries had changed. And everyone watching, whether out of envy, lust, or pure curiosity, could see it.

I was with Mia. The real her, not the perfect version.

And for the first time in forever, I felt like the rumors might finally be telling the truth.

***

The air outside the restaurant had shifted. It wasn’t just colder, it was charged, electric, like the world was watching and waiting to see what happened next. Mia’s hand found mine again, this time lacing our fingers so tight it felt like we’d practiced. We drifted down Pacific Avenue with no real destination beyond “closer” and “now.”

The city glowed, every window and streetlamp reflecting in her hair. She matched her pace to mine, leaning into my side on the sidewalk as if she was staking a claim. With each block, the conversation got deeper, more personal, stripping away every layer we’d worn for the crowd inside Luminaria.

“What was your favorite part of tonight?” she asked, voice soft.

I squinted at her, joking. “You, obviously. Was that a trick question?”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile was sincere. “No—like, really. What made it good?”

“It was the honesty,” I said, thinking out loud. “Nobody’s ever asked me about the after, you know? The part that comes once the spotlight dims.”

Mia walked in silence for a second, her hair brushing my cheek in the wind. “You always want to be invisible, don’t you? Even though you’re the center of everything right now.”

“That’s the wild part,” I admitted. “I’m starting to like the chaos. Maybe because it means I get to choose the people I want with me.”

She pressed closer, bumping my hip. “Even if it means drama?”

“Especially then,” I said. “Drama’s better than silence. I learned that the hard way.”

She nodded, and there was a sadness in her eyes that made me want to stop, pin her to the brick wall, and just tell her it was okay. Instead, she kept walking, savoring the tension between us like she was drawing out the world’s best punchline.

We cut through the quad, now almost empty except for a couple straggler students and the hum of distant party music. Mia let her hair down, literally, shaking it loose and laughing as she spun ahead of me. The moment was like something out of a movie, and the way she looked back, eyes shining, almost dropped me to my knees.

We walked into the sorority house together, our footsteps echoing on the marble foyer. Mia led me up the curved staircase, her fingers still intertwined with mine, until we reached the second-floor hallway. Outside her door, the one with the small whiteboard covered in her suitemates' inside jokes and a string of fairy lights framing the frame, she turned to face me, placing both hands on my chest.

“One more thing,” she said, voice lower, urgent.

“Anything.”

Her blue-gold gaze found me, direct and devastating. “I want you to know something. I don’t care about the rumors. Or what people are whispering. I know about you and Ren, and Brooke too.”

My throat tightened.

“Mia, I—”

She pressed a finger to my lips.

“Don’t,” she smiled. “Chloe actually encouraged me to go for this. To go for you.”

I blinked, caught between relief and awe. “You’re serious.”

She tilted her head, like “duh.” “We talk. We support each other. And Chloe told me she wants you to be happy. So do I.”

The weight of her words dropped through my ribcage and made my heart go full tilt.

She leaned in, breath warm, perfume wrapping around me like a heatwave. “And just so you know, on our second date, I don’t think I’ll be able to resist you like I am tonight.”

It was both a tease and a promise.

My cock lurched, blood pumping so hard my ears rang.

She kissed me.

God, did she kiss me.

It was slow. Intentional. Her lips pressed to mine, soft at first, then urgent as she melted into my hands. I cupped her cheek, thumb stroking her jaw. Her body curved to my chest, breasts flattened across my shirt, every inch of her alive and vibrating with need.

We didn’t hurry. We didn’t hold back, either.

She parted her lips on a soft moan—barely audible, but enough to make my grip tighten around her waist. For a firework-bright second I wanted to throw caution out the window and take her, right there in the shadow of the hallway. But I didn’t. I made it last. Savoring the flavor of her mouth, the vanilla and sweetness, the haunting, defiant undertone of someone who’d just decided to start living for herself.

When we broke apart, both of us were breathless.

Mia’s face glowed, cheeks bright, eyes wild, mouth swollen from the kiss.

She ran a thumb across my lower lip, as if memorizing the shape.

“Next time,” she whispered, “I want more.”

I almost told her I did too, but the words got lost somewhere between my brain and my heartbeat.

She stepped back, hand trailing down my arm. “Good night, Noah.”

“Good night, Mia.”

She slipped inside, door clicking quietly behind her.

I stood in the hall, shaking, sweating, wanting. The taste of her lingered on my tongue, and the echo of her honesty rewrote every rumor that had ever been spun about us.

The house was silent, but I knew damn well there’d already be a dozen messages lighting up the group chat.

By morning, everyone on campus would know Mia Ross made her own rules.

If they called it a scandal, fuck them.

She called it a beginning.

And honestly? So did I.


There was a Movie?


The day began as a haze of contentment, not unlike the mornings before. Chloe was draped over me, soft and bare, her golden hair spilling across my chest and her breath slow as tide. The weight and heat of her body had nearly coaxed me back under when my phone shuddered to life on the nightstand. I reached for it in the half-light, careful not to disturb my insanely gorgeous girlfriend sprawled on top of me.

I thumbed open the notification: a message from Serena. My brows drew together in sleepy surprise as the screen pulsed with its pale blue glow.

Chloe shifted, the movement subtle but unmistakably possessive, her limbs winding around mine as she burrowed closer. Her voice, when it came, was sleep-rough and sweet against my ear. “Who is it?”

“It’s Serena,” I murmured, still staring at the message. “She wants me to come over to her room tonight. Apparently she’s planning a horror movie marathon.”

That woke Chloe instantly. She propped herself up on her elbows, her breasts flattening luxuriously against my chest, every trace of sleep vanished from her brilliant eyes.

“Oh my God, she’s totally going for it,” Chloe said, practically vibrating with excitement. “You have to say yes.”

I blinked, thrown by the certainty in her voice. “Going for what?”

Chloe grinned and kissed me, lips plush and insistent. “You, obviously. She’s been plotting this for weeks. Underneath all that princess polish, the girl is seriously devious. She’ll fuck your brains out, no question.”

A rush of disbelief and anticipation twisted in my gut, leaving my lips dry. “No fucking way,” I managed.

Chloe bucked her hips, slick heat enveloping my cock in an instant; the sensation sent my thoughts scattering like leaves in the wind. “Uh… yeah. Have you not noticed how she looks at you?”

I tried to focus. “Serena was my babysitter,” I protested. “She doesn’t see me like that.”

Chloe’s laughter was low and throaty. “Babe, everyone sees you like that. You’re basically the genius heartthrob of campus. Of course she wants you. You’re not a kid anymore.”

She slid down, guiding my aching cock inside her with practiced precision. Her pussy clamped around me, tight and scorching hot, drawing a groan from deep in her chest. “God, I love your morning wood almost as much as I love you.”

She began to ride me, slow at first, but when I reached to toss the phone aside, Chloe caught my wrist and wrenched the device from my hand before I could protest. Her breasts filled my palms as she deftly typed out a reply to Serena, hitting send with a wicked gleam before tossing the phone away.

Chloe crashed her mouth against mine and pulled my tongue between her lips, devouring me with a hunger that matched the frantic rhythm of her hips. The bed rocked in time with her moans, wild and unrestrained.

When Chloe finally broke away, she increased the pace, strands of honey-blonde hair trailing over my face as she rode me harder. “You’re going to fuck me now, and Serena after. But I want a threesome. Promise?”

My palm slid over her plump, perfectly rounded ass, fingers digging in with a greedy squeeze as I claimed a handful of tender flesh. She moved for me, swaying her hips in a slow, hypnotic figure-eight, grinding me deeper with every pass, tightening around my cock as if she’d been made for this. “Of course, baby. I promise.” My voice came out rough, thick with want, but I didn’t let go; I held her there, feeling her shape herself against me while she worked her hips, determined to wring every inch of pleasure out of both of us.

***

The movie was supposed to be the main event, but the second I hit the top floor, I realized just how naive that fantasy was.

Serena’s door was open a crack, the soft wash of candlelight and Netflix logo glow leaking across the polished wood. I double-checked the number, just in case I’d hallucinated my way to heaven by mistake.

But the vision waiting on the other side of the door was pure, undiluted sex.

Serena Bennett, tall, golden, and bare-legged—stood in the center of her room wearing a tank top so thin you could read my pulse through it. There was no bra, no apology. Just the free-swinging honesty of D-cups outlined perfectly under a scrap of pale blue cotton and a pair of yoga shorts that barely covered the essentials. Her hair was up in a messy twist, wisps tumbling out to frame her jaw in ways no reality TV writer could invent. Even her ankles looked elegant, tanned and smooth against the silvery comforter.

She arched a brow as she saw me hovering in the doorway. For a half-second, I forgot how to breathe.

“Hey, Noah,” she said, voice velvet and knowing. “Didn’t get lost on the way, did you?”

I swallowed, working to keep my gaze above her chest and failing miserably. Her breasts were perfectly outlined beneath her shirt, and every curve dragged me back to the blur of my teenage years and every desperate, horny fantasy I’d ever had. Just looking at her now, I could feel my cock thickening in my jeans, the way it used to in the middle of class when I was a whisper over fourteen and barely knew what to do with it. My face burned. I was ogling her tits like some awkward virgin reliving all the wet dreams I thought I’d outgrown, and I could only pray she didn’t notice me staring.

“Nope,” I said. “Your directions were perfect.”

She smiled, cool, understated, and loaded with promise. Her tank top hung loose, gapping open at the sides, and every time she reached for something, her phone, the popcorn, the remote, I got a crystal-clear view of her breasts. Full, high, and utterly unfiltered, those tits could make a priest rethink his entire ideology.

Serena padded around the room, dimming the main light, stacking pillows, cueing up the movie on her laptop. Each move was deliberate, just slow enough to give me time to sample every curve, every flash of bare skin as the fabric shifted. She bent forward to plug in her charger, and her tank top dangled straight down without a care in the world, her D-cups swinging free and proud. Thick nipples thrust out, on full display, bold and unapologetic. There was zero chance she didn’t know exactly what she was doing.

If the goal was to spike my blood pressure before we hit play, she’d already won.

She tossed me a can of seltzer. “Pick your poison. Horror, romcom, or something so bad it’s good?”

I tried to appear thoughtful, but the truth was, my brain was stuck in a hard loop watching her chest ripple under that paper-thin fabric. “Horror’s fine,” I managed, setting the drink on her nightstand. “Unless you’re more in the mood for something trashy.”

Serena pressed her lips together, like she was trying to bottle up a secret—and maybe she was, because a grin threatened to spill. “You know, Chloe says I look exactly like another famous Serena. From Gossip Girl. Serena van der Woodsen.” Her voice fell into a low, sly purr, and she leaned in, letting the neckline of her tank swoop open just enough to catch my eye. “What’s your opinion?”

Of course, I had always thought she could double as Blake Lively’s twin. I’d logged so many hours of Gossip Girl with Chloe that the idea was practically gospel. “I’m with Chloe,” I said, weighing the evidence. “You look and sound just like her.”

Her gaze sharpened, pleased. “I think Chloe’s obsessed with the show because my wardrobe is mostly ‘brunch in the Hamptons’ anyway.”

She flicked on the TV, cueing up the streaming menu. The blue light painted her skin, making her look like a cross between a beach goddess and the wildest dream I’d ever had. She hopped onto the bed, curling her legs under her, and patted the spot beside her.

“Come here. Unless you’re afraid of the view,” she teased.

I dropped onto the comforter, feigning composure.

The bed was soft, the comforter cool against my legs, but the heat radiating off Serena was something else. She tucked a pillow behind her back, drew her knees up, and let the shorts ride even higher on her thighs. The tank top slid sideways, baring the swell of one perfect breast, nipple and all, before she bothered to tug it back into place.

She caught my stare and smirked. “You okay, Noah? You look like you’ve never seen a girl in pajamas before.”

That was a joke. There was nothing pajama about this look. This was pure Harem Invitation, giftwrapped and ready.

I played it cool. “I’m just trying to remember if this counts as a real date or if you’re about to make me do SAT flashcards.”

She rolled her eyes. “You think tutor Serena would show up braless? Please. Tonight, I’m just Serena. No test prep required. You’re getting the full girlfriend experience.”

Girlfriend experience. The words rocked me to the core.

My cock, already throbbing, kicked inside my pants, the fabric damp where the flood of pre-cum leaked along my shaft. Every twitch sent another jolt, insistent and uncontrollable, as if my hard-on was trying to punch through the front of my slacks just for a taste of her. Even through the tightness, I could feel the sticky warmth pooling, slick and urgent, spreading along the length of me. I gritted my teeth, my entire body tensed by the mess she was making of me before we had even started.

The room filled with the opening strains of the movie, something tense, generic, and instantly forgettable compared to the woman at my side. We both pretended to care for about five minutes. She kept shifting, scooting closer, eventually resting her bare thigh flush against mine.

Every move, every laugh, every brush of her skin against my arm was driving me insane.

She stretched, pretending to watch the screen, and her tank top slid up, baring the underside of her left breast, soft, gold, and only a hair away from total exposure.

Serena let it hang. No hurry. It was a game, and she always played to win.

“Remind me, did your first babysitter ever show up like this?” she purred, glancing sideways.

My throat went dry.

“Not even close. Of course, you would know since you were my first babysitter,” I admitted, voice low.

She grinned, a wicked edge to it. “I remember those days. You were a total nerd, but cute. Always trailing me around the backyard like you wanted to ask a question but were too shy.”

I held her gaze. “I was terrified of you. You were, like… the hottest thing in Santa Clarita. Also, you could drive. That was next-level power.”

She laughed, shaking her head just enough to make her boobs bounce under the thin shirt. “Stop. You’re going to make me blush.”

“You can try,” I shot back. “But you were my first real crush. No contest.”

She let that hang, eyes searching my face. “You serious?”

“Dead serious. You have starred in more wet dreams than I can count. You were the star of my very first one, actually. I used to fantasize about you all the time; you were always front and center, naked in my head, and I’d wake up soaked. You were a living, breathing fantasy for me.”

Her breath caught, tiny, but I noticed, and her eyes danced, equal parts arousal and curiosity. “What kind of fantasies?”

I swallowed, pulse pounding. “Every kind. But mostly… you like this. Hair down, braless, crawling across your bed. The things I did to you in my dreams would make a porn star blush.”

She exhaled, nostrils flaring, then let her hand drift to my knee. The touch was light, but intentional.

“God, Noah. If I’d known, I might’ve made a move sooner. I always thought you were too smart for a girl like me.”

I laughed, caught off guard. “You were way out of my league. Honestly, you still are.”

Serena let the silence hang, electric as the air before a summer thunderstorm. Her hand slid up, fingers curling possessively around my thigh. “That’s so funny, it’s ridiculous. You should look in a mirror if you haven’t already.”

The heat of her touch licked higher, crawling up my skin, but I kept my voice even. “You could like Chloe,” I said.

“You know, I used to brag to my friends that the Mercer boy next door would grow up to be a genius. Turns out, I was right. Also, you got tall. And hot. God, are you hot. If Chloe hadn’t beaten me to the punch, you would already be mine.”

I felt the heat in my face, but there was no backing down now.

She scooted closer, her thigh pressing into mine, her bare foot tracing the inside of my ankle. Her tank top slouched low, tight enough over her breasts that one good sneeze would’ve blown the whole thing open.

“I can’t stop staring at you,” I admitted.

“Good,” she whispered, voice gone husky. “I wore this for you, you know.”

She leaned in, lips close enough that I could taste the vanilla from her body lotion.

For a second, we just hovered there, eyes locked, bodies humming with the kind of tension that makes or breaks people.

Then, softly, like a dare, she brushed her mouth against mine.

It started tentative, a single, uncertain kiss, her lips cool and plush, the pressure feather-light.

I let her set the pace.

She nipped my lower lip, then locked eyes. “Is this okay?”

I didn’t answer. I just kissed her harder.

Her mouth opened under mine, hungry, electric, instantly more than I could process. We fell sideways into the pillows, her body stretching along mine, warm skin everywhere. The tank top slipped off her shoulder, baring more gold, more soft curve, until her left nipple peeked out, bold and pink against the pale blue.

Her hand found my jaw, and she pulled me in. The kiss went wild, hot, messy, a little desperate. All the years of wondering what she’d taste like, what the rhythm of her breath would feel like against my mouth, and now I had it. Reality shattered every fantasy I’d ever written in my head.

I slipped a hand up her waist, fingers tracing the line of her ribs. She arched into it, nipple brushing my palm through the fabric, and she shuddered. Her tits were magnificent, big and impossibly perky, perfect in my hand.

She kept kissing me, relentless. Her tongue tangled with mine, mouth slick and hungry. For a second, she broke off, breathless, and bit my earlobe.

“You ever jerk off thinking about this? About me?” she whispered, voice dripping with sin.

“Constantly. A hundred times but probably more. Every fucking year since you left for college,” I shot back.

She moaned, rocking her hips against mine. The yoga shorts rode high, baring her ass, and the tank top, barely hanging on, finally surrendered. One breast popped free, nipple hard and swollen. Serena didn’t bother tucking it back.

She just stared at me, daring me to touch her.

I did.

I cupped her breast, thumb rolling over the tip. She gasped, eyes fluttering, then lunged for my mouth all over again.

The movie played on, forgotten. The only plot I cared about was the woman now straddling my hip, bare skin pressed to my chest, making out like we’d invented the concept.

For the next few minutes, we lost ourselves in the heat and the hunger.

Every touch, every kiss, every shiver told me this wasn’t just nostalgia or some harem stunt. This was Serena, raw and real and finally mine.

When she finally slowed, hair wild, lips slick, and both her breasts on full display, she grinned down at me in triumph.

“Still think I look and sound like Serena van der Woodsen?” she panted.

I traced her nipple, loving the way her whole body reacted. “More like the version the CW couldn’t air.”

She laughed, low and wrecked. “Good. Because I’ve been waiting to fuck you since the day you leveled up from class nerd to Outlier.”

I gripped her hip, kissing her again. “Then what are you waiting for?”

She bit her lip, eyes dark with intent. “Absolutely nothing.”

And that was the end of movie night as we knew it.

Tonight, it was just me and Serena. Hands, mouths, memories, and the insane rush of making up for every lost year in a single, endless kiss.

***

We didn’t half-ass the transition, we detonated it.

The second my hand closed around her breast, Serena’s whole body changed. She arched harder against me, letting out a gasp that sounded more like a promise than a plea. Her nipple was stiff under my thumb, the skin hot and velvet-smooth. I watched her face as I teased it, then lowered my mouth and sucked the tip into a tight, wet seal.

Serena moaned, fingers tangling in my hair. “God, yes. I always wondered how that would feel.”

I grinned, drunk on her want. “Better than you imagined?”

She laughed, wrecked, breathless. “A thousand times better. Touch them, baby. I want you to touch every inch of me.”

That was all the invitation I needed.

I cupped both breasts, weighed them, then flicked my tongue from one nipple to the other. Each time I switched, she shuddered, hips lifting, chest swelling, the kind of reaction you can’t fake. I sucked her hard enough to leave a red circle, then bit gently, and she lost it, clawing at my shoulders, breath coming in short, wild bursts.

I kissed down her cleavage, licking and nipping at every inch of exposed skin. Her hands slid under my shirt, nails raking my abs, then yanked the fabric overhead in one smooth motion. When I was bare, she straddled my waist, tits bouncing as she settled on top of me.

Her tank top was history, tossed aside, leaving her basically naked except for the clinging band of those yoga shorts. Her tits were pure art: big, perfect, pink-tipped, and swinging in my face every time she moved.

She ground her crotch against my cock, and through the thin layer of her shorts, I felt her heat, wet, urgent, impossible to miss.

“Ever fuck one of your babysitters before?” she teased, rolling her hips.

“Only in every fantasy I ever had,” I breathed.

Serena pushed the shorts down, baring her ass. She peeled them off and kicked them aside, then dragged her pussy up my thigh, leaving a wet trail of slick on my skin. She wasn’t wearing panties. Of course.

“Just so you know, I fantasized about this too,” Serena said, voice low and dirty. “You, grown up. Smart, dangerous. When you were younger, I knew you would grow up hot, and I always wondered if the genius would fuck as good as he solved problems.”

I grabbed her hips, lining her up.

“Test me,” I dared.

Serena wrapped one hand around my cock, stroked it twice, then lined it up at her entrance.

“Ready?” she purred.

I could barely speak. “Take what you want.”

She lowered herself slow, letting the head slide in, then further, her walls gripping me inch by inch. The heat was insane, hot, velvet, slicker than any porn could have prepared me for. She moaned, dropping all the way down until my cock was buried deep inside her.

“God, you’re thick,” she gasped, rocking her hips in a tight circle. “I can feel it in my stomach, baby. So fucking good.”

I watched her ride, tits bouncing, hair wild, her ass clapping against my thighs every time she slammed down. She set the pace, sometimes slow, grinding, letting me savor the pressure; sometimes fast, bouncing until my balls ached and the bed creaked under us.

Every move was pure dominance.

She leaned over, bracing one hand on my chest, and let her boobs swing in my face. “This what you dreamed about, baby? Your babysitter bouncing on your cock with her tits in your face?”

I grabbed both, squeezed, then sucked her nipple hard, pulling a shriek from her lips.

“Fuck, Noah, yes!” Serena rode me harder, slamming down until the base of my cock ground against her clit. She was dripping wet; every thrust coated me in her honey, making it easier to hammer her deeper.

She didn’t hold back. “You gonna fill me up, genius? You going to pump your cum inside the girl you couldn’t touch all those years?”

That line nearly snapped me.

I jerked my hips, matching her rhythm, hands locked on her ass, spreading her cheeks to drive myself even deeper.

Nothing had prepared me for how she looked, how she felt, how fucking loud she’d be when it finally happened. Serena’s back arched like she’d been hit by a live wire. Her hands clamped down on my chest, nails raking rivers down my skin, and for a split second her face went from lust to outright shock, like the orgasm had snuck up on her, ambushed her from inside out, and there was nothing she could do but ride the lightning. Her pussy clenched around me, velvet walls milking my cock so tight it felt like I’d gotten trapped in a fist. Her head snapped back, hair whipping, and she shrieked my name so violently I was genuinely surprised no one burst in from the hallway.

I’d never seen anything so unfiltered, so raw and unscripted. She flailed, body shaking, tits bouncing with every spasm, and the look on her face was pure, animal want, nothing left of the smirking babysitter or the taunting older girl who used to lord her age and experience over me. There was only Serena, stripped bare of every defense, gasping and writhing like I’d somehow given her an electric shock straight to the core.

I was so hard I genuinely worried I might black out, but then she locked eyes with me, those ocean-glass irises, wild and wicked, and ground herself down harder, pinning me to the bed with her full weight. The fucking grip she had, my cock was basically being ripped out by the root. Her hips ground in a slow, brutal circle, like she wanted to carve a memory of herself into my DNA. I felt every inch, every pulse, every humming nerve as she came again, a rolling tidal wave of orgasm that had her body convulsing around me.

And it wasn’t just physical. I could see her mind short-circuit, like she was reprogramming the last decade of our history in a single, endless second. All the years of distance and teasing, every snide sisterly remark and every “I always thought you’d end up in jail or in the Ivy League,” all of it was just gone, obliterated, rewritten, destroyed by the wet, slick grind of her pussy and the look in her eyes as she claimed me.

It broke something in me, too. I grabbed her hips, dug my fingers in like I was never letting go, and started thrusting up to meet her. Every time I slammed up into her, she let out this filthy, helpless noise, a noise you’d never expect from someone who once made me pancakes and told me to eat my vegetables. Now she was the one being devoured, helpless and breathless, riding my cock with the abandon of someone who’d decided to make up for every wasted year in a single night.

She started talking, too, fast, breathless, out of control. “Oh my god, Noah, yes, you’re so fucking big, fill me up, oh god, fuck, you’re going to make me—” her words collapsed into a scream and she came again, thighs shaking, her whole body locking down around me like a vice. The pressure was so insane, so relentless, that I lost it, coming so hard I saw stars. My cock swelled and pulsed, balls drawing up tight, and I let go inside her, shooting rope after rope of cum deep into Serena’s already spasming cunt.

The heat, the thickness, the feeling of her squeezing every last drop out of me as she kept riding, kept grinding, kept milking me like she wanted proof of every fantasy I’d ever had about her, fuck, it was overwhelming. I groaned and bucked up into her, hands glued to her hips, feeling the slick, wet mess we’d made leaking down my length, dripping onto the sheets, soaking us both in sweat and something deeper.

Serena didn’t slow at all. She just kept moving, kept grinding, kept working every last twitch out of me. Her tits bounced and shuddered with every thrust, sweat running in beads between them, and her mouth hung open in a half-laugh, half-moan that didn’t sound human. We fucked in this crazy, desperate spiral, neither one of us willing to come down, both of us addicted to the crash.

The second my orgasm started to fade, she leaned forward, hands braced on either side of my head, hair falling around us like a curtain. “You still with me, baby?” she whispered, voice shredded and wild, like she’d lost all control.

I nodded, barely able to speak. “Never been more here.”

She smiled, feral and triumphant, and started kissing me again, hard and messy and with enough tongue to leave my lips numb. She ground her hips in slow, greedy circles, milking every last drop, and I could feel my cock start to harden again, still trapped inside her, still surrounded by heat and pulse and the scent of sex.

She didn’t let up. If anything, she pressed down harder, squeezing me with every muscle she had. “You feel that?” she purred. “That’s what you do to me. That’s what you’ve always done to me, even when I pretended I didn’t see you.”

I started to respond, but then she clamped down and gave a twist that made me yelp. “Mine,” she whispered, and bit my shoulder, hard enough to leave a mark. “You’re mine, Noah. Tonight, tomorrow, whenever I want you.”

I couldn’t argue. I didn’t want to. I just pulled her in and kissed her, hands on her back, sliding down to her ass to hold her in place. My cock was still half-hard, still throbbing inside her, and the feeling of her wrapped around me, velvet and slick, was like nothing I’d ever imagined. The world had telescoped down to this bed, this moment, the taste of her sweat and the sound of her laugh and the feel of her body straddling me, refusing to let go.

Serena finally collapsed on my chest, both of us a soaking mess, but she never stopped moving. She rocked her hips in a lazy, greedy rhythm, as if she could pull another orgasm out of me just by willpower alone. I wasn’t sure if that was possible, but if anyone could do it, it was her. The way she looked at me, cocky and wild and a little bit evil, made me believe the rules had changed.

She laughed through her third climax, voice gone high and wild. “Yes, Noah, god yes! Cum inside me, make it messy, just like that—”

I swore, barely managing to breathe. A second orgasm welled inside me, and I stiffened as hot jets blasted into her, each spasm wrung out by the grip of her cunt. Even after I finished, she kept squeezing, milking me until the sensation faded from pleasure to raw, oversensitized pulses.

Serena collapsed forward, tits mashed to my chest, both of us panting like we’d just run a marathon.

Her hair brushed my jaw, sweat streaking her forehead. “Damn. All those years of foreplay paid off.”

I kissed her, feral and hungry, still hard inside her.

She wriggled her hips, grinding down. “You’re still ready?”

“With you? There’s no off switch.”

Serena grinned, wicked as sin. She started rocking again, slow this time, letting the fullness drag every nerve ending to the surface.

“You want to go again?” she whispered, nipping my lip.

“Try and stop me.”

She braced herself, shifting the angle so her tits bounced in my face. I sucked a nipple, bit the other, and she moaned, deep and wild.

For the next round, she built the rhythm. Up, down, grinding in circles, then quick, shallow bounces that sent her butt clapping against my pelvis. My cock, already soaked with our mixed cum, slid in and out with zero resistance. The mess just made it hotter.

“Fuck, Serena, you’re insane,” I groaned.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she hissed. “I want every drop. Want everyone in this house to know who’s breeding me tonight.”

The taboo hit home. Her, my babysitter, the ultimate forbidden fruit, now spread and riding me with the ferocity of a woman who’d waited a decade for payback.

She leaned close, breath hot in my ear. “You want to really fuck me up? Tell me you want to get me pregnant. Fill me until I leak down my thighs. Don’t waste a drop.”

That broke something in me. I seized her hips, slammed her down, and pounded up into her with savage, desperate force. She met every thrust, hungry, wild, milking my cock just like before.

The room blurred. Movie audio flickered in the background, pointless now. The only reality was the slap of skin on skin and her voice in my ear—

“Breed me, Noah. Make my pussy yours. Ruin me for every other man. Make me yours forever.”

I couldn’t hold back. Orgasm hit, even harder than before, body bucking, cock pulsing as I emptied everything inside her.

Serena milked it, every squeeze of her cunt drawing another spasm, another drop.

We collapsed, tangled and sticky, my cock still buried to the hilt.

She didn’t slow, though.

With a wicked smile, she popped off my cock—chest heaving, thighs glistening with our cum.

She spun me so my back hit the headboard.

“Time for a new angle,” she announced.

Serena dropped to her knees between my legs, wrapped both tits around my shaft, and started fucking her cleavage. The sensation was unreal, soft, slick, pressure on all sides as she bobbed up and down, smearing my cockhead along the deep valley between her breasts.

She looked straight up at me. “You like that, genius? You going to cum for me again?”

She spat on the tip, jerked me with both hands, then caught just the head between her lips, sucking with obscene focus, tongue swirling the slit.

I moaned, unable to process the overload.

She stroked and sucked, alternating, until I was ready to burst.

“Inside or on my tits?” she asked, eyes dancing.

“Inside,” I managed, barely coherent. “I want to breed you.”

Serena groaned and mounted me again, this time reverse cowgirl, her ass high, pussy milking my length as she rode with perfect control.

She braced her hands on my knees, bouncing, looking over her shoulder as her blonde hair stuck to her sweaty back. Each slap of her ass against my lap was a shockwave, wet, raw, fierce.

“You gonna cum for me, stud?” she taunted. “Pump your babysitter full again?”

I grabbed her hips, holding on as she went harder. The pressure built, my cock swelling, and when I hit the edge, it was like drowning.

She felt it, too. Her pussy clamped and rippled, and she dug her nails into my leg.

“Now,” Serena hissed, “fuck, now! cum for me again—”

I obeyed, zero hesitation. The first shot hit so hard it made me see stars. I filled her, wave after wave, until it leaked out and dripped down the backs of her thighs.

She collapsed, ass up, panting.

We lay there, both destroyed.

But somehow, we weren’t done.

Serena twisted, smiling lazy and filthy. “You got one more round in you, genius?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

She bent over the edge of the bed, presenting her ass. “Then do it like this. No holding back.”

I lined up, slid in, and started pounding her from behind, slow at first, just to savor the way her pussy gripped me, then faster, until the bedframe rocked with every hit.

Her ass was incredible. High, tight, jiggling on every thrust.

I hammered her, hands locked around her waist, pulling her back into me.

Serena moaned loud, not caring who heard. “Fuck, yes, fuck me! Don’t stop! Fill me again, baby—harder—”

Her body tensed, then shattered, cunt spasming around my cock, milking every inch.

The view, the sound, the feel of her, all of it smashed my last restraint.

I let go, cumming one more time, cock swelling as I pumped her full yet again. Cum overflowed, splattering the sheets and dripping down her thighs.

When I finally pulled out, she caught the mess with her fingers and sucked them clean, eyes locked on mine.

“God, you have no idea how long I’ve wanted this,” she confessed, falling back onto the bed.

We lay tangled, sticky, sweat-cooling. The TV played on, some faceless hero fighting digital ghosts, but the only battle that mattered had already been won here.

Serena rolled against me, head on my chest. “That night over Thanksgiving. I almost pulled you into my car to fuck you right there in the back seat.”

I laughed, stroking her hair. “That would’ve given my little brother an aneurism.”

She grinned, biting my shoulder. “Next time, I won’t hold back.”

We caught our breath, trading stories, her about cheating curfews to see her college boyfriends, me about the letter I almost wrote her at graduation and never sent. In the quiet between, neither of us moved to clean up; we liked the mess, the way it sealed the bond.

When the next round started, it was slower, her mouth working my cock, then easing back onto me with lazy, rolling hips.

We lasted as long as we could, wringing every drop of pleasure from the night. I lost track of how many times we had sex, but we went all night.

By the time the sun threatened the horizon, we were spent, cum pooled between her thighs, sheets glued to our skin, both of us fused together in a sticky, satisfied mess.

Serena kissed me, one last, soft press of lips.

“We should do movie night more often,” she whispered.

I laughed, the sound raw. “Next time, let’s skip the pretext.”

She agreed, curling around me as the world faded out.

We slept like the dead, spoils of war, nothing left to prove except how fucking good we were together.

And when I finally closed my eyes, I knew one thing for sure:

No fantasy could ever top the reality of what we’d just done.

***

The first thing I noticed was the sunlight. Thick, gold strips breaking through Serena’s curtains and painting the bed in tangled shadows. The next thing I noticed was her: naked, draped over me, watching with a look that could end marriages.

Serena lay flat on top, skin warm and slippery from the night’s sweat and sex. Her tits pressed into my chest, her hair a tangled halo, legs braided with mine like she’d never let go. For a moment, I thought she might want to just lay and bask. But the smirk on her lips said otherwise.

“Morning, baby,” she murmured, voice a husky purr. “Hope you’re not worn out. I’ve got plans.”

She didn’t wait for a response.

Serena slid down my body, her breasts trailing over my abs, her nipples dragging soft electric lines right to my cock, which, predictably, was already hard again.

She didn’t even pretend to be shy.

Her hands wrapped my shaft, stroking it gently, lining up the swollen head with her lips. She gazed up, blue-green eyes locked on mine, then opened up and took me into her mouth all the way to the hilt.

The heat, the suction, the perfect, filthy slide. My brain went instantly offline.

She bobbed her head, taking every inch, cheeks hollowing with effort. Her tongue flicked the underside, then swirled the crown, milking precum with every pass. She moaned around my cock, the vibration sending aftershocks up my spine.

But what killed me was the eye contact. She never looked away, not for a second. She wanted me to see every second, every detail.

She eased off just long enough to whisper, “You know what I want, right? I want to join the harem, Noah. I want to be your favorite. Let the others try to keep up. I’m not backing down. Not even for Chloe.”

With that, she plunged back down, throat stretching, mouth sealing tight, sucking me with ruthless focus. Each stroke got wetter, filthier, drool running down to my balls as she devoured me like a champion.

She popped off, lips glossy and chin smeared with spit. “You going to let me in, baby? Let me fuck you day and night until the whole campus knows you own me?”

My cock twitched in her grip, obedient.

She grinned, kissed the tip, then straddled my waist, body glowing in the morning light.

Serena hovered, rubbing her pussy along my length, coating it with slick. Then, with one practiced roll of her hips, she slid me inside. Every inch disappeared into her heat, her walls clenching in a slow-motion vice.

She leaned forward, hair falling around my face, tits pendulous and heavy as she started to ride me. The rhythm was slow, deliberate. She wanted to savor every second.

“You like this?” she growled, bouncing harder. “You like waking up to your old babysitter riding your fat fucking cock?”

I grabbed her ass, squeezing, thrusting up to meet her. “Fuck yes. Don’t stop.”

Her pace got savage, fast, wild, her tits swaying, clapping together, and her breath turning to ragged gasps. Every time I bottomed out, she moaned, loving the stretch, the mess.

“You going to cum in me again, stud?” she taunted. “Breed me right. Let everyone else know I belong to you now.”

The taboo, the hunger, the sense that this was both forbidden and inevitable, it crashed through me like a drug.

I held on, thrusting wild, and when I came, it was pure, blinding overload, my cock pulsing and filling her for what felt like forever. She shuddered, still grinding, milking every drop until the sheets were soaked and both of us shaking.

Serena collapsed forward, sticky and triumphant.

We caught our breath, her head tucked under my chin.

“Just so you know,” she panted, “I want you. All the way. And I’m not about to play nice just because there’s competition.”

I laughed, rolling with the insanity. “You think you can skip the line?”

She bit my shoulder, playful and fierce. “I don’t skip, baby. I run.”

She lay there, chest rising and falling, her sweat mixing with mine.

I felt the shift, not just in my cock or my pulse, but in the shape of my whole fucking life.

Serena Bennett. My first crush. My old babysitter. Rory’s sister. All tangled together, impossible to separate, like memories pressed under glass. Now she lay beside me, not as the girl I used to know but as the leader of the new charge. She had something to prove, fighting to carve out her place in the harem, and not just anywhere, but right at the top, shoulder to shoulder with Chloe. Not above her. Never above Chloe. Nobody could ever outpace Chloe; she set the standard, untouchable. But Serena was determined to press forward, to claim her spot in the pack, and she burned with the need to be seen at Chloe’s side, not behind her. The dynamic cracked in the air: Chloe, the undisputed queen, and Serena, the hungry and electric underdog, ready to stake her claim but knowing exactly where the line was drawn.

It was dangerous, complicated, like setting off a nuclear detonation in the middle of a chess match. But it was also right, in a way nothing else had ever been.

She curled tighter to me, lips brushing my jaw.

“Buckle in, baby. Because I’m not letting you go.”

I didn’t want her to.

As she drifted off, I ran my hand down her spine, memorizing every curve, every scar, every inch I’d missed all those years.

Outside, the sunlight crept higher, bathing us in new rules and zero regrets.

If anyone was going to rewrite the future, it would be Serena Bennett. And I already knew I wanted to see how far she’d go.

The game was on.

And I couldn’t wait for the next move.


Office Hours


The hallway outside Dr. Ross’s office was dead quiet, just the muted thump of my pulse in my ears, and the distant echo of shoes tapping on tile somewhere far down the admin wing. I stopped at the heavy door, triple-checked that I wasn’t trailing a mess of harem lipstick or sorority glitter, then rapped once, clean and professional.

Inside: a heartbeat of silence, then Dr. Ross’s voice, sharp and deliberate.

“Come in, Noah.”

I stepped over the threshold. Instantly, the mood changed.

The office didn’t just look expensive, it was intimidating as hell. Desk bigger than my old kitchen table, heavy with paperwork and gleaming with some kind of micro-finish you only ever saw in dark academic dramas. Bookshelves behind her, stacked with trophy journals and framed degrees. There were a few unnamed artifacts. A chunk of stone, maybe from Greece or somewhere older than the U.S. patent office, and a glass award shaped like a helix. To the right, the wall was all windows, city lights running wild in the blue dusk.

She was waiting, already standing, so much poise it made you want to fix your posture just to match. Vivian Ross wore a button-down in dark silk, sleeves rolled back, hair up in a precise twist. The soft, gold glow from the desk lamp caught the lines of her jaw and played across her curves in wicked, impossible ways.

In that moment, every rumor about her, brilliant, beautiful, dangerous, felt like an understatement. She was pure voltage.

She didn’t speak, not at first. Instead, she watched me with those eyes: hazel, piercing, and always two chess moves ahead.

I cleared my throat, willing my body to behave.

“You wanted a progress update?” I asked, low and steady.

She nodded, but instead of sitting behind her desk like an ordinary academic, she circled to my side, not so close it was obvious, just close enough that I could smell sandalwood and something deeper. She gestured to the two chairs set up for a one-on-one, but stayed standing until I took a seat.

The door eased shut behind me, then, with a subtle, practiced move, she rotated the lock. The metallic click felt both unnecessary and absolutely perfect.

The signal was impossible to miss: whatever happened in here was staying in here.

Vivian dropped into the chair beside me, crossing her legs, the silk of her blouse stretching tight across her chest. Her first move was all business. She slid a thin stack of printed research notes in front of me, margins littered with comments in blue ink.

“I reviewed your latest scaffold data,” she said, voice crisp. “The absorption curve on batch 6B is impressive. But…?” She cut me a sly, sidelong glance.

“But the signal-to-noise ratio at day four is borderline. If we scale up, I’m worried we’ll lose cell adhesion again,” I said, scanning my own work like I hadn’t already memorized every typo and outlier in the sheet.

“Exactly,” she replied, and just like that, we were off, debating polymer ratios, how the smart-scaffold would respond if we dialed up the growth factor pre-load, whether we could swap out the base gel for something with better shear resistance.

It should’ve been clinical. But it wasn’t.

Every time our fingers brushed over the papers, hers annotating, mine tracing lines, it felt like a live wire running under the surface. There was no mistaking the heat in the air. She leaned in when she argued, voice under control but eyes burning, lips catching the light with every carefully chosen word.

I caught myself staring once, then twice, drawn to the dip in her blouse, the delicate chain at her throat, the way her hair threatened to unravel when she got passionate about a hypothesis. Each brush of her hand was a deliberate test, and every time she touched the edge of my notepad, my cock twitched in perfect, traitorous synchronization.

We hammered through a dozen protocol tweaks, but if you replayed the audio, ninety percent of it was just subtext. Her gaze trapped mine, held it, then let go like she was testing my limits for fun.

When she assigned me the next experiment, twice the run time, different starter cells, her fingers lingered on my wrist a half second too long.

I tried to keep my brain on work. But all I could think about was the last time we'd been alone, after midnight in the innovation lab, when I'd lifted her onto that cold stainless steel workbench, her back arching against the metal as I'd positioned myself between her thighs, her ankles locking behind me as we'd moved together, her fingernails leaving half-moon imprints on my shoulders. I remembered the taste of her lipstick, the steel of her control, and the way her voice cracked, just for a second, when I made her lose composure.

She was older, smarter, and a thousand percent more experienced. She made it clear that in this world, I was just the upstart. But there was zero question who held the power tonight. It wasn’t the woman behind the desk. It was the woman sitting next to me, practically vibrating with a tension that had nothing to do with cell counts and everything to do with what we hadn’t said since the last time our bodies collided.

Vivian drew in a breath, slow, patient. Her heels found the carpet, and she arched a little closer.

“What would you do,” she murmured, “if this were your lab and not just mine?”

I didn’t flinch. “I’d run both arms. I’d chase the anomaly, even if it meant breaking one or two rules.”

She smiled, slow, wicked, intimate. “That’s exactly what I hoped you’d say.”

For a long moment, we just watched each other.

The city lights flickered across the glass, making it hard to know if anyone could see in. The air between us thickened, every move turning deliberate. I took a risk and let my knee brush hers under the table.

She didn’t pull away.

Vivian lowered her voice, practically a whisper. “You know what I see when I look at you, Noah?”

I shook my head, not trusting my words.

“A man determined to outpace everyone, even his own mentors.” She leaned in, lips brushing close to my ear. “You’re not just the smartest in the room. You’re the one rewriting the standard.”

My breath caught. The line between professional and predatory was gone. Maybe it never really existed.

She straightened, hands smoothing the front of her blouse, but her eyes never left my face. Then, as if it were nothing, she undid the top button. Her fingers worked slow, precise, exposing another sliver of skin, the outline of lace just visible at the edge.

Neither of us spoke.

The move was pure war, an escalation, a dare, proof that the rest of the conversation was just build-up.

My cock hardened instantly; I forced myself not to adjust it in my pants. I was supposed to be the cool-headed one, the controlled, logical problem solver. But all I could think about was the urge to rip her blouse wide and run my mouth down her neck.

Vivian stepped up the game.

She reached for the printout, but instead of grabbing it, she placed her hand flat on mine. Her palm, cool, strong, deliberate, covered my knuckles, and she squeezed, just once.

I met her gaze.

The silence was electric.

“Do you want this, Noah?” she said softly. It wasn’t about the project, and we both knew it.

I didn’t bother with a lie.

“I’ve wanted it since the first time you asked me to stay late.”

She inhaled, sharp and real. The mask slipped, just for a second.

Then she was moving, up out of her chair, slow enough that I could have stopped her, but I didn’t want to. Her heels clicked on the wood, then she was in front of me, both hands finding my jaw and tilting my face up.

The kiss hit like a shock.

Not hesitant, not exploratory, but hot and hungry and absolutely necessary.

Her mouth pressed hard to mine, lips opening as her tongue demanded entry. The taste of her, wine, coffee, a trace of something floral, hit me like a wave. I let her lead for a beat, then surged up, matching her energy, hands finding her waist and drawing her flush against me.

The heat was unreal. I could feel the shape of her tits pressed to my chest, the spike in her breath as our mouths collided again and again.

Vivian moaned, soft but insistent, the sound dropping straight to my cock.

Our fingers tangled in each other’s hair; her nails raked down the back of my neck as I pulled her closer.

I lost track of the data, the city, even the name of my goddamn project.

The only thing that was real was the way her lips claimed mine like she’d waited weeks for one more chance to find out how far I’d go once the rules were gone.

She tasted like victory.

And for the first time, I realized I might want more than her approval.

I wanted her, every inch, every secret, every memory she was willing to make.

The world outside vanished.

The only thing that mattered now was how fast we could escalate.

And judging by the way she was already unbuttoning a second button, dragging my hand up to her breast, arching into my touch, I didn’t have long to find out.

The facade was gone.

This was all heat, all hunger, all history about to detonate.

And neither of us was ready to slow down.

***

The first button slid free, then the next. Her hands were hungry, drawing mine up and over the curve of her breast, making sure I felt the heat through the silk and lace. My cock throbbed so hard it hurt; for a wild second, I really did consider just bending her over the desk without a second thought.

But Vivian was one step ahead.

She kissed me again, deeper this time, tongue plunging into my mouth as her palms found the buttons of my shirt. A few came loose in a single, decisive yank. She didn’t bother with subtlety, just ripped them open, baring my chest beneath. Her nails trailed fire up my ribs; she pulled the fabric wide, then ran her tongue down my throat and across my collarbone, marking a path only she could own.

I barely noticed how the edge of the desk dug into my quads as I reached for her. I wanted her blouse gone, wanted to see every inch but she kept control, nudging my hands lower as she perched herself on the desk edge. Her hips pressed into me, the skirt of her suit hiking up to mid-thigh, stocking tops flashing, the barest peek of skin between hem and garter.

“Still think you can outsmart me?” she taunted, voice rough at the edges.

I grinned, pulling her close, pinning her with my left hand as I palmed her ass with the right. She gasped, but didn’t flinch. Her pussy, through the thin layer of panties, was already hot and soaking. I could feel the slick, needy heat as I squeezed her, as if she’d been waiting hours for this.

Vivian rocked forward, grinding her crotch against my cock, which was now tenting my pants with zero pretense. She unzipped me in a clean, practiced move, freeing my length and wrapping her fingers around it. Her touch was clinical at first, then wild. She stroked slowly, taking her time to memorize the shape and pressure.

“God, I love the way you’re built,” she whispered, dragging her fist down the shaft, thumb circling the crown. “All brains, all control, but under here you’re just… raw power.”

The compliment made my head spin. I tried to yank her panties down, but she twisted, pressing me back into the leather chair behind her desk. Suddenly, I was the one trapped. She straddled my lap, skirt riding high, blouse fully open to expose a bra so sheer it might as well have been air.

Her tits were ridiculous—full and heavy, nipples visible through the lace, the kind of cleavage that made Nobel winners risk their careers for one late-night rendezvous. She planted herself, grinding her pussy along my cock, spreading the wetness everywhere, turning the seat and my self-control into a disaster zone.

She leaned in, lips against my ear, voice trembling with both command and want. “You know, I could make you the star of every conference next year. Publish you in every top journal. You’d be the name they all begged for.” Her hips rolled, dragging her slit up and down my shaft until my balls ached. “But right now? I want you to fuck me until I can’t see straight.”

That was the last straw.

I shoved forward, hands clawing at her ass, and lifted her onto the desk, sending two stacks of printouts flying. Stapler clattered to the floor with a metallic, satisfied crash.

She laughed, wild, real, nothing like the control she wore in meetings. “Harder, Noah,” she demanded. “Show me you can handle it.”

The lace tore off in my hands. Her tits bounced free, heavy and perfect and so fucking soft I almost came just palming them. I took a nipple in my mouth, sucking, biting, rolling it between my teeth. The taste of her skin was decadent. She moaned, arching her back, hair tumbling loose as she urged me on.

I finally yanked her panties down, her legs parting instantly.

She braced her heels on my hips, the expensive leather digging into my bones as she pulled me close. Her pussy was a work of art, shaved bare, lips swollen, dripping with need. I ran two fingers through her slit, loving the way her body shuddered around my touch, then pressed my cock to her entrance.

Vivian locked eyes with me, defiant even as her voice quivered. “Do it. Now.”

I thrust in, slow at first, testing her, savoring the stretch as her cunt swallowed my cock inch by inch. The sensation was next level: hot, tight, velvet and friction layered with the wet glide of someone who’d wanted it too long. She gasped, then moaned, gripping the edge of the desk so hard her knuckles went white.

I started to fuck her hard, deep, using my hips to drive her back so the desk legs creaked and the whole surface shuddered. Every slam buried me to the root, her pussy milking me, wetness pooling beneath us and soaking the papers.

Vivian’s voice went wrecked, barely a whisper. “Yes, Noah. God, yes, that’s it. Give me all of it—”

She tried to keep control, nails raking my shoulders as she pulled me tighter. But when I upped the tempo, she melted. Her thighs locked around me. Her tits bounced with every thrust, and every time I drove in, her pussy clenched and trembled.

I leaned in, sucking her nipple, biting it until she squealed.

She retaliated, grabbed me by the jaw and kissed me feral, spit and tongue everywhere, the taste of her lips mixing with sweat and perfume.

She rocked forward, slamming her hips into mine, using her abs and thighs to milk as much cock out of me as she could. Her heels dug in, goading me on.

Half the time I was positive someone in the hall could hear every moan, every slap of skin on skin. The risk just made it hotter. The idea that at any second, a junior prof or admin could walk in on Dr. Ross, the untouchable, getting railed by her own student.

At one point, footsteps echoed past the door. We froze, bodies locked together, me sheathed inside her to the hilt, both of us bracing for a knock that never came.

“Don’t stop,” she panted, eyes wild.

I didn’t.

I bent her farther back on the desk, driving in so deep she gasped and clawed the wood, scattering more papers to the ground. The rhythm was pure animal, control gone, just the need to fill her, to make her lose the last, shivering grip on her reputation.

She met me thrust for thrust, pussy clenching in rolling waves. Every time I bottomed out, she moaned louder, more desperate. Sweat beaded between her breasts, glimmering in the lamplight.

Vivian was a goddess in this state. Hair wild, eyes burning, voice breaking as she came closer to the edge.

“Cum in me, Noah,” she snarled. “I want to feel you fucking mark me.”

Her command detonated in my head.

I grabbed her ass, pulling her higher on the desk, and pounded harder, faster, relentless.

The tension built, a storm in my muscles, a low, brutal pressure in my balls.

I slammed forward, buried to the hilt, and held there as the orgasm exploded. For a second, I didn’t even breathe, just felt my cock pulsing, pumping thick jets of cum deep inside her, flooding her tight cunt until the mess ran down my shaft and pooled on the glass surface below.

Vivian came at the same moment. Her pussy gripped me in a vice, spasms rolling through her as she shrieked, nails digging bloody tracks into my back. Her eyes rolled back, mouth open in a war cry that would have cracked every pretense she’d ever worn.

Even after I finished, she kept squeezing, milking me for every last drop, her hips rocking in tiny, frantic circles.

We rode the aftershocks together, bodies coated in sweat, every inch pressed tight.

She collapsed against the desk, gasping, hair sticking to her cheek.

I stayed inside her, cock throbbing, mind a blank sheet of pure satisfaction.

For a few long moments we just hung there, no titles, no hierarchy, just two animals barely remembering how to breathe.

Eventually, she caught her breath and yanked me close, lips at my ear.

“I see something extraordinary in you, Noah,” Vivian whispered, voice raw and real. “Both in the lab and out of it.”

Her nails raked my spine again, sharp and desperate.

“I’m going to fight for you. Every grant. Every publication. You belong at the top. You belong with me.”

I shivered, still embedded deep inside her, utterly at her mercy.

She grinned, a slow, predatory thing, and then twisted, sending both of us rolling off the desk and into the chair behind. This time, the balance was hers. She straddled me, cunt still sucking my cock, both hands pinning my wrists to the armrests.

She started to ride me again, slow and deliberate, every stroke calculated to wring another orgasm out of my exhausted body. Her tits bounced in my face, sweat and perfume and the scent of sex turning my senses inside out.

“I’m not done with you yet,” she purred. “You think one round is all it takes to level the playing field?”

I managed a laugh, still dazed. “You’re insatiable.”

“I’m invested,” she corrected, slamming down extra hard. “And I get what I want.”

She upped the pace, hips grinding, clit grinding against my pubic bone.

Within seconds she was trembling again, head thrown back, mouth open in a silent scream.

Her pussy squeezed my cock like a fist, every muscle going rigid. She came, hard, hips jerking, body shaking as she ground the orgasm out of both of us.

The effect was contagious. My cock swelled, then blasted a second load inside her, the pulses so strong they left me dizzy and half-numb.

Vivian collapsed forward, tits pressed to my chest, sweat and cum streaking both our bodies.

I held her there, letting the afterglow fuse us together.

The desk was a disaster. Papers everywhere, evidence of what we’d just done smeared across every shiny surface.

Neither of us moved for a while.

Eventually, she looked up—hair wild, eyes glowing.

Her lips found mine again, softer this time, but still claiming.

We didn’t say anything for a long time, just breathed, the space between us thick with sweat, perfume, and the raw tang of what we’d done. I straightened slowly, muscles trembling from aftershocks, and gently eased out of her, catching the streaks of cum that glazed her thighs and the edge of the desk.

Vivian reclined against the battered heap of paperwork, blouse sagging open, skirt wrinkled halfway up her waist. She watched me with eyes that were equal parts professor and wildcat. For a second, I thought we might end up on the carpet for round three.

Instead, we got practical.

I fished my shirt off the floor—three buttons missing, collar wrinkled, but still serviceable for a late-night campus walk. Vivian fussed with her hair, fingers twisting it back into something that looked almost respectable, then grabbed a box of tissues and swept the worst of the mess from her skin. Office supplies, pens, highlighters, and that notorious stapler, got rescued one by one, along with a shocking number of research printouts now smeared with a blend of sweat, lipstick, and a solid percentage of our DNA.

Vivian didn’t bother with embarrassment. She just shot me a look that said, “We’re adults. We know the game.”

Within five minutes, we’d made the office look like a boardroom again, almost. If you knew what to look for, clues were everywhere. Her lipstick was a shade brighter than it had been at the start. Two buttons down, her blouse exposed just enough lace to make my cock twitch again. And my shirt, of course, was missing so much closure that it was practically an invitation.

She poured two glasses of water from the decanter by the bookshelf and handed one to me. I drank deeply, half to cool off and half to buy time as she slid back behind the desk and rebooted her professional mask.

She didn’t let it hide the pleasure, though. Her lips played at a private smile, and her fingers toyed with the edge of a research folder as if it were a secret no one else could crack.

Vivian locked her gaze on mine.

“You know,” she said, voice sleek and steady, “I meant every word. The BioPrint scaffold is more than a project. With the right support, with the right push, you could set the standard for the next decade of regenerative medicine.”

She paused, letting it sink in.

“I want to be part of that. Both as your faculty sponsor and as your champion. If you’re ready to take a risk, I can get you access. That means grant applications, conference invites, even a slot in the Neuroscience Innovation Cohort. The minute your data clears beta, I’ll double the funding.”

She sounded practical, but her gaze was pure heat.

“Of course,” she murmured, “excellence requires discretion. There are plenty of eyes on this campus who’d love to sabotage success that comes too fast. But nobody on the provost’s staff is smarter, or more loyal, than I am.”

She slid a printout to my side of the desk. At the bottom, she’d already signed approval as Primary Investigator.

I read it, but mostly I read the subtext.

She wanted me to win.

Maybe for herself. Maybe for me. Maybe because nobody else had ever pushed her to this edge and survived.

I felt the old tension, the urge to play it safe, to stay invisible, get torched by something newer: ambition, curiosity, and the hunger to see just how far we could go if we stopped pulling punches.

Vivian’s hand found my wrist, thumb tracing the faint scar there.

“Your breakthrough could change medicine forever,” she said, voice softer now, richer. “I want to be part of that journey.”

“I’d love nothing more,” I replied, crisp and low, and my answer coaxed a sly little smile from her mouth.

She didn’t let go. Not for a long time.

We sat in the hush, city lights sweeping patterns on the glass, both of us bracing for whatever came next.

When she finally released me, her tone clicked right back to business.

“Tomorrow night,” she said. “My house. We’ll continue the research review, just us. There are some pilot samples I want your hands on before we take them public.”

She watched me, waiting to see if I’d react.

I nodded, heart racing.

“I’ll be there,” I said, trying not to sound too eager.

She smiled, satisfied. “Good. I’ll uncork something worth celebrating.”

With that, she tidied the last of her folders, walked to the office door, and, this time, left it unlocked behind her.

The symbolism wasn’t lost on me.

Vivian Ross wasn’t just making me her protégé.

She was making me a partner.

I stepped out into the corridor. The university was asleep, but my blood was alive with adrenaline and want.

The line between ambition and pleasure had vanished.

From now on, the world was built on risk.

And I was more than ready, both for the next experiment, and for whatever Dr. Ross wanted to throw my way the next time the door clicked shut behind us.


The Real Vivian


My Uber driver didn’t know it, but he was chauffeuring me into the dead center of a high-stakes, triple-layered fantasy. The kind that could melt a man or nuke his future in one move. When we hit the curb outside the Ross residence, I sat for a full two-count, knuckles white on my phone, inventorying every window for signs of life.

The girls knew every detail of my appointment with Dr. Ross, including the private meeting in her office the day before. They hadn't just given it a green light, they demanded that I go all in. If anything, it was more than encouragement. It was an expectation, an insistence. When it came to Vivian Ross, they wanted me to seize every moment, wring every drop from those encounters, and not look back.

The house was pure Pacific Heights flex: centuries-old olive trees bracketing the walk, driveway polished to a shine, and a fountain out front that looked like it probably cost more than my old car. Every curtain was perfectly staged to suggest “we’re just a normal family,” but the lighting inside was the kind that made even the air look expensive.

Before I got out, I did a quick recon. The street was empty except for a Tesla two doors down, and the faint drone of leaf blowers from somewhere over the back hedge. I pulled my collar up, checked for anything resembling lipstick or Ren’s glitter still stuck on my face from last night’s sleepover, and climbed out into the ocean-salt air.

The walk up felt like the opening of a heist movie. First, the subtle click of the gate as it swung open. Then the soft slap of my sneakers on imported stone. I actually paused at the door, one final scan for neighbors, before ringing the bell.

It was answered instantly.

Vivian Ross, stripped of all on-campus intimidation, had gone full goddess-of-the-gleaming-lair. The silk blouse was navy, loose enough to ride her curves and hint at the line of her bra beneath. The skirt clung at the hips, but flared at the legs, grazing just above her knees. Instead of the bun, her hair fell in glossy, dark waves, framing her face and highlighting the high cut of her cheekbones.

I’d spent months seeing her as pure power. Seeing her like this, soft, but in control, snapped something loose in my spine.

“Right on time,” she said, voice lower than usual. Her fingers flicked at the edge of the door, an unspoken “come in.”

I stepped over the threshold into the land of curated memory.

Inside, the hush was velvet. Not quite silent, the air thrummed with the background thump of someone moving upstairs, and the fainter, staccato tap of laptop keys from the office over the entryway. But here, on the lower level, the world felt suspended between now and a hundred years of family ghosts.

Vivian shut the door, then let a brief smile crack her perfect mask.

“I’m glad you made it,” she said. “Did you have any trouble getting here?”

“Uber driver’s conspiracy playlist,” I joked. “But the roads were clear.”

She laughed, all warmth, no chill. “Come on, let me show you around. My husband’s home office is up there—” she nodded faintly toward the grand staircase, “—but he gets lost in spreadsheets when he’s working. We’ll have the main floor to ourselves.”

That fact should have been comforting. Instead, it dialed the voltage in my blood straight to eleven.

We walked through the front hall, past a wall of family photos. The first thing that caught my eye was a blown-up shot of the three Ross sisters, Brooke in the middle, fists up, grinning like a supermodel who’d swallowed a dare. Chloe, sunshine in human form, had her tongue out. Mia was tranquil perfection, her hair framing a smile that was one part pride, two parts caution. The next row down: school portraits of Evan and the girls, then a trio of Christmas candids by a probably-fake-but-gorgeous tree.

My body remembered the Ross family Christmas all too well. The kitchen had smelled of cinnamon and wine; I'd been sandwiched between Chloe and Brooke at that intimate table for seven. Mr. Ross at the head, Mia and Vivian across from me, Evan at the other end. I'd made a solemn promise to behave, right until Brooke's fingers found my zipper under the tablecloth while her mother's foot slid against mine. When I finally excused myself, heart hammering in my throat, Brooke followed me to the guest bathroom. The lock had barely clicked before she was bent over the sink, skirt hiked up, my reflection in the mirror showing exactly how far gone we both were. Her lipstick smeared across her chin as she bit down on her fist; my hands left fingerprints on her hips. Even now, the ghost of Brooke lingered, hot and wild, behind the glass of that family shot.

Vivian caught me staring at the photos.

Her eyes lingered on the family photos. "You have a brother, don't you?" she said, voice dipping into something private between us.

"Ethan," I replied, thinking of the paper towels in the kitchen that night. "He's younger, but somehow creates the chaos of three sisters."

“Chaos is our house specialty,” she said, flashing teeth.

As we passed the living room, the sense of decorum was shattered only by the Ross family’s brand of perfection. White couches, gold-thread pillows, shelves lined with old hardcovers and crystals that matched the ones in her office. The windows ran floor-to-ceiling, overlooking the terrace, but tonight the curtains were drawn. The only light was candle-soft, bouncing off the marble-topped tables and the vintage rug at the room’s center.

Vivian motioned toward a pair of armchairs, but then switched gears. “Actually, let’s stay comfortable. Kitchen’s through here.”

I followed her to the back of the house, where the kitchen and breakfast nook gave way to a patio veiled in climbing roses. The scent, roses, clean wood polish, something a hair spicier, hit me square in the memory banks.

She left me hovering by the island and fished two wine glasses out of a high shelf. The cabinet door didn’t creak, but the echo of footsteps upstairs kept me tuned to every move like I was living in surround sound. Chair scrape. The faintest cough or throat-clear. A heavy step, then nothing.

Vivian set the glasses on the island and uncorked a bottle, French, definitely, given the label and the way she rotated it out of habit. She poured with a steady hand, zero wasted motion, then slid a glass toward me across the marble.

“Chardonnay,” she said. “Don’t tell the undergrads, they’ll think I’m soft.”

I grinned. “Your secret’s safe.”

She picked up her glass and clinked it to mine. Our fingers brushed, and the static was real. An undercurrent that left the skin on my hand humming.

“To successful experiments,” she toasted.

“And to not getting caught,” I volleyed.

Her laugh was low, delicious.

For a few quiet seconds, we just stood there. Me, raw and exposed in borrowed confidence, and her, perfectly unattached from the buzz of campus, the politics of research, the eyes that always followed her in the academic world.

I sipped. The wine was crisp and cold, a shock after all the sexual adrenaline. I watched the way Vivian’s lips shaped to the glass, the way her chest rose just a little deeper with each breath. If she noticed me staring, she didn’t let on.

She beckoned me into the living room, then curled onto the couch with a move that was half seduction, half open invitation. She let her skirt flow loose, but the drape of the blouse highlighted her tits in a way that left no doubt she knew exactly what she was doing.

I dropped onto the couch beside her, never so close as to break protocol, but close enough to smell the faint trace of sandalwood perfuming her neck.

“So how are you feeling about the project?” she asked, voice tuned precisely for the space.

I started to launch into the science, but every word had to squeeze past the pulse in my throat and the relentless awareness of those upstairs footsteps, hovering just out of reach but never out of risk.

Part of me wanted to dwell on the data, the smart-scaffold, the numbers she’d grilled me on in her office. But another part was logging every detail in the room: the holiday photos, the shelf of Greek busts, the silk scarf tossed over the back of the chair, probably Mia’s, judging by the vanilla undertone and the faint ink stain near one edge.

My cock twitched every time I remembered Brooke’s hands in the guest bathroom, her teeth on my earlobe, her ass pressed flush to my hips. And now, here I was, barely two months later, with her mother of all people, pouring me wine and letting her skirt ride a few extra inches up her thigh.

I tried to look like I was listening, but the narrative split inside my brain. Half of me was here, trying to maintain even an iota of composure. The other half? Cataloging every flash of skin, every deliberate move, and every tiny sound from upstairs as if Maxwell Ross was seconds away from bursting in.

Vivian watched me unravel and enjoyed every second. She shifted closer on the couch, knees nearly touching.

She placed her hand on my wrist. Not as a warning, but as an anchor.

“You can relax here, Noah. I don’t bring work home unless I want to,” she murmured.

Her grip lingered, thumb teasing a slow circle over my pulse.

I cleared my throat. “So, uh… should I keep calling you Dr. Ross, or—?”

Her eyes flicked up, serious now. “Vivian. When you’re here, it’s Vivian. The rest is theater.”

The word hit like a Rosetta Stone. Vivian. Personal. Not an assignment, not a power play but something way more dangerous.

There was another scrape of a chair upstairs, louder this time, followed by the creak of an old floorboard. We both paused to listen, but the sounds faded out again, replaced by the mindless clicking of a keyboard.

Vivian’s gaze locked to mine.

She leaned in, voice dropped down to a private register. “He’ll spend all night with the launch team, obsessing over numbers. He doesn’t hear anything when he’s deep in the spreadsheets.”

A hidden message, sharp as a needle: we could do anything, and the risk would just make it hotter.

For a second she held my eyes, her hand still sealed to my wrist, the empty glass now an excuse to linger a few inches closer.

I let myself breathe in her presence. The perfume, the wine, the heat radiated off the skin beneath her blouse.

And for the first time, I realized how much of what happened next would be orchestrated by her, not me.

She was the professor, but also the conductor. She’d drawn me into her home on a weeknight way past the hour for company, husband upstairs, and a full bottle of Chablis melting the ice between us by the second.

I took a risk and brushed my thumb over the back of her hand.

She smiled, slow and feral. “Careful, Noah. You might find the real thing is even more addictive than the theory.”

I didn’t bother to hide my smirk.

But the next move was hers.

Tonight, I was playing her game.

And I couldn’t wait to see where she wanted to take it.

***

If there was a script for “bad idea, executed brilliantly,” we were about to write it.

Vivian shifted on the couch, her thigh pressing flush to mine, the silk of her skirt cool where it hit skin but warm everywhere else. Wine gleamed in her glass. For a second, the only sound was my pulse in my ears and the dull tap of a keyboard somewhere above us.

She started casual. “You know, Noah, this feels a little surreal. A year ago, you were just a name in a transfer file. Now…” She trailed off, tilting her head in a way that made her hair tumble perfectly off one shoulder.

I played the straight man. “Now you’re pouring me wine and letting me call you by your first name?”

Vivian flashed a smile, equal parts kindness and mischief. “It’s more than that. You’re the most interesting thing to happen to this house in a long time. Maybe even ever.”

She set her glass down, bracing an elbow on the backrest, turning her body until we were facing each other, knees barely inches apart.

The next words detonated between us.

“I know about you and Brooke. And, of course, Chloe. And the Bennett girls—Rory and Serena.” She arched a brow, daring me to deny it. “And, as of last week, you’re dating Mia. That’s a clean sweep.”

I didn’t even try to fake innocence.

“Is that a problem?” I asked, voice lower than I intended.

She laughed, soft and genuine. “Not even slightly. Rather, it’s quite the opposite. When I say you have my blessing, please believe me. In fact…” She paused, studying me over the rim of her glass. “I approve. Deeply.”

It was as if she’d thrown open the windows and let in a Santa Ana wind. Every wall I’d built went up in smoke.

“I guess I’m… surprised,” I admitted. “Most parents would call the police, or at least the Dean.”

Vivian’s lips compressed in an amused line. “Most parents at St. Celeste don’t understand what makes their daughters happy. Or—” she reached for my knee, fingers brushing, “what their daughters really want and need.”

The contact was electric. Even with the dozens of sexual encounters I’d had in the last week, my body’s first instinct was to go hard as stone.

She leaned in, voice dropping to a hush. “If it was up to me, I’d fill this place with more laughter. More honesty. Less pretending.”

Upstairs, Maxwell’s chair shrieked across the floor, followed by the heavy stomp of footsteps. I tensed, but Vivian only grinned wider like the risk was its own aphrodisiac.

Her hand inched farther up my thigh, heat tracing every nerve it touched.

I forced my brain to work. “You really don’t care? That your daughters—”

“—are alive for the first time in ages?” she finished for me. “No, I don’t mind. I admire it. All of you. If I was there age, I would be right by your side…with them.”

If there was a ceiling to my spiral, we’d just rocketed past it.

She let that hang, savoring the way my jaw dropped.

“You know, when I was their age? I never had anyone who saw me, all of me,” she said, chin propped in her palm. “I had ambition and a few weak-kneed suitors, but never… this. The kind of connection where you don’t have to perform. Unless, of course, the performance is fun.” At that, she ran her nails lightly over my knee, the silk of her skirt skimming my leg. “I envy my girls, I really do.”

Maxwell’s voice, some barked order to a colleague on the phone, drifted down the staircase. Whatever he said was lost in the swirl of tension wrapping around Vivian and me.

“You want honesty?” she whispered. “The man you hear up there, he hasn’t touched me in months. He’s obsessed with legacy, company growth, his own reflection. Everything but desire. It’s been years since we shared anything but a calendar.”

Her hand drifted up, palm warm on my thigh now, thumb rubbing lazy circles through my chinos. Beneath that thin shell of composure, I could practically see a woman every bit as wild and alive as her daughters just straining to claw her way out. I recognized the signs—the tension in her jaw, the flicker in her eyes, each one betraying a hunger to explode free, to let go and burn hot and bright without restraint. All that passion was coiled tight beneath the surface, desperate for a chance to finally break loose.

I could almost see my reflection in her eyes, dark, hungry, a little bit destroyed.

“I’m flattered,” I managed, breathless.

She shot me a knowing look. “I’m not sure that’s the word you’ll use in five minutes.”

We both went silent.

The air between us could have cut steel.

Then, as if she’d decided the game was over, Vivian eased her palm higher, fingers skimming the line of my zipper. Her body drifted forward, hair spilling toward me, and the kiss, when it landed, was more shockwave than prelude.

It started soft, almost unfinished, lips brushing lips. I inhaled the taste of wine, the faint thread of sandalwood, the heat of a woman done waiting.

Vivian’s hand caught my jaw, pulling me in, mouth opening under mine with a sudden hunger you couldn’t teach. She moaned, barely audible, but it landed straight in my cock. Every inch of me snapped to attention.

Some small part of my brain screamed we were insane. Maxwell was just upstairs, one bad moment away from ruining everything. The rest of me said “fuck it” and met her pulse for pulse.

I let my hands find her hips, dragging her closer. She shifted, letting the blouse pull taut across her chest, the neckline slipping just enough to reveal a flash of silk and flesh.

She straddled my lap, wine forgotten, bracing herself on my shoulders as she deepened the kiss. We clung to each other, desperate to be quiet, but unable to hide the tremor in every moan and exhale. Vivian’s tits pressed to my chest, nipples hard through the layers; her skirt rode up, bare skin brushing against my thigh.

The risk was gasoline on the fire.

She bit my lip, breath hot against my ear. “You like danger, don’t you?” she whispered.

I laughed, low and ruined. “You have no idea.”

Her hands worked my buttons, brushing open the top two, nails raking my chest. I returned the favor, palm over her ass, gripping her through the skirt as I ground her down onto my cock.

Upstairs, Maxwell’s footsteps paced. We both froze, holding the moment like a grenade. When the noise faded, Vivian melted onto me, kissing harder, grinding with new urgency, her hand now squeezing the outline of my dick through my pants.

She didn’t bother with words.

Instead, she let her body speak, hips circling, blouse sliding off one shoulder, every inch of her saying “yours, now.”

I loosened my grip and let my fingers slip under the line of her blouse, finding soft, bare skin, tracing up to the side of her breast. She shivered, lips parted, drowning in the shared risk and the promise of what we’d do next.

She rocked against my lap, clearly feeling the size of my cock under her. Her voice was wrecked velvet. “God, I see why every woman in the sorority is addicted to you.”

“You’re the one who sets the bar,” I said, kissing down to her neck.

She smiled, triumphant. “You’re about to raise it.”

We devoured each other.

Soft, careful kisses went savage, messy. Vivian’s hands tangled in my hair, my tongue found hers, and pretty soon there was nothing left but the heat of bodies and the threat of being caught.

Maxwell’s chair scraped, louder, this time, as if he was standing. We froze again, hearts matching beats, but after a minute the only sound was the click of keys.

Vivian broke the tension with a filthy, forbidden laugh. “I could do this all night. But if I don’t fuck you soon, I might combust.”

I nodded, just as wild. “Then let’s not waste time.”

She stood, grabbed my hand, and led me toward the kitchen, buttons half-open, skirt clinging, blouse unsteady, eyes daring me to follow.

Every step crackled with possibility. Our clothes were half-on, half-off, and our restraint was one breath away from detonation.

If Maxwell were to come down now, he’d find a wife and a student seconds from ripping each other apart on the kitchen counter.

And what made it even more thrilling, I didn’t care if he saw.

Vivian was in my world now-one of my girls and all that implied.

And nothing, not campus politics, not legacy, not even the threat hovering above, was going to stop us.

***

The kitchen turned into our private arena the second we stumbled in. Vivian yanking me by the front of my shirt, eyes wild, skirt swinging around her thighs. She didn’t bother with slow-burn seduction. This was pure, raw, and so dangerous the oxygen in the room felt flammable.

The lights were low, but the marble counter gleamed like a dare. She slammed me back against it, lips on my jaw, blouse already half undone. Her hands tugged at my buttons, popping them open until my chest was bare beneath her fingers. I barely had time to process before she shoved her tongue in my mouth, devouring every good intention I ever had about keeping things professional.

My hands mapped her body, skimming the soft silk of her blouse and the heat of her waist beneath it. Her skirt bunched in my grip. I lifted, twisted, and set her ass on the cold countertop, sending a half-empty glass and a random TV remote skittering to the floor.

She spread her legs, letting the skirt ride as high as it wanted, inviting me in. I stepped between her thighs, cock rock-hard and already leaking for her. Vivian hooked her heels behind my back, nails digging trenches in my shoulder blades as I kissed my way down her neck.

Above us, Maxwell’s chair scraped, a stiff warning shot that sent adrenaline rocketing down my spine. For a split second, we both stopped breathing.

“He’s not coming down,” she whispered, voice wrecked and velvet. “He never does.”

The forbidden made it hotter. My hands slid up her thighs, pushing the skirt to her waist. Her panties were silk, minimal coverage, pale gold, and already damp at the center.

I went slow, savoring the way her breath stuttered as I peeled them off. The underwear hit the floor; my hands parted her knees and pulled her hips to the edge of the counter, lining her up with the hard ridge in my pants.

Vivian’s blouse gaped, revealing a matching silk bra—lace so delicate it practically dissolved under my palm. I ran my thumb across her nipple; she gasped, arching up so the curve of her tit filled my hand.

“I’ve dreamed about this,” she admitted, kissing me hard enough to bruise. “You, in my kitchen, doing whatever you want. Letting you take control…”

Her lips trailed down to my ear.

“Fuck me,” she ordered, a whisper so feral that my cock almost tore a hole through my zipper.

I didn’t bother with finesse. I undid my belt, handful of buttons, and my cock sprang out, already flushed, so hard it ached to be inside her. She reached for it, stroking with expert control, thumb running circles over the head as she pulled me in.

She was wet, soaking, ready, her pussy glistening as she guided the tip right to her entrance.

“Now,” she breathed. “Don’t hold back. I want you to leave marks.”

I pressed in, slow at first, just the head breaching her folds, her heat and slickness wrapping around me like a liquid glove. We both moaned, but she caught my mouth with hers, muffling the sound as I slid all the way home.

Her pussy was tight, hotter than anything I’d ever felt. She clenched around me, grinding her clit against my pelvic bone every time I bottomed out. The angle was perfect, the height of the counter letting me hammer up into her without mercy, every thrust slamming her ass against the rock-solid marble.

Vivian’s hands clawed down my back, dragging me close. Her legs locked behind me, thighs flexing with every push.

“Fuck, Noah…” she gasped. “You have no idea, none, how badly I need this. How much I need you.”

I let go of restraint. My hands went to her ass, spreading her cheeks wide to drive myself deeper. The smack of skin on skin echoed around the kitchen, but nothing could drown out the sound of her pussy sucking me in, wetter with every stroke.

She leaned in, tongue on my neck, fingers raking my scalp. “You’re perfect,” she hissed, biting my ear. “You fuck me the way I always wanted, like you’ve been dying for it.”

One day Maxwell Ross would kick himself for handing over his wife to me. I growled, maybe louder than intended. The danger was gasoline now, the certainty that her husband was just twenty feet and one floor away, separated by not much more than a flight of stairs.

Vivian rolled her hips, meeting every thrust, her voice turning guttural. “Harder. He never fucked me like this. You make me feel alive… you understand me in ways he never could.”

Her eyes locked on mine, pupils blown wide. Every word, every filthy urge she threw at me, made my cock jerk and swell inside her.

Above us: another chair scrape, a heavy step. We froze, fused together, both cock and pussy locked in a state of suspended animation.

Vivian’s mouth hovered at my jaw, lips trembling as she trailed kisses along my chin. “He’ll never know,” she whispered. “Not unless you want him to. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Her words hit me like a rail of pure adrenaline, sending a fresh bolt of sensation straight to my cock. Impossibly, I felt myself swell inside her, thickening, every nerve electrified as I hardened to diamond and pushed against the impossibly tight clutch of her cunt. The pressure of her body seemed to squeeze me even tighter, her wetness gripping and milking every inch.

She clawed me closer, and we started again, harder, faster, her body coaxing every inch out of me. The marble was slick under my hands from where her thighs leaked down the lip of the counter.

She wrapped her arms around my neck and yanked me into a kiss that was all tongue and shared desperation. We rocked together, her tits spilling out of her bra and bouncing with every collision.

Vivian’s voice was just for me. “Cum inside,” she whispered, nipping my lower lip. “I want a piece of you inside me. Give me all of it.”

The pressure built in my balls until my knees were seconds from giving out. I pounded her with raw, reckless thrusts, filling her, the head of my cock swelling as I edged toward release.

She gripped me like she never wanted to let go, her whole body tightening around my cock, her inner walls clamping with seismic pressure that stole my breath. Every inch of her shivered, a live wire of heat and need, and the sound she made, half sob, half exhale, fused with the throb building in my base. Her nails dug in, leaving half-moon grooves down my back and hips, guiding me in, deeper, harder, until the only thing I could think to do was fuck her so hard we’d both forget the world existed.

I braced my elbows on the counter behind her and lifted Vivian just enough to tilt her pelvis higher, and the new angle made her lose all composure. Her legs splayed, heels pounding against the cabinets, arms thrown around my neck, and her blouse hung off one arm like a flag of surrender. Her tits, perfect, swollen, the bra now just a ribbon under her ribs, bounced freely with every piston stroke, and her face was rapture and agony. She wanted this to last; she wanted it over so it could happen again.

She bit my jaw, tasting sweat and skin, and moaned into my mouth, “Don’t stop. Don’t stop. I’m almost—”

Her climax hit, a storm surge under my hands, and she locked around me so hard my cock could barely move. Those muscles rippled, milking me, and the sight and sound of her coming, wild and unashamed, yanked me into the abyss with her.

I snapped, every nerve ending molten.

I plunged in, hilted, and the orgasm detonated through my spine, a savage, animal thing that seized my brain and made my body go rigid. I came in hard, blinding pulses, every jet of cum gushing deep into her, and she took it all, greedy for every drop, her hips bucking to drink me dry. The marble counter dug into my thighs; her thighs gripped me like a vise, and I swear I felt her heart beating in time with my own.

Vivian’s moans got sharper, then broke into a laugh, giddy, fucked-out, victorious. But she wanted more. She ground her clit against me, desperate for aftershocks, and I kept pumping, slow but deep, letting the head of my cock ride her orgasm until I felt her start to come again. The second one took her by surprise. Her body tensed and shook, the spasm pulling another gout of cum out of me, and for a long, suspended moment we just held each other, both bodies locked and spasming and fused.

She collapsed forward, sweaty hair in her face, lips on my neck. I hugged her tight, dizzy and spent, and all the while the danger hovered, Maxwell’s faint footsteps, the click of a computer mouse, the knowledge that if he so much as coughed we’d be exposed.

But nothing happened. The house was silent except for us, two animals who’d just broken every rule.

Vivian pulled her head back, eyes wet, mascara smudged, mouth glossy with sweat and spit. “You’re a fucking menace,” she said, voice ruined and reverent. “That was—” Words seemed to fail her, so she just kissed me again, slow this time, tasting me, savoring the victory.

Warmth spilled down my thighs and onto the floor, a mix of her and me, and she grinned like a devil when she saw the mess. “You made me drip,” she whispered. “God, I love it.”

I gripped her ass, holding her right at the brink, and buried my face in her neck. “I could do this all night,” I said into her skin.

She shivered, relishing it. “If you stay, I might let you.”

A floorboard creaked above us. We froze. For a split second, we were statues, hyperaware of every sound in the house. But the footsteps faded, and the illusion of privacy returned.

We stayed like that, locked together, sweaty and fucked, her perched on the counter, my hands still on her body. The afterglow was a drug, and neither of us wanted to break the spell.

We clung to each other, both shaking. The kitchen went silent except for our ragged breaths and the faint tap of Maxwell’s keyboard overhead.

When the final quiver faded, I kissed her, slow, thumb tracing her jaw.

Vivian lingered on the counter, skirt bunched, cum trickling out of her and down the backs of her thighs. She looked down at the mess, then up at me, eyes sparkling with triumph.

“You are going to be a very dangerous addiction,” she said, voice ragged but glowing.

I grinned and palmed her ass one last time, squeezing hard, imprinting the moment.

But we weren’t safe yet.

Vivian hopped down from the counter, gathering her panties with a practiced flick, then wiped her thigh with a napkin. I did a speed-clean, cock still half-hard, but at least back in my pants.

We scanned the kitchen, resetting everything: blouse pulled together, skirt smoothed, random wine glass set upright. If you didn’t know what happened, you’d never guess, but the heat in the air would tell its own story.

Vivian caught my wrist as I turned to go.

“Next time, we make it to my bedroom,” she whispered, lips grazing my ear. “Tonight, I just wanted to see if you’d risk everything for a taste.”

I wanted to tell her I’d risk my scholarship, my reputation, maybe my entire future just to fuck her again, but she knew already.

At the door, she paused. Smoothed her hair, checked the hall for any sign of Maxwell.

Then she kissed me hard, so hard it made my knees go weak. Her tongue tangled with mine, and for one final second, we were nothing but need and the taste of victory.

She pulled away, eyes enormous and wild.

“Tomorrow, in the lab,” she said, dropping right back into command mode. “You’ll call me Dr. Ross. No exceptions. But when we’re alone, it’s Vivian, or better yet, Viv. When it’s just us, you’re in control.”

My cock twitched at the switch.

She gave me one last look, perfectly composed but barely holding back laughter.

“And Noah?” she said, “I hope you like research meetings. Because you’re going to have a lot more of them.”

The door opened, cold night air slapping the sweat off my skin.

Vivian waited until I was outside, then closed the door with a soft, calculated click.

I stood on the porch, heart tripping, the memory of her body still vivid everywhere she’d left marks. Upstairs, Maxwell’s light glowed in the office window, oblivious to everything.

If this was scandal, I hoped it never went public.

The real secret?

I didn’t want to wait for the next experiment.

I wanted another wild, dangerous taste right now.

But for tonight, the memory would have to do.

I headed for the street, pulse still drumming, knowing nobody—nobody—would believe who I’d just had for dessert in the Ross kitchen.

And that was the best part of all.


Brooke's Late Night Challenge


Late-night on Sorority Row was supposed to be silent, the good girls long tucked away and the bad ones already out wrecking their reputations. But these walls had a pulse, like sex, secrets, and really dangerous ideas just marinated here after midnight.

Chloe was curled up against me, bare skin pressing close, the two of us tangled beneath the sheets. She'd already drifted off, deep and peaceful, and I was right there on the edge of sleep, eyelids heavy, body melting into the mattress. Then my phone exploded alive on the nightstand, vibrating so violently it nearly catapulted itself off the edge, and the sudden jolt knocked every trace of sleep out of my veins, sent every nerve in my body sparking to life.

Brooke:

study lounge. five minutes. bring that genius dick.

I read it twice, then a third time, because my brain didn’t want to believe it was real.

Then she sent the next missile.

Don’t make me hunt you down, babe. You’ll regret it (or love it).

Gone was the hesitation. I leaned over and pressed my lips to Chloe’s, letting her taste exactly where my head was: I was going to see Brooke. Chloe mumbled something into the kiss, a sleepy acknowledgment, before I slid out of bed. I yanked on a pair of pants, fingers fumbling at the drawstring, and gave my hair a quick rake. The urge thrummed in my chest, relentless, and I didn’t waste another second.

The hallway was black, except for the gold glow from a sconce at the landing. I moved on silent feet, only pausing at the curve in the stairs when I heard distant laughter somewhere on the lower floor. Two voices, maybe Ren and a floater from the sophomore class, trailed off toward the kitchen. I waited, holding my breath, then slipped past the gallery of dead-eyed sorority presidents and right up to the heavy double doors of the study lounge.

I hesitated, pulse hammering, cock already half-hard despite going two rounds with Chloe, then eased the door open.

Inside, it was a different world.

The wood-paneled walls were lined with books. Real, leather-bound monsters that probably hadn’t been read since the Nixon administration. Plush armchairs circled two marble tables, and a huge stained-glass lamp cast everything in gold and burgundy. The air was thick with old paper, Chanel, and the faintest whisper of citrus.

Brooke was waiting, spread out in one of the armchairs, legs up, skirt hiked so high I could see the start of red lace. Her hair was a fireball spill over her shoulders, lips glossed and parted in a wicked greeting.

A clipboard rested in her lap.

She looked up, blue eyes wild.

“Well, well. Took you long enough, stud. You sure you’re built for this kind of late-night work?”

My cock twitched. She’d barely said a word, and already the room was a furnace.

“Didn’t want to ruin the suspense,” I quipped, edging inside and shutting the door behind me. “What’s the emergency?”

Brooke leveled the clipboard at me like it was a holy relic.

At the top: “SORORITY SEX CHALLENGE. NIGHT OPS EDITION.”

She’d made a checklist, every location in the house, from “Laundry Room” to “Balcony” to “Grand Piano (optional, but sexy)”, with neat little boxes beside each. Only the laundry room, last week’s warmup act, apparently, was checked off.

She grinned, feral. “Study lounge is next. You in, or do I need to fake a research emergency and call you the long way?”

I moved closer, and the scent of her, heat, perfume, bad intentions, hit me square in the groin.

“That a dare?” I asked.

Brooke licked her upper lip, eyes glittering. “Baby, it’s a declaration of war. I’ll have you in every one of these rooms before finals, or I’ll make the house regret ever letting you through the door.”

She patted the chair next to her, then pounced before I even sat down.

The hunger in her was volcanic. She pulled me by the shirt, lips finding mine in a kiss that was all teeth and tongue. Her hands roamed, one palming the back of my head, the other already unzipping my pants like she was racing the clock.

“Every time I see you, you look so fucking composed,” she whispered, biting my earlobe. “I want to break that. I want to see you lose control. For me.”

I gripped her hips, dragging her closer. Her skirt was hiked up now, red lace panties soaking through, heat radiating like a brand. I yanked at her blouse, popping buttons as her perfect D-cups spilled free, bouncing and swaying with her movements. I filled my hands with them, feeling their weight, thumbs brushing across her hardened nipples as she ground on my lap, humping my cock through the fabric.

“Lose control, huh?” I replied, voice gone thick. “What if someone hears?”

Her laugh was velvet smoke. “Then let them. You think I give a shit what they say? I want you to make me scream.”

She didn’t wait. Brooke shifted, straddling my lap, tits squeezed between us as she yanked my cock free. She ran her palm up and down the shaft, stroking with the obscene confidence of a woman who knew exactly how it would fit inside her.

I reached between her legs, finding the bare patch at the slit of her panties. She was already soaked.

“You been waiting for this?” I teased, lining up the head of my cock with her entrance.

Brooke smirked, not even blinking. “Since we finished round one in the laundry room. You want details?”

I couldn’t resist the challenge. I yanked her panties aside, splitting the seam in the process. Her pussy gaped, plush, glistening, needy. She lowered herself in one brutal motion, impaling herself to the hilt.

Brooke moaned, clapping a hand over her own mouth to muffle the sound.

“Oh, fuck,” she gasped, hips working in tight circles. “God, you’re thick. You feel it right there, baby. Oh, my fucking God!”

She grabbed my jaw, forcing me to look her dead in the eye as she rode me, rhythm building fast and wild. Every other thrust, she’d slam down, tits bouncing in my face, hair wild and lips swollen.

I braced her ass, slamming up into her until the chair creaked under our combined weight.

The risk was pure gasoline. Every time I thought she might be too loud, I’d shift her angle, letting her bounce on my cock in a way that made her whole body shake but kept the room just quiet enough for plausible deniability.

She leaned in, voice a hiss. “You got no idea how much I need this. All the prim and proper bullshit. This is the only time I get to be fucking alive.”

She bit down on my bottom lip, hard, and started to bounce faster. The wet slap of her cunt on my cock echoed around the bookshelves, but neither of us cared.

I palmed her breast, thumb rolling over a nipple so hard it almost cut me. She arched, clamping down on my shaft with muscles that could’ve cracked a code.

Her orgasm hit sharp and savage. Brooke threw her head back, mouth open in a silent scream. Her pussy squeezed me, milking every inch. I felt her soak me, wetness leaking down and pooling beneath my balls.

But she didn’t slow.

“Bookshelf. Now,” she growled, barely more than a whisper.

She hopped off, her thighs shaking, and yanked me over to the nearest wall. The bookcase towered overhead, lined with Shakespeare, medical journals, and three decades of Delta Omega Sigma scrapbooks.

Brooke bent over, bracing her hands against the spines, ass cocked and ready.

“Fuck me like you own me,” she ordered, spreading her cheeks.

I lined up, still dripping with her slick, and plunged inside. The angle was perfect, her ass a work of art, round and high, pussy gripping me with every thrust.

I hammered her from behind, the sound of skin on skin drowned only by the frantic thud of my own heartbeat. Brooke locked eyes with me over her shoulder, smile gone wild.

“You going to cum inside me, baby,” she panted. “You want to fuck your way onto my checklist?”

I grinned, feeling the edge. “You think I can’t?”

She clenched down, wringing my cock. “Bet you can’t outlast me.”

That was all I needed.

I slammed her harder, hands branding fingerprints on her hips as I drilled her from behind. Every third thrust, she’d moan, real, ragged, desperate. The books rocked on their shelves, a rain of dust and crime novels tumbling to the carpet.

Voices outside rippled. The sound of footsteps, then silence. We both froze, fused together, neither one daring to breathe. But the risk only made Brooke hotter.

She reached down, found her clit, and rubbed furiously as I pounded her. Her whole body went rigid, head buried in her arms as her orgasm detonated through her.

“God, Noah. Fuck. Fill me up. I want to feel you drip down my thighs when I walk to class tomorrow.”

Her cunt clamped so tight it nearly snapped me in half. I thrust twice more, then let go, cock swelling as I unloaded inside her, pulse after pulse pumping thick cum deep into her pussy.

We held that pose, her bent over, me buried inside, until the aftershocks faded.

Brooke straightened, cum already leaking down her thigh, and yanked up her skirt. She looked at the list, grinned, then pointed at the big oak study table.

“Chair’s checked off. Now, let’s see if the desk can handle us.”

She dragged me over, swept a pile of grad school applications onto the floor, and sprawled her body across the table, ass high, legs wide.

I caught my breath, then followed. This time I started slow, just the tip, teasing her entrance, using two fingers to spread her folds and watch the mess drip out.

She shivered, voice breaking. “You fucking tease. I need you, Noah. All the way.”

I lined up, slid in, and started to fuck her with long, steady strokes.

The wet glide was insane. Her cunt was so full of my cum it made a squelch every time I bottomed out.

Brooke moaned into the table, cheeks flush against the wood, hands scrabbling for purchase.

I braced myself, using her hips as handles, pinning her to the desk and grinding with every thrust.

She loved it. Every now and then, she’d look back and dare me to go faster, harder. I gave her what she wanted, fucking her until my balls slapped her clit and the air between us went humid with sweat and arousal.

Halfway through, she called for a timeout, her body trembling, breath gone, eyes wild.

She flopped onto her back, skirt bunched at her waist, tits heaving as she caught her breath.

I hovered over her, watching the way her lips trembled.

And that’s when Brooke went off-script.

She stared up at the ceiling for a second, then at me, different look now, softer, like something fragile had slipped into the room with us.

“You ever hide in places?” she said, voice gone real. “Like, when everything in your house was too loud to survive?”

I shook my head, caught off guard. “Not really. I always tried to fix it.”

Brooke nodded. “I used to hide in libraries. At home, at school, even the one at grandpa’s country club. Sometimes I’d crawl behind the sci-fi shelf and sleep with my headphones in, just to get away from mom and dad screaming at each other.”

I let it hang, sensing the shape of her confession.

“My mom tried to be perfect. My dad just left when shit got hard. But in those little corners, with books and quiet? I could pretend everything was fine. Even if it wasn’t.”

She looked away, embarrassed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to dump trauma all over our sex marathon.”

I caught her chin, made her meet my eyes. “You don’t have to apologize, Brooke. Ever.”

Brooke’s smile flickered, then steadied. “You’re different, you know that? All the other guys either want the fantasy or the performance. You… actually give a shit. Makes it hard to stay a savage.”

I laughed, wiped her tears with my thumb, then kissed her.

Brooke devoured me, tongue, teeth, hunger all back at full tilt. She wrapped her legs around mine, cunt slick and still eager, and with a single, practiced move, she guided me back inside.

This time we fucked slow, languid, almost lazy, letting the tension roll through us in gentle waves. She clung to my neck, grinding up to meet every stroke, body melting under my hands.

She came again, quaking beneath me, then relaxed into a heap of sweat and satisfaction.

I finished inside her, a raw pulse of heat that left us both drained and euphoric.

When I pulled out, cum puddled on her thighs and the edge of the table.

Brooke found her clipboard, grinned, and made a big, dramatic X in the box next to “Study Lounge.”

She leaned in, lips brushing my ear.

“My room next. Be there in fifteen minutes, and don’t get caught on the stairs.”

She smacked my ass, then slipped out the side door, head held high, skirt doing nothing to hide the mess leaking down her legs.

I watched her go, equal parts wrecked and exhilarated.

This was Brooke at her finest, fire at the surface, but a raw core of honesty you only glimpsed if you really paid attention.

She’d let me see it. Even if just for a second.

I tucked myself in, reset the chairs, and wiped the worst of the evidence from the desk. My heart was still racing, my balls aching, and yet I’d never felt more alive.

Game on, I thought.

Next stop: her sanctuary.

If the study lounge was chaos, Brooke’s bedroom was going to be a straight-up revolution.

***

The junior hallway after midnight was a horror movie for anyone with a conscience and a playground for anyone crazy enough to chase Brooke Ross up the stairs.

I set a timer, counted out the seconds, and made my move dead on schedule.

The hallway was quiet, but every floorboard on the main landing was a trap, especially after hours. I hugged the wall, testing each step with my toes, every muscle locked for maximum stealth. Twice, a door creaked behind me, random laughter, then what sounded like a slurred “Just get him up here already.” No idea if they meant me, but my ego took the compliment.

Brooke’s room was at the far end, gold numberplate glinting on the door. As I eased closer, I saw she’d left it open a half-inch, just enough to let me slip in without a sound.

Inside… well, this was nothing like her public persona.

First thing I saw: a grid of Polaroids pinned over her desk, each shot a window into a life nobody ever talked about. Brooke, hair wild, body muddy, hanging off the edge of a mountain with nothing but two ropes and a Red Bull. Brooke on a surfboard, mid-air, tongue out. Brooke in the dead center of a crowd at Lollapalooza, cheeks streaked with glitter, crowd-surfing while flipping off the camera.

Next to that: stacks of poetry anthologies, all dog-eared, some with pages so abused they curled at the edges. Bukowski, Plath, even a battered Neruda. Next to those was a crate, literal milk-crate, overflowing with vinyl: Bowie, Stevie Nicks, Halsey, and about twenty others I was too flustered to process.

There were little touches of girlhood, too. I spotted a silver dolphin figurine, a cracked friendship bracelet balled up under her lamp, and a faded ticket stub from a Shakespeare festival. It was as if she’d wallpapered her life in proof that chaos wasn’t just something she did, it was something she survived.

Brooke stood at the window, backlit by the city glow. She wore nothing but a cami and the world’s tiniest sleep shorts, both in black with flashes of crimson. The cami barely held her tits; the shorts might as well have been painted on.

She turned when she heard the door, locking eyes with me, and the heat of the study lounge doubled.

“Welcome to my sanctuary,” she purred, flicking the bolt on the door. “Hope you brought your appetite.”

I drank her in, stunned. In this setting, she was more than sex, she was hunger and history and some secret ingredient that made her impossible to ignore.

She crossed the room in three steps, no preamble, just pure magnetism.

Brooke slid her hands under my shirt, tugged it over my head, then pressed her body flush to mine. Her breasts flattened against my chest, nipples stiff through the thin cotton. She kissed me, longer, slower, with a kind of intensity I’d never seen in her before.

“You ever dream about me?” she whispered.

“Constantly,” I truthfully confessed, because why bother lying?

She smiled, real, no fire this time, just a kind of happiness that was almost painful to look at.

“Good,” she said, voice wrecked. “Because I want to make tonight something you never forget.”

Brooke steered me to the bed, queen-sized, sheets tangled, covers a mess of black and blood-red. She shoved the poetry aside, clearing a landing zone, then crawled onto the mattress with a stretch that made her ass pop and her tits ripple against the cami.

“Come here,” she beckoned, crooking a finger.

I joined her, and the world shrank to nothing but the heat of her skin and the reckless thump of both our heartbeats.

She straddled my lap, hair spilling everywhere. Brooke peeled off her cami slowly, letting her breasts swing free, full, high, their heft a direct challenge to physics. Each nipple begged for attention, so I took it, mouth closing over one, tongue working the tip, while my hands mapped the lines of her back.

She groaned, bracing on my shoulders as I sucked one nipple, then the other.

Her thighs locked around my waist, grinding her pussy onto my cock, both of us half-naked, nothing but sweat and skin between us.

She reached down, guided my hand up her inner thigh. Her shorts were soaked, totally pointless now. I peeled them off, and beneath there was nothing but bare, glistening want.

I stroked her slit, middle finger dipping inside. She shivered, then leaned in, mouth right at my ear.

“I love to feel you raw inside me,” she whispered.

“Is there any other way?” I replied, matching her hunger beat for beat.

She lined me up, no teasing, no delay. With a single, practiced move, Brooke sat down on my cock, swallowing me inch by inch. The stretch was insane. Her pussy clamped around me, velvet and tight, pulling me as deep as I could go.

She moaned, back arching, hair fanning down her spine as her tits bounced with every thrust.

We started slow, her rhythm was measured, almost reverent. She set both hands on my chest, fingers splayed, and rode with a rolling, grinding motion that lit every nerve in my body.

For the second time that night, I saw her drop the act.

Her eyes stayed open, locked to mine. Every roll of her hips said, “I want you to see me.”

I did. All of it.

The freckles, the scars, the sweat sheen making her skin glow gold in the moonlight.

I braced her hips, matching her rhythm. It wasn’t about domination now, it was about staying in sync, moving as one.

Brooke gasped, soft and honest. “God, Noah. You’re in my head. All the time.”

I shuddered, burying my face in her shoulder, inhaling the intoxicating scent of her hair. “You’re in mine, too.”

The next five minutes blurred into a fever dream of flesh and need. Brooke rode me with everything she had: wild, fearless, still somehow in total command of her body as it shuddered and flexed above mine. The rhythm started slow, deliberate, but soon the tempo built, small tremors in her thighs becoming full-body aftershocks, her hands alternating between digging crescents into my chest and locking tightly behind my neck as if I was the only stable thing in the universe.

But it wasn’t just frantic fucking. Every thrust, every grind, every time her hips circled down and I bottomed out inside her, I saw the meaning on her face. This wasn’t a contest or a highscore. She wanted to soak in every wave of sensation, memorize the shape of us together. I matched her, letting my hands roam from her waist to the small of her back, up her ribs, then cupping her breasts, each gasp and moan from her mouth another wordless sentence in the conversation we were writing with sweat.

She broke rhythm only to kiss me, deep and hungry, then bite my shoulder as if tasting the proof that I was real and hers. Her hair, wild from the ride, matted to her temples in damp ropes. I lost track of time, caught up in the hypnotic ripple of muscle and soft skin and the sweet, relentless pressure building at the base of my spine.

Suddenly, her whole body locked up, eyes squeezing shut, jaw flexing as she clamped down around me. She dropped her head to my shoulder and let out a low, trembling, “Oh fuck—Noah—” that fractured into a ragged cry as the orgasm took her. I held her tight as she shook, nails raking down my back, every inch of her flooded with heat and afterglow. I clung to her as she melted into me, riding out every last pulse.

She didn’t retreat, didn’t let go. Brooke just kept moving, slower, deliberate now, as if the world had narrowed to the point where only the two of us existed and nothing else mattered. Her lips grazed my ear, then my cheek, then my mouth, each kiss laced with gratitude and something close to awe.

I felt the pressure in me crest, then tip over. It was all I could do to grip her hips, thrusting up as I emptied myself into her, every muscle spasming with the force of it. She ground down, milking every drop, and finally slumped forward, our bodies fused and slick with sweat.

She stayed there, collapsed on my chest, just breathing.

For a long time, we didn’t move.

Brooke broke the spell first.

She tilted my face up and kissed me slow, savoring the taste.

“Can I tell you something?” she said, voice trembling.

“Anything.”

She pushed damp hair off her forehead. For a second, she looked almost scared.

“The thought of the future…it terrifies me,” she admitted. “Everyone thinks I’m fearless, but most days? I feel like I’m just faking it better than the next girl.”

I ran my thumbs along her jaw, amazed at how different she seemed here.

“You’ve never faked it a day in your life,” I told her.

She shook her head, laughing bitter. “That’s what everyone thinks. But I didn’t even want to go here. Mia was always the perfect daughter; Chloe’s the golden child. I was supposed to be some corporate power player, maybe law school, maybe something shiny with a title. But I suck at rules. I suck at pretending stuff matters when it doesn’t.”

She rolled off, laid next to me, staring at the ceiling.

“You know my mom still blames me for everything that goes wrong? Even the shit that isn’t my fault. Sometimes I think if I just vanished, the world would keep spinning. Nobody would notice.”

I caught her hand, laced our fingers.

“I’d notice,” I said, voice raw.

Brooke squeezed back, hard, desperate, and a little bit scared.

“You’re the only one who sees through the noise,” she whispered. “You treat me like more than a party trick. Like maybe I could be something else. Like I mean something to you.” Her words trailed off at the end almost as if she didn’t mean to say it out loud.

I rolled onto my side, pressing my body to hers.

“I promise, you’re already more,” I told her, my voice thick with conviction—and maybe a touch of desperation. “Brooke, you mean everything to me. You’re the best part of this house. The reason it feels like a home.”

Even now, in the fading light, her eyes shone bright and wet, reflecting every emotion. But this time, when our lips met, the kiss was transformed: urgent, yet soft; hungry, but so gentle I could almost taste her longing. She melted for me, let me pull her close and cradle her in my arms as if I could shield her from every shadow. I kissed her again, deeper, letting my hands reassure her that she was safe here, that she was wanted, that she was finally enough.

I trailed my hands over every inch, her neck, her breasts, the soft line of her ribs. She trembled, but didn’t stop me.

I slid down, kissing my way to her hips. Her thighs parted easily, cunt already glistening, the scent of sex and sweat filling the room.

I licked her slow, deliberate, savoring every taste.

Brooke gasped, hips arching off the bed.

“Oh, fuck… Yes. God, baby, don’t stop.”

I didn’t.

I ate her out like it was the only thing that mattered. Tongue circling her clit, then plunging inside, drawing every ounce of pleasure I could wring from her.

She grabbed my hair, riding my face, hips grinding up as she came apart in my mouth.

When she finished, I kissed my way back up, and we melted together, her tits pressed to my chest, my cock sliding between her thighs, both of us wild for more.

She rolled me onto my back, lining up and sinking down again.

This time, she fucked me with abandon. No filters, no brakes, just pure, raw need.

Her tits bounced, sweat beading on her chest as she slammed down, using every inch of me to chase her own release.

I gripped her hips, matching her pace, cock swelling as I neared the edge.

“You going to cum in me again?” she taunted, voice low.

It was already the fourth time that night. “Every time,” I promised.

She moaned, grinding down as the orgasm hit.

I filled her, hot and thick, and she milked every last drop, pussy pulsing around my cock like she never wanted to let go.

We collapsed together, bodies fused by sweat and sex.

Brooke buried her face in my neck, breath hitching.

She was crying. Not loud, just a few silent tears that smeared over my skin.

I stroked her hair, not sure what to say.

She steadied, then whispered, “I’m catching real feelings for you, and it scares the fuck out of me. You’re like my drug, Noah. I can’t resist you even when I know I should.”

My chest tightened, genuine, terrifying, perfect.

I rolled her into my arms, kissing the top of her head.

“I got you,” I whispered. “You’re safe with me. Always.”

She relaxed against me, sniffling as she trailed tender kisses along my neck, jaw and finally my lips. For a while, we just lay there, breathing. The wall clock ticked down the seconds like it was counting the cycles of a heartbeat.

Brooke calmed, letting herself be held.

As her breathing slowed, she smiled, small, sweet, only for me.

“Promise you’ll wake up before dawn? I want the kitchen on my list.”

I grinned, unable to resist. “I’ll set my alarm just in case.”

She yawned, stretching across my chest, tits flattening against my ribs.

“Swear it. I don’t want any of the lightweight sisters jumping the line.”

I laughed, hugged her closer.

“Kitchen rendezvous, sunrise. It’s a date.”

She drifted off, tangled in my arms, sweat cooling and hearts finally at rest.

I watched her sleep, wondering how the hell I’d ever go back to normal after this.

Because with Brooke, there was no normal.

There was only the next wild confession, the next secret, the next time she let me see who she really was.

And I already knew, I’d risk everything for her.

***

There’s a kind of darkness before sunrise that’s made for secrets.

If I’d dreamt Brooke into existence, this would’ve been the way she woke me, hair wild, skin flushed, eyes daring the sun to catch her in the act.

She nudged me awake at 5:01 AM, breath warm on my cheek, voice velvet and urgent.

“Kitchen time, Outlier.” Her lips brushed my ear, teasing. “Unless you want to break the chain.”

I blinked, brain slow to boot. Brooke was already up, naked in the pale wash of dawn, muscles glowing in the city light. She fished my t-shirt from the floor and pulled it on, swallowing her curves but not her attitude.

We tiptoed through the hallway again dodging creaks and the odd snore from an open door. Downstairs, the sorority kitchen looked like something out of an ad: marble counters, steel appliances gleaming, but the real story was the clutter. Coffee mugs, lipstick-stained, stacked by the sink; a half-eaten croissant on a plate; three spoons in a random bouquet by the espresso machine.

Brooke hopped onto the center island, legs spread, eyes dancing.

“Thirty minutes til the first zombies stumble down,” she said, patting the granite next to her. “We gotta move fast…or slow, if you think you can handle it.”

I couldn’t resist. I moved between her legs, hands tracing up her thighs. Even tired, my body responded on command, cock twitching to full attention the second her scent hit me.

She pulled me in, wrapped both arms around my neck, and drew me into a kiss so deep it would’ve erased my GPA if I had the balls to let her.

Brooke ground her pussy against my crotch, t-shirt riding up and flashing her perfect, tan thighs.

“Still wet from last night,” she teased, guiding my hand up to feel for myself.

She wasn’t lying. Her pussy was already slick, folds glistening in the grey-blue morning.

I freed my cock, pressed it to her entrance, and let the head split her open as she exhaled, soft and desperate.

“God, yes,” Brooke moaned, rocking her hips to swallow me whole.

I started to fuck her slow, deliberate, deep thrusts that let her savor every inch.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, ankles locked. The island gave her perfect leverage, so every time I bottomed out, her ass smacked the marble with a satisfying slap.

She arched back, tits straining against the shirt, face rapture and ache.

“You know what’s hotter than sex on a kitchen counter?” she whispered.

“What?”

“Sex with the risk that five of your girlfriends might barge in if you’re too loud.”

She laughed, the sound muffled by my mouth. I clamped a palm over her lips, daring her to try.

She bit my hand, grinned, and then let go all over again. Each bounce drove both of us closer to the edge.

Her pussy gripped me tighter and tighter, and when she finally came, her whole body shook, legs locked, mouth open in a silent scream.

I pumped inside her, cock swelling as I filled her. Hot jets of cum shot deep, Brooke loving every one, clinging to me like she was scared to ever let go.

But she wasn’t finished.

She hopped off, cum already leaking down her thighs, and spun me toward the refrigerator.

She pressed her tits to the cold steel, ass cocked and ready, and looked back over her shoulder with an expression that dared me to say no.

I didn’t.

I lined up, slid in, and started to fuck her from behind, each thrust slamming her into the fridge, the sound a deep, shivery thump that probably carried all the way to the pantry.

Brooke moaned, low and hungry. “Fuck, yes. Make the whole house jealous.”

I braced her hips, pounding her with relentless rhythm, hands branding her skin, cock working deep inside her. The view, the arch of her spine, the round of her ass, my cum dribbling down her thighs, burned itself into my memory.

She started to rave, too—dirty, wild, half laughing, half pleading for more.

“God, I want you. Want your cum. Want to always remember it was you who ruined me for every other man.”

I gripped her tighter, losing myself in the raw, animal mess of it. My cock swelled all over again, and when I let go the second time, I filled her until she sagged into the fridge, legs quivering.

We both laughed, on the verge of collapse, totally addicted.

But there was one more challenge.

Brooke slid onto the kitchen table, bracing herself on her elbows, legs spread wide.

She looked back, sweat beading on her cheekbones.

“Final round, genius. Make it count.”

I pulled her to the edge, lined up, and slid inside, her pussy now a mess of slick, cum, and the kind of heat you can’t fake.

I fucked her slow at first, just to soak in every gasp and moan, then ramped to a punishing rhythm until she started shaking beneath me.

Her hands whitened on the edge of the table, knuckles pressed to the wood.

“Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck…”

Brooke’s orgasm was a tidal wave, body locking up, cunt milking my cock in savage, rolling pulses. I finished with her, both of us shaking, stuck together by sweat and pleasure and the secret of being alive when the rest of the world slept.

We collapsed on the table. She flat on her back, me splayed across her, both panting and dazed.

For a few minutes, the kitchen was just ours.

Brooke rolled over, grinned, then snagged her checklist from the counter. She made a dramatic X next to “Kitchen,” then flashed it to me.

“Three down, babe. You’re officially the overachiever of harem history.”

She slipped off the table, cocky and unbothered, and strolled to the coffee maker still naked except for my shirt.

As the machine burbled to life, she moved with a grace I’d never seen, tossing mugs, pouring water, humming a Stevie Nicks song under her breath.

I watched, hypnotized.

She glanced at me, then let her smile soften.

“You know, I used to dream of places like this.”

I blinked, surprised. “The kitchen?”

She poured the coffee, set a mug in front of me.

“No. A home. A place where food meant safety, where mornings were something to look forward to. When I was little, I wanted to open a café. Serve breakfast, bake muffins, play old records. No drama, no fights. Just… peace.”

She hesitated, color rising to her cheeks.

“I never told anyone that. Not even Chloe or Mia.”

I sipped the coffee, letting the warmth anchor the moment.

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely curious.

She shrugged, looking almost shy. “Didn’t fit the legend. The wild one, the rebel. Nobody wants to hear about the slutty middle sister wanting to bake scones and play vinyl. Besides, I wasn’t sure anyone would get it.”

She met my eyes, open and vulnerable.

“But I think you do.”

I reached across, squeezed her hand.

“I’d be your first customer. No question.”

She grinned, eyes glimmering with hope.

“Damn right you would. And your coffee would always be free. Perks of being my favorite fuck.”

She winked, then poured herself a mug.

We sat in the hush, letting the silence say everything words couldn’t.

But of course, paradise never lasted.

Footsteps echoed on the upper landing, a distant, sleepy shuffle, then the creak of the stairs.

Brooke stood, kissed me hard on the mouth, full, messy, and loaded with promise.

“To be continued,” she whispered, and slipped out the side door like a ghost.

I cleaned up the mugs, wiped the counter, and tried (unsuccessfully) to hide the sweat and evidence of our marathon.

As the first of the day-shift sisters wandered in, I caught the look of surprise, maybe even envy.

But Brooke’s scent lingered, and so did her secret.

For the first time, I realized there was so much more to her than anyone guessed.

And if I was lucky, I’d get to explore it, room by room, secret by secret, until the only thing left was the truth between us.

Next round, I’d be ready.

Because with Brooke, every encounter was a dare to see how alive you could be before someone caught you.

And god help me, I never wanted the game to end.


My Mia


Campus in spring was a straight-up exhibitionist. The sunlight was a drug, filling every path, lighting up the red-tiled roofs, painting every bougainvillea bloom like it had been engineered to seduce. And at the dead center of it all was Mia and me, walking hand in hand, a living billboard the university couldn’t unsee if it tried.

If the sisters wanted to keep us a secret, they were about three months too late.

Every square foot of St. Celeste, from the arching Spanish walkways to the palm-lined quad, felt tuned to our rhythm. Fresh grass brushed my sneakers. The air was perfume and sea breeze laced with espresso drifting out of open café windows. Students buzzed past, books hugged to chests, phones out, heads whipping around to catch a better angle.

But Mia? She moved beside me like she belonged there. Hair wound into a loose twist, skin golden under the sun, eyes bright and unbothered except for the half-second micro-pauses when the attention got too sharp. That’s when she’d squeeze my hand, steady and sure. Like she was letting the world know whose side she was on.

We made it halfway across the quad before the whispers started.

“Is that Amelia Ross?”

“With him? That’s the Ashbourne guy...”

I couldn’t decide if the attention was flattering or fucking radioactive.

Mia caught a comment, gave the faintest smile, and squeezed my palm. “Ignore them,” she said under her breath, her tone dry as a psychology exam. “They’re just mad you’re not still a rumor.”

I grinned, letting the pride bloom in my chest. “You sure you want to go public with the only man on campus who’s got a Wikipedia-length scandal page?”

She laughed, real and warm. “Noah, please. If you were any more notorious, they’d name a midterm after you.”

Every few feet, we had to slow down, either for a group selfie, a debate over volleyball brackets, or a couple guys from my old materials science section pretending not to clock the hand-holding.

Most of them looked like they’d seen a unicorn. A few, the ones clinging to Ashbourne polos and entitlement, shot me dirty looks like I’d invaded a country club and kidnapped the heiress.

Mia just kept smiling, squeezing my hand until all the tension rolled right off. She wore a pale blue sundress, every curve of her perfect, soft body outlined beneath it. Between the sunlight, the bounce in her walk, and the way her golden brown hair glowed in the daylight, she could have been a goddamn ad for spring.

I drank it in, every second.

A trio of girls from Mia’s major drifted toward us, voices rising in the hush of campus gossip.

“Mia!” one called, grinning.

Mia loosened her grip and waved, but didn’t let go of me. “Hey, Tatum. How did the stats quiz go?”

The other girl shot a look at our joined hands, then at my face. “Good, but nowhere near as impressive as the company you’re keeping.” She arched a brow at me. “You must be Noah.”

I went for calm, defaulting to the handshake I’d learned at age seven. “Yeah, guilty.”

Tatum’s gaze flicked down to where Mia’s fingers threaded through mine, then back up with the kind of calculation you couldn’t fake. “Well, welcome to the inner circle. If you want tips on surviving finals, or Mia’s coffee addiction, you know where to find us.”

I made a mental note: every person Mia introduced me to wasn’t just a classmate. It was a subtle fuck-you to the rumor mill. A declaration: she was proud to have me at her side.

We said quick goodbyes and kept moving, the social heat ramping up with each new face. Whispers trailed us, some friendly, some loaded with acid.

“He’s just with her for the scholarship...”

“Please, Mia could do better.”

“Or maybe he’s the only one who actually listens to her.”

The last one took me off guard. I squeezed Mia’s hand, and her smile quirked at the edge.

She leaned in, voice pitched just for me. “Don’t take it personally. Celeste girls aren’t used to change.”

“They should get used to you,” I replied. “You’re rewriting all their algorithms.”

She snorted, pleased. “I’ll add that to my resume.”

The world shrank to the heat of her palm and the soft sway of her hips brushing my side as we climbed the marble steps toward the library terrace. The air warmed, humming with the promise of new beginnings and old secrets best left alone.

Two guys from Ashbourne posted up by the pillars ahead, laptops out but not open. They eyed us with barely disguised contempt, the kind you cultivated for people who made it on something other than family money and Saturday football.

One looked me dead in the face.

“Mercer,” he said, voice flat.

“Hey, Shaun.” I kept it neutral. “Still hitting the protein shakes?”

His jaw tensed, eyes flicking to Mia, then back to me. “You know how it is. Some of us have to work to get noticed.”

The subtext was ugly, but I let it slide. “Well, you’ve got my attention.”

Shaun shot a glance at Mia, equal parts envy and hunger. “If you ever get bored, Mia, let me know. I run labs too. Just saying.”

Mia’s smile was ice-wrapped silk. “Thanks, Shaun, but I like my labs drama-free.”

He snorted and shrugged, but the defeat was clean. As we walked past, I felt the stares burn holes in my back.

Mia waited until we were out of earshot, then squeezed my hand again, gentler this time. “Sorry. Some people never grow up.”

“You handled it perfectly,” I said, voice low. “Honestly, I’m proud to be on your arm.”

She stopped us right there on the library steps, sunlight scattering streaks of gold across the marble.

“I mean it, Noah,” she said, voice velvet with a steel lining. “You’ve got nothing to prove. Not to them, not to anyone.”

She tugged me close, just for a second, just enough for the world to see, then let go with a laugh that turned every head nearby.

We wove through the next swarm, brushing past half a dozen students loaded with textbooks and Italian-leather tote bags. The smell of ink and jasmine hung in the air, and Mia steered us onto a quieter path that ducked between the rose garden and the psych building.

Here, the whispers grew softer, but the glances lingered.

Mia leaned in. “You nervous?”

I shook my head. “Honestly? Feels good being seen. I spent too much of last year pretending I didn’t care. Now? Let them talk.”

She liked that. I could tell by the way her eyes warmed, the way her grip turned possessive.

We found ourselves at the edge of the reflecting pool, the water catching slivers of sunlight. For just a moment, nobody watched, nobody judged. It was just us.

Mia let herself rest against me, head on my shoulder, hair tickling my jaw.

She exhaled. “You make it easy, you know.”

“What’s that?”

“Believing someone’s got my back.”

I wrapped my arm around her waist, steadying her as the breeze sent a spiral of cherry blossoms through the air.

“I always will,” I promised. And I meant it.

For the rest of the walk, we took our time.

Sometimes she told me stories about her classes, about the madcap prof who made students role-play Freud versus Jung, or the friend who had a shrine to Taylor Swift in her dorm. Other times, we just walked in silence, the pulse of her hand in mine strong as a drumbeat.

When we ducked past the economics building, two girls at a patio table fell silent, snapping a secret picture that would no doubt be on the Celeste group chat before we made it to lunch.

Mia caught it. She didn’t wince, didn’t blush. She just straightened her shoulders and gave them a wave.

The world was going to talk about us, but I didn’t care.

Let them talk.

I was with Mia. And the truth was, I wanted everyone to know.

By the time we reached the café, I felt like we’d run a gauntlet, but instead of draining me, the attention made me more certain. If public meant real, I’d take it every time.

We lingered at the door, sunlight washing over us.

Mia tilted her chin up, blue eyes glinting. “Ready for lunch, Outlier? Or do you need a minute to process having the hottest girl on campus on your arm?”

I squeezed her waist, loving the warmth and mischief in her voice.

“Bring it on,” I shot back. “And after? Let’s give them something else to whisper about.”

She laughed, a sound so alive it felt like a victory.

We stepped inside, together.

***

The café at noon was everything you’d expect, a brawl of caffeine, sunlight, and rumor. The place buzzed with so much energy it barely hinged on reality: baristas slamming out shots of espresso, sunlight slicing through the windows, bodies pressed into every table like the stakes were life or death.

But at our window seat, with Mia’s fingers sliding between mine, it all felt like background noise.

We landed at a tiny two-top, tucked right up to the glass. Sunlight poured in, turning her hair molten and casting the deepest ocean-blue into her eyes. She settled into her chair across from me, smile tight with happiness and something deeper, a private kind of courage that made my pulse skip.

There were two other tables close by. As soon as we sat, the students there went silent, watching us with that performative, “I’m not watching, but I’m totally watching” interest only campus gossip could pull off.

Mia didn’t flinch. She set her bag down, drew out a notebook, and for the next thirty seconds, the two of us pretended this was just lunch, just another day. But the truth was, some part of me had never been more awake.

She glanced up, caught my eye, and grinned. “First time you’ve been here at lunch, right?”

I nodded, scanning the room. “Never made the lunch rush before. Usually just steal coffee when nobody’s watching.”

Mia laughed, then leaned closer, lowering her voice. “This is the best seat. Nobody can sneak up on us from behind, and the light makes everyone look like a Vogue cover.”

“You planning to put us on the next edition?” I teased.

She shrugged, eyes twinkling. “Maybe. If you can handle the pressure.”

The air was sharp with the smell of espresso, sweet pastries, and a hint of something spicy, probably cinnamon from the bake case. The hiss of steam and the clatter of spoons masked most conversation, but every now and then, I caught a burst of laughter or a name, usually hers, sometimes mine.

We ordered quickly. A turkey club for me, her favorite mozzarella and roasted pepper sandwich for her. As soon as the food hit the table, she sliced hers neatly in half and slid the larger portion onto my plate.

“Eat,” she commanded, a blend of mom energy and best friend in her tone. “Your brain needs protein, not just caffeine.”

I obligingly took a bite. “One day, you’ll make an amazing therapist. Or queen of the sandwich kingdom. Maybe both.”

She snorted. “If there’s a throne for emotional labor and grilled veggies, sign me up.”

I watched her as she spoke, how her hands always moved, how she tucked a napkin under my cup before sipping her iced tea, how she paid attention to every detail.

When she caught a group of girls at the back table watching us, she didn’t freeze. She just squeezed my hand, anchored us in a universe that didn’t care about rumor or legacy.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, voice gentle but direct.

I nodded. “Anything.”

She considered, then: “What’s your endgame, Noah? For the project. For…after.”

I thought for a second, rolling my thumb along the polished edge of her palm. “BioPrint’s got legs, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want something more. To build something that lasts, and, yeah, maybe to shake the system enough that nobody could ignore me, ever again.”

She nodded, eyes locked in. “I get that. Some days, I feel like I’m just living out the version of me my mother wants. But in here—” she tapped her chest, “I want more. I want to matter to people who aren’t just checking boxes. Make a difference. Heal stuff nobody else will touch.”

For a second, the whole café faded out. It was just her, brilliant, open, one of the few who actually cared about the man behind the headline.

“I think you already do that,” I said, voice rougher than I wanted.

She smiled, faintly pink now. “Maybe. But I want it to be real. For once, I want to walk down a hallway and have people see the actual me, not just the mascot, the fixer, the girl who makes everyone else’s problem go away.”

“You’re more than that, Mia,” I shot back. “You’re the reason any of this works.”

She smiled. “You mean the harem, or…?”

“All of it,” I said, meaning every word.

She let the silence stretch. We moved through half our sandwiches, trading bites and jokes about which professor was most likely to get caught in a scandal. Every time I reached for my coffee, the napkin was perfectly in place, guarding the tabletop like a force field of care.

Sometimes, just sometimes, I felt the eyes on us, especially when I reached across and traced her wrist, or when our laughter carried over the hum of espresso machines.

At one point, an upperclassman girl in pearls and a sorority tee passed by and did a visible double-take.

Mia caught my eye, daring me to react.

“Think she’s going to DM the chapter group chat?” she whispered.

“I hope so,” I said, grinning. “Maybe the truth will finally get out.”

She laughed. “Careful. If they start printing T-shirts, you’ll never live it down.”

“I can handle notoriety if you’re the reward.”

Mia flushed, deep, true, like the compliment hit somewhere vital.

Conversation turned real again, depth surging below the surface. She asked about the next steps on my smart scaffold, how I planned to test the new growth factors, whether I was scared the data wouldn’t hold. Her knowledge was ridiculous. She’d read more of my literature review than most of the lab techs, and her questions weren’t just intelligent, they were intimate.

She wanted to help, not just support.

It was addictive.

But I wanted to know her, too.

“So what about you?” I asked. “No more therapist or sandwich queen. What’s the real goal?”

For a second, Mia withdrew, tapping the rim of her iced tea, eyes glossy. “Promise not to laugh?”

I leaned in. “On my honor.”

She took a breath. “I want to open a place, like, a real one. A clinic on the coast. Safe, private, built around the idea that people deserve to be heard, not just patched up and thrown back out. Maybe attached to the university, maybe not. But it’s mine. My rules. No bureaucracy. No chasing grants or legacy points for my mom. Just healing.”

The words hit me like a punch, straight, simple, impossible to fake.

“I think you’re already halfway there,” I told her.

She smiled, all soft, but her hand trembled slightly on the cup.

“You make it easy to believe,” she whispered.

We lingered over the empty plates, watching the sunlight curl through the window. Our joined hands were bright and obvious, so obvious that two girls at the next table dropped their conversation and just stared.

Mia didn’t let go.

She reached up, tracing her thumb over my knuckles, slow, gentle, like she was cataloging the moment.

We finished the last of our drinks. The café was thinning now, though the wave of stares hadn’t faded.

I was about to suggest a walk when she cleared her throat, soft, uncertain.

“Hey, um…” she started, eyes darting to the tabletop, fingers twisting the paper cup. “Would you—” She stopped, shaking her head, then tried again. “Would you maybe want to… come by my room? After dinner tonight?”

She looked up then, eyes wide, vulnerable, hopeful. I caught the faintest tremor in her voice.

My answer was instant. “Yeah, I’d like that. A lot.”

Mia’s shoulders unclenched, and her smile, god, her smile, could have ended wars.

She looked so relieved it made something inside me ache.

“Good,” she said, voice nearly gone. “I’ll text you when the house is quiet.”

She packed away her things, hands steadier now.

We stepped into the sunlight again, side by side, and for once, the world didn’t matter.

All that mattered was her, the taste of her hope still on my tongue.

And the promise of what tonight could bring.

***

The corridor outside Mia’s room was dark and quiet, just the hum of the house settling, maybe the faint thunder of laughter from a distant TV in the lounge. But here, on this stretch of carpet, my world narrowed to the rectangle of gold light spilling under her door.

I knocked, soft.

The door swung open, and she stood there, barefoot, hair loose, face scrubbed clean and shining with nerves.

“Hey,” she whispered, like we were about to rob a bank.

“Hey,” I echoed, letting my own pulse hammer.

She ushered me inside.

The room was smaller than the others. Top floor, tucked between the end of the hall and a view that somehow turned the Pacific into a private painting. Soft lamplight glowed from the corner. Her bedspread was perfectly smooth; a pale blanket hung over the back of a reading chair, next to a small stack of color-coded textbooks and a battered family photo in a seashell frame. On the windowsill, a potted succulent grinned at me, just about the only thing more alive than my own heartbeat.

The air was beachy, vanilla, and a hint of candle smoke.

Mia closed the door, then, slow, deliberate, clicked the lock into place.

For a long second, she just stood, staring at her own bare toes, hands fidgeting with the hem of her cardigan.

I watched her.

She straightened three books that were already straight. She tucked her hair, first over one ear, then the other. She checked the window latch, then reset the angle on her alarm clock by exactly one degree.

Each move was delicate, almost ritual.

I waited, patient, because I knew what it was to need time before the truth finally surfaced.

When she circled back, she found me leaning on the edge of the bed, hands relaxed, face open.

She smiled, all nerves. “Sorry. I get like this.”

I reached out, caught her wrist. Her skin was warm, pulse thumping under my thumb.

“Hey,” I said, voice low. “You’re perfect.”

Her eyes finally met mine. A universe lived there, brighter, bluer, deeper than I’d ever seen.

We didn’t leap into passion. We sat, side by side on the edge of her narrow bed, knees touching. For a while, the room held us suspended, every sound, every breath, every question waiting to land.

Mia was the first to speak.

“I want to tell you something,” she said, voice thin at the edges. “And I need you to…just listen, okay?”

I nodded. “I’m all ears.”

She fiddled with her fingers, words coming out in soft bursts.

“I’ve never done this before. Any of it. I mean, I’ve had makeouts, and a boyfriend who got as far as second base. But sex? I just… waited. I wanted it to matter. I wanted the person to matter.” She looked up, braver now. “And you do, Noah. You really do.”

I exhaled, every muscle softening.

There was no performance in her.

I took her hands, stilling the tremor. “Thank you for trusting me.”

She nodded, face flushing. “If you’d rather, if it’s too much, or too weird—”

I cut her off. “I want to be your first. I want to be whatever you need.”

She half-laughed, half-cried, relief washing over her.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.”

We sat in the hush.

Then, without warning, she leaned in.

Our lips met, soft, pure, a slow collision of want and fear and hope.

At first, she was trembling. I let her set the pace, just lips and breath, anchoring her hands in mine, steadying the quake. Her mouth tasted of spearmint and vanilla, shy at first, then opening, inviting me deeper.

We kissed for a while, slow, then greedy, letting the rest of the world evaporate.

Her hands clung to my shoulders, nails biting gently. My palms brushed her cheek, then her jaw, then tangled in the silk of her hair. Every inch of contact registered, raw, electric, impossible to fake.

Between kisses, she’d gasp my name, or whisper tiny confessions.

“I’ve wanted this forever…”

“You make me feel safe…”

“I can’t believe this is real…”

I responded with touch, with patience, with the soft sound of her name between breaths.

When the tension finally spiked, I let my hands drift over her arms, down her waist, tracing the curve of her ribs through the soft cotton. She shivered, but didn’t retreat.

I pulled back, careful. “Tell me if you want to stop.”

She shook her head, no hesitation. “Don’t you dare.”

We laughed, a shared, sudden, wild joy.

Clothes came off in increments.

The cardigan peeled away, baring the thin white tank beneath. Her chest rose in micro-quakes, breath coming faster, eyes dark with anticipation. I let her guide my hands, first over the lines of her collarbone, then, slow as sunrise, down to the edge of her shirt.

“Can I?” I asked, voice nearly shot.

She nodded, eyes wide. “Please.”

I pulled the tank up, exposing the softest, roundest breasts I’d ever dreamed up. Her nipples were dark gold, stiff, begging for attention. I traced one with my thumb, barely a touch, just warmth and comfort.

She gasped.

“More,” she managed, so I gave her more: mouth and tongue, drawing circles, then sealing my lips around the tip. She moaned, body arching toward the pleasure.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt, yanking it up, desperate for skin-on-skin.

When I was bare, she ran her palms over my chest, fingers lingering at the scar on my forearm.

“I love your body,” she whispered, eyes reverent. “Every bit.”

I kissed her to keep from falling apart.

We eased back, letting gravity pull us down onto the bed.

She lay under me now, hair fanned on the pillow, body trembling with anticipation. Her hands clung to my back, hips rocking up to meet me.

I kissed my way down, neck, breasts, stomach, pausing at every milestone, letting her acclimate to every new nerve I touched.

When I reached her waist, she arched, hips rolling.

I slipped a hand under her waistband, pausing.

“Still good?” I checked.

She nodded, breathless. “So, so good. Don’t stop. Please.”

I slid her sleep shorts down, revealing panties as soft and blue as her eyes.

She blushed but didn’t cover up. Instead, she opened her legs, letting me see all of her: plush, perfect, a hint of dark curls above a slit already wet with want.

I kissed her thighs, then the line of her panties, savoring the scent, sweet, alive, uniquely hers.

She whimpered, hips chasing my mouth.

“Can I taste you?” I asked, desperate for confirmation.

“God, yes.”

I peeled the panties down slow, giving her time to adjust.

Her pussy was art, shy folds blushing pink, glistening at the center. I started with a gentle lick, just the tip of my tongue, letting her shudder and acclimate.

At first, she was bashful, but the pleasure ate the nerves alive.

Within moments, her hands tangled in my hair, guiding me closer.

“Oh…oh, Noah…yes…that’s…”

The taste was pure want, pure Mia.

I circled her clit, then gently probed her opening, prepping her body for what would come next. Her moans were softer than my memories of Brooke or Serena, more fragile, more wary of what would happen when she finally let go.

But when her orgasm hit, sharp, sudden, overwhelming, she gasped, then sobbed my name, body locking up around my hand.

I kept it going, gentle, patient, never pushing for more than she could take.

After, she collapsed, panting, tears streaking down one cheek.

I curled up beside her, cradling her in my arms.

We lay together in the hush, breath matching, heartbeats slowing to a shared, safe rhythm.

When she recovered, she turned to me, face raw and open.

“I want you inside me,” she said, voice trembling but sure. “I want my first time to be with you.”

I didn’t rush.

I kissed her again, mouth and cheeks and eyelids, letting the afterglow of her orgasm soften every part of her body.

I stroked her hair, letting her relax into the shelter of my arms.

She reached down, found my cock, already hard and aching against her thigh.

“Will it hurt?” she asked, flashes of worry in her eyes.

“It might, a little,” I answered, honest. “But I’ll go slow. You set the pace.”

She nodded, eyes glossy with trust.

I kissed her softly, then settled between her legs.

She opened for me, thighs wide, body trembling with anticipation.

The head of my cock pressed against her entrance. I paused, checking her eyes, her hands, her every micro-expression for the signal.

She tugged me in, gentle but insistent.

“Please, Noah. Now.”

I eased in, just the head, testing her body’s limits.

She gasped, pain and pleasure, mingled.

I waited, stroking her cheek, eyes locked on hers.

“It’s okay,” she whispered, voice high but not afraid. "It’s what I want. You’re who I want."

I pressed in further, letting her stretch, letting her body adjust.

She winced, then arched, meeting every inch with a need that bordered on hunger.

Finally, I bottomed out, hilted; every inch of my cock buried deep inside her tight, desperate heat. The feeling was insanity, a dizzying, molten rush that left my legs weak and threatened to finish me right then and there. Her pussy hugged me like a velvet fist, so hot, so wet, I could barely see straight.

Her body clenched around my cock, hot and velvet, the fit unbelievably tight.

We held there, no thrusting, no tempo, just the wonder of two bodies fused for the first time.

She exhaled, then exhaled again, and her face softened from pain to joy.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me down so our chests pressed together, sweat and hearts and nerves melting into one.

“Move,” she ordered, so I did, slow, steady, letting her body lead.

Every inch was a negotiation. Every thrust, a question and an answer rolled into one.

At first, I barely moved, just rocking inside her, savoring the way she clenched and pulsed around me. She caught my rhythm, hips bucking to meet my every push, grinding me so deep I could barely breathe for the pleasure. Sensation rolled over me in relentless waves, each thrust pulling a low groan from my chest. The ebb and flow of our bodies, perfectly matched, left me dizzy with need, lost in the fever that built between us.

Gradually, the pain faded, replaced by a hunger that was all her own.

Her hands roamed my back, nails digging in, body trembling each time I hit the deepest spot.

At one point, she whispered, “Don’t you dare pull out. I want to feel you…all of you.”

I bent and kissed her, mouths tangling, moans shared in the dark.

Our bodies found a groove, slow at first, then faster, a pulsing dance of sweat, want, and the wild, simple chemistry that made this different from every other fuck I’d ever had.

I went as long as I could, savoring her gasps, the twitch of her cunt, the way her thighs locked around my waist every time I drove deep.

She came again, softer now, more pleasure than pain, a shudder that ran from her toes to the tips of her fingers.

The sensation, the emotion, the sheer raw joy of making love to her, it was almost too much.

When the edge hit me, I warned her, voice gone desperate.

“I’m close,” I panted. “You want me to—?”

“Finish inside,” she whispered, voice fierce and wild. “I want to remember it forever.”

And I did.

I lost myself completely in her, lost to the tight, trembling clutch of her body around my cock, the nearly desperate way she clung to my back, the scent of sweat and need and vanilla clinging to the sheets. There was no past or future, only the now, the grinding, endless perfection of her heat, and her voice in my ear saying yes, please, I need you, I need this, I need all of you.

When it finally hit, the orgasm was absolute. I slammed into her, hips jerking forward, my entire body seizing up as she arched beneath me, every muscle in her thighs and belly and arms straining in counterpoint. My cock throbbed, the sensation dizzying, almost painful, jets of release pulsing so hard it stole my breath, vision going white at the edges. I felt her come with me, Mia, trembling and sobbing, her nails digging crescent moons into my shoulder blades, her legs wrapped around my hips, holding me in so I couldn’t leave, even if I wanted to.

She convulsed, every shudder sending aftershocks through both of us, our bodies locked in this perfect, private loop. She bit my neck, not hard enough to break skin, but enough to mark me, her way of holding on.

I heard myself cursing softly, a string of helpless fucks and oh gods, my voice hoarse and foreign. Mia answered with her own sounds, cries of pleasure, little gasps, then these sweet, shaky whimpers that made me want to wrap her in my arms and promise her every good thing in the universe. The pressure between us was volcanic, ecstatic, but underneath was something tender and trembling. I felt the edge of it, the way she buried her face against my throat and let herself fall apart in my arms.

I kept moving, even as the aftershocks faded, slow now, almost reverent, as if I was making love to the memory of what we’d just done. The room was a blur. The world was a blur. All I could see was Mia: the sweat shining on her brow, her lips parted, the wild golden brown of her hair splayed out like a halo, and the bright wetness of her blue eyes as she looked up at me.

I softened, but didn’t leave her. Not yet.

When I finally eased out, there was nothing but softness: the way she clung to me, the way her body trembled with spent pleasure, the way she pulled my head down so our foreheads pressed together, sweat and tears and everything else we’d made.

I brushed the hair off her face, kissed her eyelids. She was still catching her breath, still shaking a little, but her eyes were so clear, so wide with awe and something I hoped was happiness.

After, we just held.

Sweat cooled on our skin. The lamplight echoed across the walls, painting us in gold and blue.

Mia curled against my chest, breath stuttering as the aftershocks rolled through.

I stroked her hair, then kissed the crown of her head, letting the words build like pressure behind my ribs.

She beat me to it.

“I’m in love with you, Noah,” she whispered, voice soft but unbreakable.

The truth was so pure it made my eyes sting.

“I’m in love with you too, Mia,” I said, voice stripped of every wall. “I’ve felt that way for a long time.”

She squeezed me closer, her mouth making a hungry ascent up my neck—a trail of heat that sent shudders through my core. Just beneath my ear, her breath feathered, and then she whispered, voice trembling with the weight of the moment: “I fell in love with you the moment I first laid eyes on you.” The words seared into me, potent and irrevocable; I could feel her fierce need in every syllable, her body molded to mine as if to fuse us together.

We let the words hang, drifting down through the hush, sealing the bond.

For a while, there was no world outside the room.

No rumors. No legacy. Just her, just me, hearts pounding together.

The succulents on the sill seemed to wink in approval.

I held her through the night, safe and steady.

When the morning finally spilled across the windowsill, pale and patient, I understood I would never be able to shake the imprint of what we’d made here. The memory felt permanent, as if every fleeting moment from the night before had fused into the foundation we’d shaped, brick by deliberate brick, our hands and hearts pressed together in the wet clay of our future.

Because love wasn’t a question.

It was the answer.


Scandal


The sun came up mean, painting every tile and palm tree in gold and cyan like Pacific Heights had decided today was auditioning for a tabloid. I’d barely made it out of Mia’s room before the change hit: the hush in the hallway, the way even the DOS air felt charged with static. By the time I hit the main quad, it was obvious something big had detonated.

It wasn’t paranoia. Every conversation in earshot went silent the second I rounded a corner. Two girls by the rose bushes cut their gossip mid-laugh, eyes going straight to me like I was a walking pop quiz on scandal. Three steps later, a group of frat-star types in white and navy paused, not for my benefit, but to mutter, just loud enough for me to catch the drift.

“…that’s him, right? The St. Celeste fuck machine.”

“Heard he’s got Chloe Ross and half her sorority. Guy’s a legend…or a creep.”

“Heard he’s corrupting them. Like, mind control or some shit. Would kill to have his notes.”

If the stares yesterday were flirtatious, today they were surgical, the girls sizing me up, the guys all “what’s he got that I don’t,” and a few business-school types barely hiding jealousy as they tried to walk-and-text at once.

I ducked my head. Instinct, maybe. But it didn’t matter. Inside the lecture hall, the heat doubled.

The place thrummed, hundred-plus students, everyone acting like they were prepping for an exam on my sex life rather than polymer diffusion rates. Even the professor clocked me, that split-second eyebrow-raise that said she’d seen the group chat before her first cup of coffee.

I picked a seat midway up, nobody left or right. Didn’t help. The row behind me immediately started in:

“…he’s the Ashbourne guy, right? With the harem?”

“I heard he fucked the president’s daughter. And her best friend. At the same time.”

“That’s probably why the board is after him. He’s, like, a walking Title IX case.”

If I’d ever wished for invisibility, today would have been the ideal test run.

My phone buzzed hard enough to make me flinch.

Chloe:

babe plz be careful. chase & some ashbourne goons filed official complaints. it’s all over campus. even the dean knows. meet me at la playa right after class. don’t talk to anyone alone. love u ❤️

I stared at the screen for a solid minute, mind sprinting through worst-case scenarios.

Chase. Of course it was Chase. The quarterback who’d “won” Rory, the same asshole who’d spent my freshman year trying to make my life a joke at Ashbourne. Now he was taking his shot at the throne, getting backup from the other tech bros with more entitlement than brains.

My stomach bottomed out. Pure acid. It wasn’t just the rumor mill anymore. This was paperwork. Bureaucracy. Maybe even a formal hearing.

I glanced up. Half the lecture hall was still side-eyeing me.

I forced my focus back to the slides, something about hydrogel shear modulus curves, but the only curve on my mind was the one where my entire future tanked in a single week. The one I’d built with Chloe, Mia, Brooke, Ren, Rory, and Serena…and now the rest of campus was picking it apart like clickbait.

The class dragged, one endless parade of numbers and whispers and the feeling that every move I made landed square in someone’s groupchat. When it finally ended, I snuck out with three texts and a notification from the St. Celeste rumor app already waiting.

Chloe (again):

don’t stress baby. we got this. mia & rory are with me. see u there.

As I crossed campus, the air felt different. Every cluster of students had a new rumor, a new messed-up version of what I was up to.

“…he’s fucking the whole sorority, I swear. One of them’s a virgin and he’s turning her out.”

“…bet it’s drugs or hypnosis. No way those girls are that wild naturally. You saw the frat party pics?”

“…he’s corrupting them. Like, straight up predator behavior.”

Even the TA at the science library did a double-take when I stopped for coffee, her smile a mix of awe and “you’re the headline.” I wanted to crawl under the counter, but hey, if you’re going to be the subject of a sex scandal, at least get some caffeine with it.

I made it to La Playa Café right on time. Chloe was waiting outside, hair down, sunglasses huge enough to hide her whole face. She pulled me in for a fast, fierce hug, then dove straight to the important part.

“Let’s get inside. It’s already nuts out here.”

We threaded past the early crowd, a couple of juniors, someone from the Tech Ethics seminar, then slotted into the corner booth where Mia and Rory were already camped out. The second I slid in, the tension in the booth went nuclear.

Chloe squeezed my thigh under the table, her comfort zone when things went sideways. Mia offered a gentle, anchored smile. Rory was all electricity, jaw clenched, hands balled into fists on the tabletop.

I made a joke, hoping to cut the ice. “So, who’s taking odds on whether I get expelled or knighted by the end of the week?”

Chloe faked a smile but her eyes were pure fury. “Don’t even joke, baby. It’s a goddamn witch hunt. Chase is leading it. He and his Ashbourne nutjobs sent actual complaints to the university board. They’re calling you a predator. They’re saying you created a ‘hostile environment’ and corrupted the sorority.”

I let that sit. It stung. Not just for me but for the women, for the whole insane, beautiful mess we’d built.

Rory leaned in, her words sharp enough to draw blood. “This isn’t about rules. Or safety. Or even the sorority. It’s about Chase’s ego. He always hated that you could outthink him. When I dumped his ass, he swore he’d ruin you. This—” She grabbed her phone, waved it like a weapon. “This is the only way he can win.”

Her eyes flashed. If Chase had walked into the café then, I wasn’t sure he’d make it out alive.

Mia cleared her throat, calm, but zero bullshit.

“I’ve reviewed the student handbook.” She even had a color-coded page on her phone, which was vintage Mia. “If the complaint sticks, the university could suspend you pending a formal investigation. Worst case? Loss of funding, loss of research access, and possible expulsion if they paint it as ‘serial misconduct.’ But the burden of proof is on them, and they’ve got nothing but gossip.”

She softened, reaching for my hand. “You’ve never hurt anyone. Literally every woman in the story was clear about consent, more clear than most campus relationships ever get. If the board actually listens, we’ll be fine.”

I tried to speak, but the words had to climb over a wall of dread.

“So my entire shot at BioPrint, the project, the grant, the future gigs? That all disappears if they decide to make an example out of me?”

Mia nodded, frank. “Possibly. But we’re not letting it get that far. Even if formal discipline is unlikely, the board can ice you out of the program or kill your mentor access. Dr. Ross is on your side, but she can’t break university politics solo.”

Chloe squeezed my hand so tight it hurt, her confidence soaking into my bones. “We’re going to fight this, baby. They want to shame you? Us? Bring it on. I’m not scared of Ashbourne or Chase or the board.”

The booth fell silent for a beat. I looked at Rory, never more dangerous than when she was defending someone she actually cared about.

Rory set her jaw, voice crystal clear. “If anyone tries to paint us as victims, fuck them. We made our own choices. I’m happy. So is Mia. Chloe’s in love. This isn’t a ‘hostile environment.’ If anything, it’s the first thing on campus that ever felt real.”

She scanned the room, every table, every phone out, more subtle nods to the rumor mill brewing just over the ceramic lip of a cappuccino.

“Chase is a coward,” she spat. “He can’t handle the idea that he lost and that you actually found women who want you, not just to be built around his ego.”

I looked at Mia, wanting her take.

She went full therapist mode, not a trace of panic, just the controlled logic that made her the emotional anchor of the entire sisterhood.

“Chase’s campaign is designed to goad the administration into an overreaction,” she explained. “That means we need to be perfect. No drama, no theatrics. We present facts: you never pressured anyone, never abused your position, and, frankly, if they want to call out Delta Omega Sigma for being sex-positive, that’s their problem, not ours.”

She held my eyes, gentling me. “If you play it right, you come out of this stronger than before. Just don’t lose your cool. That’s what they’re counting on.”

I slid lower in the booth, the weight of it making my blood go cold for the first time in months.

“I can handle chase. I can handle rumors. But if they take the project, if they tear down everything we worked for?”

Chloe cut me off.

She leaned in, put her hands on my face and leaned in so close I could see the gold flecks in her beautiful blue eyes.

“Baby, listen. You didn’t get here because of an algorithm or a drunken sorority night. You earned every step. And nobody, not Chase, not the admin, not even the Dean, gets to rewrite that. We’ll fight with you. I’ll go on the record. Hell, I’ll bring the whole house if that’s what it takes.”

Rory’s eyes never left mine. It was eerie, the way she could read the panic even before I let it out.

She whispered, “He’s always been threatened by your calm. Your ability to stay smart when other guys would’ve thrown a punch. Don’t give him what he wants.”

I took it in. Every word.

Mia upped the ante, folding her hands, ever the moderator.

“If it helps, I’ll prepare notes, maybe even a case file. There’s gotta be precedent for this. The school can’t punish consensual private conduct unless it’s illegal, and nothing about this even grazes those lines.”

Chloe’s hand found my thigh again. Another reminder: I wasn’t alone.

We all stared at the foam melting in a single cappuccino cup for a few long seconds.

Outside, the world was still moving, students, professors, the faint click of the barista prepping another order, but in here, the future of my life as a Celeste Scholar hung on the next moves we made.

The vibe shifted. Instead of panic, something harder set in. Resolve.

Chloe spoke first, voice even but fierce. “So, what’s the plan?”

Rory bared her teeth. “We prep. We document every fucking thing. I’ll go toe-to-toe with Chase. If he wants a war, I’ll out-argue him on his own turf.”

Mia nodded, calm in the storm. “I’ll draft a testimony matrix. Get every woman who’s ever been with you to put it in writing. If we front-load the hearing with specifics, the admin will have to deal with facts.”

Chloe: “I’ll organize the house. We’ll do a unity show, make it clear there’s zero pressure, zero harm, zero regret. If DOS goes public, St. Celeste can’t sweep it under the rug.”

I felt myself breathing again.

Rory’s final shot was pure fire: “I’ll talk to Serena and Brooke and get them ready. Even if the university wants heads, I’m not letting them put you on a platter.”

The next beat was a group exhale, like we’d just thrown the first punch in a fight none of us asked for.

I looked at each of them, Chloe’s warmth, Mia’s sharp, analytical gaze, Rory’s battle-ready smile. For the first time since the texts dropped, I actually believed.

We could win this.

Mia reached across the table, catching all our hands in hers. “They want to isolate us. Don’t let them. It’s us, together. That’s how this ends.”

Outside, the rumors kept spinning, but inside, we were iron.

If the world wanted a scandal, they could choke on it.

We’d write our own headline.

And nobody, not the board, not the Ashbourne mob, not even the ghosts of St. Celeste tradition, was going to take us down without a war.

***

The chapter room was never subtle, but tonight it felt like the inside of a pressure cooker wired for detonation.

Gold plaques, velvet curtains, dark wood everywhere, they’d designed this place for secrecy and power, but tonight, the secret was the power. Every chair, sofa, and window ledge was packed with sisters, half of them buzzing like they’d just mainlined espresso, the rest pretending not to care, phones hidden but obviously recording every word.

Chloe took the floor as sunlight from the high arched window caught every gold streak in her hair. At her side stood the A-team: Rory, looking more lethal than friendly; Mia, calm and composed in a cream wrap sweater; Brooke, a living flame in ripped jeans and a tank so low you could see her entire future; Ren, casual in art-stained black; and Serena, all long legs and track-star confidence, her gaze a laser ready to slice straight through drama.

Chloe cleared her throat, and the room actually obeyed.

“I know everybody’s seen the group chats,” she started, voice bright but unyielding. “There’s a formal complaint against us—well, technically against Noah, but by extension, the whole house. Chase and his Ashbourne Tech crew are going all in. They’re calling it ‘corruption,’ ‘hostile environment.’ They want an investigation and probably our heads on a wall.”

A ripple rolled around the room, some laughter, but mostly the kind of shock you get from an electric fence.

Brooke snorted, rolling her eyes. “Oh please. Hostile environment? If anyone here was going to wreck the patriarchy, it’d be me, not some half-baked quarterback and his remedial reading group.”

A few sisters laughed outright. Some, especially the legacy girls in the second row, looked appalled that someone could joke about this with expulsion in the air.

Chloe pressed on, refusing to blink.

“They’re trying to say one man, one of the best humans on this campus, is somehow ‘preying’ on us. That we’re victims. That we can’t think for ourselves. Does anyone here believe that?” Her gaze dared the skeptics to answer.

One did. Hannah, junior, PR major with a Chanel obsession, raised her hand. “Can I just ask, like, why put the entire house in the crosshairs? The Board’s watching. Donors are watching. What’s worth risking the future for one guy?”

You could feel the nerves snap, one by one.

Rory leapt up before Chloe could answer.

“Because we’re not scared little girls,” she snapped, eyes locked on Hannah. “We’re Delta Omega Sigma. We don’t exile our friends for making their own choices. And the last time I checked, every so-called ‘victim’ in this room was a grown woman with her own brain.”

The room shivered. On Rory, anger didn’t look messy. It looked like a campaign poster.

Another hand, Carmen, the house historian, rose. “Does it really matter what we say? The university decides everything behind closed doors.”

Serena stepped forward, her presence alone enough to rewire everyone’s posture. “It matters because this house was built on three rules: loyalty, privacy, and choice. I don’t care how many men on campus feel threatened by that. Our private lives are no one’s business unless we make it so. If the university wants to start policing consensual sex between adults, they’d have to empty every dorm first.”

That got a cheer, even from sisters who’d been skeptical.

Chloe tried to thread the needle, voice unwavering. “Nobody’s saying it’s easy. But the idea that we have to hide, or apologize for being with someone who respects us? That’s not the Delta way.”

Brooke couldn’t resist: “Besides, every woman in this house knows what a real predator looks like. Spoiler: It’s not the guy fixing your computer at midnight or knocking together a bookshelf because you never asked your ex to help.”

That landed. A few girls in the back snickered. Someone actually yelled, “Testify!”

Mia coolly took the floor, her words scalpel-precise. “Here’s the logic: If the Board can expel a student for private, consensual relationships, even with multiple partners, what’s next? Monitoring texts? Banning overnight guests? We’re adults, not a convent. If anything, this house has become safer and more honest since Noah showed up. We police our own.”

Ren, standing quiet near the wall, spoke up. Her voice didn’t carry, but her words punched through anyway.

“I’ve lived with guys who didn’t listen. Who thought ‘consent’ was just a word in the handbook. Noah never crossed any boundary I set. If anything, he taught other men on campus to respect them better. He’s not the problem. He’s the proof we can do better.”

Heads around the room nodded, some surprised to hear Ren so blunt, others just registering that the old rules might not cut it anymore.

Debate flared from there, ten minutes of every possible angle. Would this impact internships? Could the Board revoke their charter? Wasn’t it easier to cut Noah loose and pretend it never happened?

Rory launched counterattacks like she was born for it. “If we fold now, we become the story Chase wants to tell: Pretty girls led astray by a bad man. Fuck that. We’re the ones in charge here. We pick our lovers, our friends, our battles. Doesn’t matter if the whole country’s watching.”

Serena’s applause was quiet but deadly. She added, “We’ve survived worse. This is just another test. If Delta falls, it won’t be because some boy made us weak.”

Chloe waited for silence, then wrapped it up. “So here’s the proposal: We go public. As a house, as a sisterhood. Nobody here was forced. Nobody here regrets. If they want a target, we’ll give them a moving one.”

Brooke grinned, ever the shit-stirrer. “Wait until you see my press release. I’ve got a whole folder of Chase’s drunk texts and shirtless snaps on file. The real hostile environment is his GroupMe on game day.”

By then, the tension had turned to adrenaline. Skeptics still eyed the exits, but the center held.

They took it to a vote, hands up for “stand united and fight,” hands down for “cut the losses and run.” Chloe counted, then counted again.

Three-quarters, maybe more, sided with defense. The rest just looked resigned to whatever happened next.

Chloe smiled, but there was steel under it.

“Delta Omega Sigma stands together,” she said. “That’s the story.”

And just like that, the war council adjourned. The queen bees and rebels drifted out, some already texting, the house humming with the kind of danger that made you want to start the next round early.

I’d spent the whole meeting outside, pacing the marble foyer like a caged animal. The second the doors opened, my entire life condensed into six shapes spilling into the hall.

They formed up around me like I was the newly crowned king and they were the secret service:

Chloe, always first, always brightest. She grabbed my hand, fingers lacing tight, her voice soft but teasing: “Told you. You’re not alone, babe.”

Rory followed, eyes sharper than razors, voice pitched so only I could hear. “If Chase tries anything, I’ll drag his ass through the mud. I don’t care what it costs. We protect our own.”

Mia, ever the anchor, pressed close on my other side. “Don’t overthink it. We’re a team. I’ll have the research and case notes ready by morning. If the Board wants to tangle with Delta, they’d better bring backup.”

Brooke, not content to just walk, literally vaulted over the last step and landed in front of me, hair wild and face flushed with adrenaline. “If you get booted, I’ll set the admin building on fire. Actually, strike that. I’ll just leak their browser history. Way funnier.”

Ren, quiet but unshakable, didn’t say anything. She just bumped her shoulder to mine, a silent, solid “you’ve got me.” That meant more than a hundred speeches.

And Serena, elegant as ever, took the rear guard, her hand on my shoulder, warmth radiating calm. “You’re not the first genius to scare the establishment, Noah. Keep your head up. They’ll fold before you do.”

The rest of the house watched from the stairs. Some with envy, some with a kind of reverence I didn’t know how to process.

But for the first time since the scandal hit, I felt…safe. Not invincible, but protected. Seen, and chosen.

The six of them boxed me in, pure charisma, chaos, grace, and grit. For once, I didn’t care how wild the headlines got.

If this was a war, I had an army.

And we were just getting started.

***

The email hit at 7:08 a.m., subject line loud enough to drown out hope.

MANDATORY—Administrative Conference, St. Celeste Office of Student Integrity

If there was ever a phrase to turn your veins to ice, it was that one.

I showed up at the admin building on the dot, trying to project any swagger I had left. Didn’t fool Reception; she barely bothered to look up, just handed me a visitor badge and told me to wait in “the conference lounge,” like I was about to be offered a discount burial plot.

Five minutes later, the door to Dean Hargrove’s office opened. I’d only seen him once before, at my welcome ceremony, a handshake so cold I had to check if I’d imagined it. This time, there was no handshake. Just a “Mr. Mercer” and a nod to the chair across from his desk.

The room was intimidation squared, dark wood, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, a desk the size of a yacht, and zero personal touches other than a row of framed thank-you notes from alumni who’d “made it.” He didn’t sit. He loomed, sliding my file across the gloss of the desk, thick as a murder case and probably less forgiving.

“We’ve received a number of complaints,” he began, not bothering with pleasantries. “Regarding the nature of your social and romantic… arrangements with members of Delta Omega Sigma.”

He tapped the folder for emphasis.

I scanned the top sheet, the intake form for complaints. Chase’s name was right there, first and bold, followed by two other Ashbourne signatures and a handful of St. Celeste parents I’d never met. The language was cut-and-paste poison: “predatory,” “coercion,” “creating hostile environment for women,” and, my personal favorite, “conduct unbecoming a scholar.”

Dean Hargrove let the words hang in the air long enough for me to memorize every one.

“St. Celeste… prides itself on maintaining not only academic, but ethical standards,” he continued, voice flat as ocean glass. “Both for our students and for those who represent the university’s interests, particularly with significant research funding. There are donors, families, who expect this campus to set a certain… example.”

His gaze pinned me in place. “Unfortunately, the current narrative is that you have, quote, corrupted a significant number of our most visible women. Some are calling it a cult. Others, simply an embarrassment.”

If I’d been anyone else, that last shot might’ve broken me. But the only thing I felt was heat, anger, stubbornness, the desperate urge to defend not just myself, but Chloe and the rest of the harem.

“Sir, I’d like to clarify. Everything that happened, I mean, happens, is fully consensual. Everyone involved is of age, and—”

He cut me off with a raised hand. “The university is not a court of law, Mr. Mercer. Nor is it especially sympathetic to… creative interpretations of campus policy. Our concern is twofold: the safety and well-being of our students, which, given the complaints, is in question, and the reputation of St. Celeste in the broader community. Not least among our alumni and, as I said, donors.”

He let that one burn, too.

I swallowed, trying to reset.

“Do you…want my statement? Is there a process, or—?”

Dean Hargrove finally sat, folding his hands. “There is. The Board of Inquiry has scheduled a hearing for next Tuesday. You will have the opportunity to present your case, as will the complainants. I suggest you prepare accordingly. That means statements, supporting documentation, and, frankly, any evidence that what you’re doing is not as it appears.”

He made it sound like a formality, but the message was clear: the script was already written, and I was cast as the villain.

He slid a printout across the table. “This is your copy of the complaint. Review it. I suggest you avoid contact with the most vocal accusers until after the board hearing.”

That last bit felt like a shot at Chase, but I didn’t blink.

I took the packet, heavy, pages bristling with rumor and innuendo, and stood. For a second, I thought he might say something human.

He didn’t.

“Thank you, Mr. Mercer. You are dismissed.”

I left the office with my lungs as tight as a vice. Every step down that hallway was a war drum to the tune of “you might lose everything.” The scholarship. The research. And most importantly the six women I had fallen madly in love with. What I’d built was the entire point of clawing my way out of the middle-tier world I’d started in.

But that wasn’t the end of the story.

The second the admin building’s glass doors slid shut behind me, my phone detonated.

First, Chloe.

Chloe:

babe i heard from mia you’re out. come home. we have a plan. don’t freak. i’m making cold brew.

Then Rory, who definitely had zero chill left:

Rory:

Heard about the hearing. Do not talk to Chase. Let me handle him. If I catch him on our side of campus, I’ll finish what I started last time. Don’t respond, just prep.

Mia’s came next, pure logic and comfort:

Mia:

I’ve already got the handbook citations and two precedent cases. We’ll build a timeline, get statements from supportive sisters, and make sure your lab work is prioritized. Stay calm. We’ll debrief tonight.

Brooke’s take was classic:

Brooke:

Mercer, if you’re not out in five minutes I’m sending an Uber. We’re staging a war room. Also, if the Dean tries to bully you again, I’ll plant a glitter bomb in his inbox and leak the self-tanner pics from last year’s gala.

Ren, queen of the silent flex:

Ren:

Don’t say anything yet. Just come to the house. We got you.

And finally, Serena, short but packed with gravity.

Serena:

Heads up. The Board is not as united as Hargrove thinks. There’s leverage. We’re using it. When you’re ready, text me. We’ll strategize.

I barely made it to the bus stop before my head spun with so much adrenaline I thought time might just melt. The old me would have crumbled, maybe even run. But now? I felt the riot of determination and loyalty blasting in my pocket, and I realized something: It wasn’t just my future at stake.

It was all of ours. This was our story.

A half-dozen women and the entire sisterhood behind them had my back. Not because I’d played it safe, but because I’d stayed honest when they needed it most.

So fuck the odds.

I braced my spine, reset my grip on the folder, and stepped into the afternoon sun ready for whatever the Board threw at me.

You want war? Bring it.

I was fighting for the only future that ever mattered.


War Room


Everything I’d ever read about war rooms said you needed hard liquor, giant maps, and about six grizzled generals. We had coffee mugs, notepads, and the most dangerous alliance of women on the coast.

If the Board was hoping to break me, they should have tried harder. Chloe, Rory, Mia, Brooke, Ren, and Serena were all here, sprawled over a sectional like the cast of a reality show, outnumbering me and each more dangerous than any university lawyer. The table in front of us looked like the aftermath of a caffeine tornado: five empty coffee cups (six if you counted the one that had notes scribbled all over), a donut box, a mini legal pad for every seat, and at least three highlighters that had already bled through the notepaper.

Honestly, the house never felt so alive.

Brooke kicked off the chaos by launching a jelly donut at a blank page, leaving a Rorschach test in powdered sugar. “You look tense, Mercer. Want me to fight your battles, or just seduce the Dean and call it a day?”

I tried to laugh. But I was vibrating so hard my coffee nearly sloshed out.

Mia noticed. “Breathe, Noah,” she said softly, hand skimming mine as if I might bolt. “We’re on your side. All of us.”

Chloe, on my other side, didn’t bother with subtlety. She grabbed my arm and clung to it like a life raft. “Ignore them. You’re not going anywhere. We’ll handle this, babe. You just focus on being the super genius you are.”

Rory rolled her eyes at the endearments. “Chloe, he doesn’t need emotional support. He needs a defense strategy sharp enough to gut Chase and his idiot posse.” She slapped a yellow legal pad on the table, every line already filled with bullet points, names, and dates. “Step one, we dismantle the complaints. Step two, we blow up the rumor mill. Step three, we show Chase for what he is, a bitter ex-boyfriend with a grudge.”

Brooke took a bite of donut, dusting her cleavage in the process. “You forgot step four: we turn the whole thing into a public relations circus and make them wish they were as interesting as us. Who wants to fake a sex tape? I’ll volunteer as tribute.”

That actually broke the tension a little. Serena snorted, and Ren, quiet in the corner, cracked a genuine smile.

But beneath the jokes, the room was buzzing with energy. They all felt it. My pulse was running formula one fast, and I kept staring at the printout of my disciplinary complaint like it was going to combust if I looked away.

Mia, always the anchor, took the floor with the grace of a therapist leading a peer support group. “Here’s what we know. There are three formal complaints: two filed by Ashbourne students and one by a parent. The language is vague—‘creating a hostile environment,’ ‘conduct unbecoming’—but they focus almost entirely on the fact that Noah is the only male in a traditionally women-centered space. There’s no claim of non-consent. No actual named victim. If we want to destroy their argument, we need evidence. Audio, written, and live testimony, basically.”

Chloe squeezed my arm again. “We got you. I’ll talk to every woman in the house, pull statements, get signatures, whatever helps. I’ll even have them record video if they want. Nobody in DOS is scared of you.”

Brooke let out a bark of laughter. “Scared? Jesus. Half this floor would murder for a night with Outlier. And the other half? They’re mad we don’t share.”

Serena finally looked up from her phone, voice cool and surgical. “There’s already momentum on our side. Several faculty allies have privately expressed concern about how selective and gendered this investigation is. We can use that. Also, there’s historical precedent. Remember the biochemistry scandal four years ago? They tried to oust a grad student on morality grounds, but the case collapsed under scrutiny. We can cite that.”

Rory flipped a page and pointed at her list. “The real problem is Chase. He’s pulling strings with his donor family and trying to turn this into a crusade about ‘campus safety.’ If we can prove he has a personal vendetta, his credibility tanks. I know people in Ashbourne’s admin. Evan can help, too. If we can get proof that Chase orchestrated this after I broke up with him, the whole thing starts to look like a setup.”

Ren cleared her throat. Her voice was barely a whisper, but when she talked, everyone shut up. “The group chat screenshots. The texts Chase sent around, calling Noah a ‘manipulator’ before any complaint was filed. If we get those, time-stamped, it’ll show this wasn’t genuine concern. He’s leading a smear campaign.”

Mia pulled the thread together, voice warm but sharp. “Basically, we focus on two things: positive evidence, statements, character, the impact Noah’s had on the house, and negative evidence, which destroys Chase’s credibility.”

The information came in waves. Pages of notes. Highlights and scribbles all over the table. Every few seconds, someone would interject another story, another angle, another idea.

I tried to keep up, but the adrenaline and the focus of six brilliant women was honestly overwhelming.

Chloe noticed and ran her fingers lightly up my forearm, drawing a line from wrist to elbow. “Don’t spiral, baby. We’re seriously over-prepared. You could sleepwalk through this and still win.”

Brooke arched a brow, grinning. “But it’s way more fun to fight. These girls are ready to go full Mean Girls if the Board tries anything.”

Rory sharpened her tone, eyes locked in. “No, we do this clean. Chase is expecting drama. He wants to provoke, get us to react. We make it all about the facts and keep hammering that nobody, literally nobody, was ever pressured or harmed.”

Serena nodded, calculating. “I’ll reach out to the campus ombuds office. And the women’s rights group, if we get them to issue a statement of support, the university will think twice about making us the test case for sexist discipline.”

Mia tucked a stray hair behind her ear and looked straight at me. “You’re going to need to give a statement. Calm, confident, direct. Not defensive. We’ll prep you for it. I’ll pull sample questions from the last three board hearings.”

Brooke stretched, popping her back, then spun her notes so they were visible to everyone. “I’ve got a list of every bad thing Chase has done since sophomore year. That includes public drunkenness, the time he trashed the library, about six different incidents where he had to be escorted out of a sorority party. We can leak it, or save it for the hearing. Dealer’s choice.”

Ren scribbled quietly, then slid a sheet over to Rory. “Here’s the summary of rumor traffic from the past two weeks. You’ll see the pattern. The complaints were coordinated. Three waves, all tied to Chase’s fraternity group chat. Use that.”

The machine was running at full speed, and with every new idea, the tension slowly drained out of my shoulders. Each woman had a mission, an angle, a way to weaponize her skills.

I was still on edge. My knee bounced under the table, and I caught myself picking at the label on my coffee cup. But with every minute, the room felt less like an ambush and more like a safe house.

Chloe leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Told you: you’re not alone.”

That made everyone look up. For a second, the room glowed with warmth, pride, and even a hint of mischief in the air. Maybe it was the donut sugar, maybe the adrenaline, but there was nowhere I’d rather be.

Then, without warning, the main doors creaked.

Every head turned.

Dr. Vivian Ross swept in, and the universe immediately shifted planets.

She wore a charcoal pantsuit, heels impossibly high, hair twisted into a bun that looked ready to survive a hurricane. The effect was pure CEO. Every woman in the room straightened subconsciously, and even the air seemed to slow down.

“Ladies,” Vivian said, voice smooth as glass. “And Mr. Mercer. I assume you’re strategizing for the hearing?”

She didn’t wait for an answer; she didn’t have to.

Vivian scanned the table, absorbing every post-it, every page, every lipstick-stained cup. Then she took the armchair at the head, crossing her legs with a calculated pause that made even Brooke pay attention.

“For the record,” she said, “I’m on your side. The university’s case is weak, but the politics are brutal. If we want to win, we take the offensive. Here’s how it goes. We use a three-pronged defense. Testimony to Noah’s character from every woman willing to go on the record, including all of you. Second, we prove Chase’s campaign is personal. Retaliation, not concern. Third, we make it clear that the real loss to St. Celeste would be losing the BioPrint project and what that means for the university’s rank and future funding.”

She let that echo.

Mia nodded instantly. “We’ve already started drafting statements. I’ll organize them, and we can submit them with our initial response packet.”

Chloe, emboldened by approval, piped up. “I’ll organize the sisters. Video, audio, whatever’s most impactful. I’ll get the Ethics Club to back us if we need a statement.”

Vivian smiled at her. A real one. “Perfect. The more unified, the better. If the Board thinks there’s even a hairline fracture, they’ll exploit it. But if the house stands together, you win in the court of public opinion before you ever sit down at the table.”

Brooke’s turn next. “Should I plant a story in the campus rumor app about Chase’s true feelings for his ex? Or just leak the screenshots of him openly declaring war on Noah?”

Vivian didn’t even blink. “Both. But time it carefully. Let the rumor build just before the hearing. Too early and it fizzles. Too late and it looks desperate. Serena, monitor the social channels and let Brooke know the second traction starts.”

Serena smiled. A cool, lethal thing. “Done. I’ll also nudge the ombuds office and the campus paper. If we funnel the right facts, they’ll run a supportive editorial.”

Vivian nodded at Rory. “You’re the tip of the lance. You know Chase, and you know how to out-maneuver him. Get every statement you can from Ashbourne. Find staff or students willing to say this was orchestrated. Play the emotional angle, but don’t overreach.”

Rory was already scribbling. “I’ll pull every string. If necessary, I’ll bring in Evan and a couple academic staff who owe me favors.”

Ren, usually invisible in these settings, looked up. “I’ll diagram the rumor timeline and produce a flowchart for the Board packet. That’ll make it clear the complaint wasn’t spontaneous. It’s all engineered.”

Vivian grinned like a shark. “Exactly. And Mia, prep Noah for the hearing. He needs to look composed but not defensive. Calm, but not passive. As if he’s disappointed, rather than angry.”

Mia tapped her notes. “We’ll run a mock hearing. I’ll prep him with every ugly question I can find in the past five years of board minutes.”

For a second, the room was silent, everyone processing, recalibrating.

Then the energy sparked again.

Vivian leaned forward, intent. “If we win, it won’t just be a personal victory. It’ll be a statement: St. Celeste values progress, diversity, and actual scholarship. The BioPrint project is a game-changer, and the Board knows it. Don’t let them forget what’s really at stake.”

A hush, almost reverent, settled for a second.

I exhaled, the last of my nerves untangling.

Dr. Ross looked straight at me, eyes bright. “You’re not guilty of anything but being ahead of your time, Noah. That’s what scares them. They want to make you an example. Don’t let them. Instead, out-think them.”

Brooke grinned, flashing teeth. “With this lineup? They’re doomed. We’re the Harvard Law of sex-positive sisterhoods.”

Even Rory cracked a smile. “They expected a puppy. They got a wolfpack.”

Chloe reached for my hand again, this time lacing our fingers tight. “You ready, baby?” she asked, voice honey and steel.

“Yeah,” I said, and I meant it. “Let’s do this.”

Vivian stood, instantly resetting the hierarchy. “Assignments start now. I want a full brief in my inbox by midnight. And Noah? Don’t worry. The Board already knows their case is weak. They just want to see if you’ll crack. Prove them wrong.”

She swept out, the echo of her heels leaving the room wired for battle.

The second the door closed, the harem sprang into action, dividing up tasks, swapping laptops, arguing over which statement would hit hardest.

Mia immediately dragged me to the far end of the couch, notebook in hand. “Run through your answers. No filters, no second guesses. The more authentic, the better.”

Brooke was already typing, hacking the campus rumor app like it was a playdate. Serena fired off emails to the ombuds office and the women’s rights group. Rory called in a favor to a friend at Ashbourne, voice already in full campaign mode. Chloe? She grabbed the list of sisters to organize on-record interviews. Even Ren, quiet as a ghost, started assembling her chart, one evidence point at a time.

It was a full-on blitz.

The kitchen staff dropped off water and more coffee; nobody noticed.

Somewhere along the way, Mia’s hand found my knee and squeezed. “We believe in you. You believe in you?”

I nodded, feeling it in my bones.

Brooke popped the last donut hole, grinning. “They should’ve known better than to mess with this harem. Honestly.”

Serena, never one for speeches, just shot me a look, blue eyes blazing. “You’re our anchor, Noah. Don’t let go.”

And Chloe, never content with silence, pressed her cheek to my shoulder and whispered, “No matter what happens, you’re ours.”

I let the warmth soak in, banishing every last drop of dread.

For the first time since this insanity started, I felt like I belonged.

Not just as the man in the middle of the scandal, but as the man these women trusted enough to fight for.

We mapped the rest of the plan, hour by hour, day by day.

Every step was accounted for. Every fear had a counterstrike.

And when the sun finally set, pouring gold through the windows, I realized something: no Board, no rumor, no bitter ex could ever destroy this.

We were unbreakable.

And on Tuesday, I planned to prove it.

***

We pressed on, barely noticing the passing of dinnertime, relentless in our pursuit of a bulletproof defense until every line of reasoning fell perfectly into place. One by one, the girls peeled away from the living room, a slow retreat up the stairs, doors softly swinging closed behind them. Before long, only Chloe remained.

She sat across from me, thumbs flicking furiously over her phone screen, blue eyes sparkling with a wicked, conspiratorial light. Whatever game she was playing, it wasn’t hard to guess where it led. Finally, she lifted her head, lips curled in a feline smile. “Come on, baby. Serena needs us in her room.”

Chloe’s obsession with Serena was no secret, nor was Serena’s insatiable appetite for sex. I could picture the two of them now, plotting my seduction over text, giggling as they set their trap and waited for me to walk right in.

Chloe took my hand, her grip electric, and guided me through the quiet house, footsteps echoing off hardwood and walls. My heart pounded; it was too easy to imagine Serena and Chloe sprawled naked across the sheets, limbs entwined, waiting to devour me. If that was their plan, I was helpless to resist.

We caught sight of Serena on the second-floor landing, her body barely concealed, an exhibition in self-confidence. Blood thundered in my ears, adrenaline buzzing through my limbs as Serena gave me a sly, come-hither crook of her finger and a smile that could melt steel. I saw the glint in her eye, a wicked promise, and I couldn’t look away.

She didn’t have to say a word. “Now” was written in the wild gold of her eyes. Chloe fell in step behind me, fingers clasped in mine, slipping into the role of co-conspirator before I could blink.

Serena’s bedroom had the best view in the house, but tonight, the only thing that mattered was the way moonlight spilled through the open blinds, painting her bed in silver and shadow. She clicked the lock, then turned with that gliding, predatory grace that made her the goddess of every man’s forbidden crush, and, apparently, my personal stress therapist for the evening.

She was statuesque under the faint blue glow, tank top thin as a whisper, no bra, her D-cups jiggling free with every stride. Yoga shorts hugged her hips like sin, showing off that sculpted ass and the track-star thighs that had haunted my primordial wet dreams since I was fourteen. Serena didn’t walk, she prowled.

Chloe, meanwhile, went straight for the bed, crawling up like she was five seconds from popping popcorn. She patted the mattress, beaming. “No pressure, baby. But we’re taking your mind off tomorrow. Tonight, we’re your fucking cheer squad.”

Serena smirked. “You heard her. But first, off with the shirt. Let me see what I’m fighting for.”

That earned a giggle from Chole, and before I could finish laughing, she had my top peeled away, leaving me bare-chested, skin prickling in the cool night air. Her fingers traced a lazy pattern from my collarbone, down the center of my chest, then lower.

“You tense?” she asked, quiet and intimate.

“Like a tuning fork,” I admitted.

“Not for long.”

She pushed me back until I hit the bed, Chloe sliding in behind to steady me, arms winding around my waist. Serena straddled my lap, knees framing my thighs, her body heat rolling off her in absolute waves.

Her hands were everywhere, shoulders, biceps, that sweet spot right at the base of my neck. All the while, her tits bounced under the tank, nipples straining so hard it drove the rest of my blood south.

Chloe nipped my ear from behind, lips hot on my skin. “He’s always so composed, even when he wants to beg. You gonna break him, S?”

A wicked smile. “That’s the assignment, right baby girl?”

She grabbed my wrists, planting my palms smack on her hips. “Touch me, Noah. Learn every curve.”

I did. She was soft, but strong, skin like silk, muscles flexing under curves engineered to end rational thought. Her waist narrowed, then flared into the kind of hips you could get lost in. My thumbs slid under her tank, grazing bare flesh, and her body shivered in response.

Chloe, never content to be a spectator, slipped her hand down Serena’s spine, fingers teasing the waistband of her shorts. “I bet he’s already hard,” she said. “He’s been watching you since forever.”

Serena leaned in, lips a hair from mine. “Is that true? You ever jerk off thinking about me, Noah? Want to know how obsessed I was, kissing you goodnight, pretending I didn’t want to drag you to bed instead?”

The possibilities spun in my mind, each more intoxicating than the last, and even if it wasn’t true, I felt their dizzying pull. Younger me would have done anything for a single night alone with Serena Bennett; back then, the want was a living, desperate thing, clawing at my insides.

I pulled her flush to me, cock already rising against my jeans. “God, I wish you would have.”

She ground down on my lap, the soft heat of her pussy rubbing through the thin spandex, so close, so ready, already damp at the center.

Serena tugged her tank overhead in one smooth motion. Her tits bounced free, heavy and full, nipples pink and stiff, each one more than my mortal hands could hope to contain. The tank hit the floor, and Chloe didn’t waste a second. She pressed her smaller body to my back, hands roaming my abs while Serena fed her breasts into my palms.

“Fuck, that’s good,” Serena hissed. “Squeeze harder. I want to feel it tomorrow.”

Chloe nipped at my neck. “You look so hot when you lose control. Go on, baby. Show her like you show me.”

Serena’s nipples were hard under my fingers, and I rolled them with just the pressure she liked. There was no mistaking the way she arched her back, breasts rising to meet my mouth as I ducked down, catching a nipple between my lips. My tongue circled her, relentless, claiming every inch with greedy swirls, and still I wanted more. I grazed her nipple with my teeth, not too soft, not too rough, demanding her surrender. Her taste was everything. I pressed in closer, covering her areola, pulling her deep into my mouth, inhaling the scent of her skin until I felt her tremble for me.

She arched back, hand in my hair, moaning low and filthy as I switched from one tit to the next.

Chloe rocked against me, hips pressing my ass, cunt slick even through her shorts.

Serena grinned down at Chloe. “He’s a quick learner. I want him inside me, but first, pants. Off. Both of you.”

She all but tore my jeans down, freeing my cock, already oozing and eager. Chloe shimmied out of her shorts, letting them pool at the foot of the bed. She wore nothing underneath. Just flawless, golden skin, slick and wet at the center, lips parted and ready.

I ditched my boxers, and for a second, the air crackled with pure need.

Serena’s yoga shorts followed, and holy hell, her body was even more perfect out of them, legs long and tan, ass heart-shaped and high, pussy shaved clean, already glistening in the moonlight.

She stroked my cock, lining it up, and Chloe whimpered, perched behind me like this was her favorite show.

Serena settled onto my lap, the head of my cock pressing against her slit. She teased me, up and down, hips rolling, coating my shaft in her slick before finally, mercifully, sinking down in one long, wet slide.

“Oh, fuck—” she gasped, head thrown back, hair wild around her shoulders.

Her pussy gripped me hard, heat and pressure making my eyes roll back. She started to ride, slow at first, letting me stretch her inch by inch. Every time she bottomed out, her ass slammed my thighs, tits bouncing hypnotically.

Serena’s voice dropped, all smoke and sex. “Christ, Noah, you fill me up so good. You feel that? How my tight little pussy squeezes you? Like it was made just for your fat fucking cock.”

Chloe moaned, rocking in place, hand working her own clit as she watched Serena fuck herself silly on my cock.

“Talk dirtier,” Chloe begged. “Say it for him.”

Serena ground down, voice going guttural. “You ever wonder what it feels like to ruin a girl for every other man? To fuck her so deep she dreams about your cock for the rest of her life?” She slammed down, pussy clenching, sweat breaking across her skin. “That’s what you do to me, baby. You stretch me so good. You make me ache, hungry, like I need you to fuck me for hours and hours just to get enough.”

She raked her nails down my chest, then dove in for a kiss, hot, bruising, so real it bordered on violent.

Chloe worked up the bed, crawling forward until her tits pressed against Serena’s back. She snaked a hand around to play with Serena’s bouncing breasts, pinching her nipples in rhythm with every stroke.

“God, you’re hot,” Chloe gasped, straddling my leg, grinding her sodden pussy on my thigh while Serena rode me like she was born for it. “Fuck him, Serena. Take his cum. Make him breed you.”

Serena moaned, voice dissolving into pure animal sound. “That’s what I want. Fill me up, Noah. Dump it deep so I can feel it for days.”

She upped the pace, bouncing faster, slamming down so hard the bed creaked in protest. Our sweat mixed, bodies slapping, the air thick with the sounds of sex and desperation.

Chloe slid two fingers into herself, moaning as she watched Serena ride me. “I’m gonna cum just watching you.”

Serena grinned over her shoulder. “Wait your turn, baby. He’s going to fuck you silly. Nice and hard, just like you like it.”

That set off a chemical bomb in my brain. I grabbed Serena’s hips, hammering up into her, cock swelling as the edge crept close. The sight, two perfect blondes, moonlight painting their curves, sweat shining on their tits, both moaning like I was the center of the universe, was almost too much.

Chloe squeezed my balls, voice ragged. “Don’t finish yet, baby. Save it. I wanna ride you while you’re still wet from her.”

Serena cackled, grinding in a slow circle before popping off, letting my cock bounce free, dripping with her juices.

“Your turn, baby girl,” she said, shoving Chloe into my lap. “Show him what that sunshine pussy can do.”

As if I needed a reminder. If I was the center of their universe, Chloe was the center of mine.

Chloe laughed, straddling me, tits bouncing as she lined herself over my cock. She was so slick the head slid right in, splitting her folds and making her gasp, high, pure, almost innocent if it weren’t for the way her cunt sucked me in.

“Oh, fuck, baby—” she cried, bottoming out, her pussy so tight I could barely move for a second.

Serena circled behind, hands on Chloe’s hips, guiding her up and down, coaching every move.

“Take it slow,” Serena murmured in her ear. “Let him feel every inch.”

Chloe moaned, bouncing gently, her eyes locked to mine. “You’re so good, baby. You’re perfect. You make me want to scream. I love you so much.”

Serena slid her hand between our bodies, rubbing Chloe’s clit while she fucked me. The result was nuclear. Chloe’s whole body trembled, sweat slicking her skin as she rode me harder, faster, until she broke with a scream, pussy clamping so hard my cock throbbed in response.

A pulse of pleasure ripped through my cock, hot and insistent, so fierce it made my vision go hazy for a moment. I was teetering on the edge, every muscle coiling with the raw intensity of just barely holding back. Months of relentless sex. That was the only thing keeping me in check now, the only thing stopping me from exploding right then and there.

I fought the overwhelming urge to come, muscles rigid and mind barely tethered to control.

Chloe stopped moving, and her breasts bounced lightly as she settled with my cock buried deep inside her. Her breath came fast, her chest rising and falling, while she stared down at me with those blue eyes, and all I could see was raw affection, pure and unfiltered. The kind of love that made my head spin. “God, baby. You make me come so hard.”

Then Serena leaned in, so close I could feel the charge in the air, and whispered into Chloe’s ear, “Let me ride him, baby girl.”

Chloe’s slid off my lap, chest heaving, blonde hair matted to her forehead.

My cock slipped free from her tight, drenched pussy with an obscene, wet sound that echoed in my ears, a blunt reminder of what I was giving up, if only for a moment. The struggle to hold back was dizzying, adrenaline buzzing through my limbs and pleasure hammering at the walls of restraint. Even as I watched my cock glisten in the aftermath of Chloe’s slick heat, I gritted my teeth and tried to steady my breathing, desperate to keep from losing it completely.

Serena grinned, licking a trail of sweat off Chloe’s shoulder, then suckling her nipple as Chloe spasmed through an aftershock.

She collapsed against my chest, breathless and glowing, but Serena was relentless. She lined up behind, guiding my cock back into her own pussy, groaning as she took me deep, then urging Chloe down beside us.

“Watch, baby girl,” Serena whispered, voice dark and dangerous. “Watch me take his seed, make him mine forever.”

She fucked herself wild, hair flying, sweat beading down her back and glistening on her perfect ass. Chloe, still dazed, reached out to finger Serena’s clit, egging her on.

Serena started to unravel, voice going raw. “Breed me, stud. Fill me so full I leak for days. I want to feel you in every step, want to cum thinking about your cock always inside me.”

Chloe echoed, voice trembling as she came again. “Please, Noah. Breed her. Fuck twins into her. I want you to knock her up right here, right now.”

That was it. I lost the last shred of composure.

The last vestige of control in my body short-circuited, and I bottomed out in Serena, slamming her down hard enough that the bed frame shuddered and the headboard thudded against plaster. The world went white: I exploded inside her, my cock swelling and jerking as cum poured out in thick, frantic pulses, flooding her so deep the overflow dripped down to wet my skin and the sheets below. Serena howled, guttural, triumphant, needy, her nails digging crescent moons into my shoulder as she clenched every muscle to squeeze out every last drop. Her pussy milked me with a greed that was almost sentient, velvet walls rippling in waves that left my nerves flayed and hypersensitive.

My brain was static and lightning. I could barely move, a shivering prisoner to the aftershocks, my heart pounding with a violence that seemed impossible for a human chest. Chloe clung to my side, gasping against my ear, her lips dancing along my jaw in a scattershot pattern of kisses and licks. She whispered pure filth through the shell of my ear—“that’s it, baby, fuck it all into her, fill her up, you’re so good, so fucking hot”—her words an electric current that kept the pleasure spiking, prolonging the peak until I thought I might black out from the intensity.

But Serena wasn’t done. She rode out my orgasm with ruthless intent, grinding through every pulse, her own climax peaking again, wetness gushing around my cock and soaking us both. Her face pressed to my chest, mouth open and desperate, she made these wild, animal sounds, half laughter, half sob, that vibrated straight down my spine. She was shaking, hair stuck to her back and face, caught in a moment so raw neither of us could fake anything. The madness of it, the shamelessness, just made it hotter.

We clung in place for ages, my cock still pulsing, Serena’s cunt gripping me like it never wanted to let go. Chloe, meanwhile, humped against my hip, riding her own palm, chasing a final release. She came with a high, gasping yelp, collapsing against my back. There was no pretense left, just sweat, cum, and three people welded together by a need so sharp it hurt.

Eventually, Serena’s body gave out and she collapsed forward, draping over my chest, still impaled on my cock. The pressure was a delicious torture, a constant reminder of what we’d done and what I still wanted to do, even as my limbs trembled with exhaustion. Chloe wrapped both arms around us, her skin feverish and slippery, and nuzzled into the crook of my arm. She kept up a stream of soft, hazy encouragement—“so perfect, so full, you did so good, you wrecked us”—even as her breath left her in ragged pulses.

Serena whimpered, her voice muffled by my chest. “Holy shit, Noah. You weren’t supposed to actually breed me. I can feel it everywhere. I’m ruined.”

Chloe laughed, throaty and delighted. “You say that like it’s a problem. He’s going to have to fuck it all out of you tomorrow.”

I tried to answer, but my mouth didn’t work, so I just held them both, Serena trembling on my lap, Chloe wrapped tight around us, and let the world narrow to heat and skin and the smell of sex. It was primal, messy, proof we were alive and together in the most ferocious way possible.

When it was finally over, we were a tangle, Serena boneless across my lap, Chloe wrapped around both of us, the sheets a mess of sweat, cum, and memories I’d never forget.

We lay there, breathing, the only sound our syncopated heartbeats and the hush of moonlight streaming through the window.

After a minute, Serena laughed, low and ruined. “That’s one way to prepare for a hearing.”

Chloe giggled, wiping sweat from her brow. “Bet those Ashbourne idiots have never had a training session this fun.”

I stroked Serena’s back, letting the afterglow erase every last trace of stress. “You two just rewrote the syllabus,” I said, barely able to keep my eyes open.

Serena rolled onto her side, hair sticking to her flushed cheeks. “You’re the best thing that ever happened to this house, Noah. Don’t you ever forget it.”

Chloe snuggled in closer, whispering, “No matter what they say tomorrow, you’re ours. Forever.”

We drifted, wrapped in warmth and calm, our bodies sated, egos scrubbed clean, nothing but bliss left behind. If this was what it meant to be part of something real, I was never going back.

I fell asleep between them, two goddesses, moonlit and wild, sweat still tacky on our skin and the taste of victory warm as a heartbeat. Outside, the world could rage.

Inside, we were home.

And I was finally, perfectly, at peace.


Harem Defense


If a firing squad had a Yelp page, this room was five stars.

I squared my shoulders, inhaled that hospital-clean air, and pushed open the door to St. Celeste’s “Integrity Suite.” No expense spared on the drama: vaulted ceilings, windows so tall they looked imported from a cathedral, and a conference table so glossy you could’ve used it as a runway for biotech drones. The kind of place where secrets got exsanguinated one drop at a time.

Twelve chairs behind the mahogany slab. Nine were filled, six board members in their best “above the fray” poker faces, one campus legal rep with a color-coded binder, a note-taker who never blinked, and Dr. Vivian Ross, sitting dead center like an Empress Incognito. Her suit was navy, her hair in a braid so tight it could’ve been Kevlar. The only emotion she showed was the supernova flicker in her eyes when I walked in.

I tried not to trip on my own pulse.

They motioned me to a single chair, straight back, no mercy, parked directly across from the table. No shield, no barrier. I felt every pair of eyes dig in, rifling through my secrets like morning mail.

The light was relentless, a pure blast of midday sunshine, hot enough to bleach confessions right out of your skull. If intimidation was the goal, St. Celeste scored full points.

Chase stood at the end of the table, hair perfect, suit cut so sharp it probably came with medical warnings. He filled the space the way only born winners do: with swagger, with menace, with a binder fist-clenched like the nuclear codes. The last time I saw him, he was puking an Old Fashioned onto his loafers at Greek Week. Now? He was radiating “future senator of something awful.”

He didn’t bother to look at me. Not at first.

Instead, he planted the binder on the table with a thud, then waited for the note-taker to stop blinking.

Dean Hargrove, first chair and keeper of the school’s moral flame, leaned in.

“The hearing will come to order. This is a review of formal complaints against Mr. Noah Mercer, St. Celeste Fellow, regarding alleged conduct with members of Delta Omega Sigma Sorority and violation of university behavioral standards.”

He gave the room a beat, let the words paper-cut everyone’s nerves.

“Mr. Walker, you may begin.”

Chase hit his opening like a TED Talk with a spike of bad blood.

“Thank you, Dean. I appreciate the Board’s time and attention, given the seriousness of what’s at stake. I’m here today not to sensationalize, but to advocate for the well-being of the women at this university and the reputation of St. Celeste itself.”

He let that sit. He was auditioning for a future where he told these stories on the nightly news.

“To be clear: the evidence in this binder is drawn from dozens of direct submissions. Not rumor, not innuendo. Screenshots, messages, and, frankly, eyewitness testimony. What we’re seeing is the deliberate cultivation of a hostile environment, orchestrated by Mr. Mercer, who has, for months, used his position as the first male research fellow in a women-centered space to manipulate, seduce, and compromise a significant number of St. Celeste's most visible women. Most notably, the women of Delta Omega Sigma.”

He flipped the binder open. Color tabs everywhere. I flashed, for half a second, to the annotated charts Mia had made for me. Ours were neater.

Chase continued, his voice ticking up a notch.

“Yes, I’m aware that adult students have personal lives. But when those private relationships are weaponized, when a man leverages his status to create a harem, destabilize an entire sorority, and turn the campus rumor mill into a 24/7 soap opera, the university cannot claim neutrality. We are setting precedent here. This isn’t about sex. It’s about safety, and the expectation that students, especially young women, shouldn’t be coerced or subjected to an atmosphere of intimidation.”

He shot a look to the right, toward the oldest board member, a guy with a pinstripe suit and a face like he’d just lost a country club bet. That man nodded, slow and grave.

Chase riffled through the binder, holding up a page.

“Here are just a few of the complaints,” he announced, shaking the page so the sunlight glinted off the type. “Words like ‘controlling,’ ‘toxic,’ ‘predator’—and, in one alarming message: ‘I felt like if I said no, I would be blackmailed or cut out socially.’ That’s the environment we’re talking about.”

He didn’t mention the accuser, didn’t even try. The power play was pure volume: say “predator” loud enough and nobody cares about the evidence.

A woman to Hargrove’s left, a conservative in a pearl choker with lips pursed so hard they could’ve sliced glass, actually shuddered. Two other board members leaned in, hands folded, eyes hungry for blood.

But on the opposite side, a tech guy in sneakers and a faculty rep in a jewel-toned blazer both sat back, unimpressed. The former scrolled a tablet with visible boredom; the latter scribbled a single note, then crossed it out.

I did the math. Three primed to believe. Two skeptical. The remaining board member, a tall, tired-looking man in a tie that screamed “second wife’s shopping trip”, just stared at Dr. Ross like she was the only adult in the room.

Chase wasn’t done.

He pressed his finger to the binder, every word oiled and rehearsed.

“And let’s not pretend there isn’t precedent. St. Celeste has always prioritized the dignity of its women and the integrity of its organizations. When we ignore toxic behavior, when we allow a single individual to upend tradition, degrade the reputation of a sorority, and treat women like trophies instead of leaders, we are complicit in the damage.”

He hammered that point, then let the silence sizzle.

“I ask the Board to consider: What message do we send to our students, our alumni, and our community if we allow this kind of conduct to go unchecked? Are we a university of values? Or are we just another tabloid headline, chasing tuition at any cost?”

He gestured toward me, finally turning the full beam of his smile my way. Flashy, teeth perfect, the kind of face you saw on billboards for an ad you’d never trust.

A handful of board members, male, old-guard, scent of power, nodded as if he’d just quoted a sacred text.

Dean Hargrove laced his fingers. “Thank you, Mr. Walker. The Board will now ask clarifying questions.”

He didn’t look at me yet.

The conservative woman struck first. “Mr. Walker, is there evidence that Mr. Mercer used grades, lab access, or research opportunities to pressure these women?”

Chase didn’t blink. “He’s leveraged his visibility and his position as the only man in the program. There are messages where he brags about ‘changing the rules’ and references to private meetings in the Innovation Lab after hours. At least three women say they felt it was impossible to say no.”

He didn’t name the women, couldn’t, because they were all at my defense table, prepping to make Chase eat his words.

Next question came from the tech guy: “Is there any allegation of non-consensual behavior?”

Chase darted a glance at the binder, then spoke with calculated reluctance. “There’s no outright accusation of assault. But this is about consent in the broader sense, whether these women felt genuinely free, or whether they were being manipulated by someone who knew how to build influence.”

The room vibrated on that one, half the administrators itching to push the logic, half leaning back, finding the argument a little too thin to hold water.

A third board member, the one who’d been watching Dr. Ross like she was the North Star, piped up: “Forgive me, but… is it really the university’s business to investigate consensual relationships between adults? Especially when there’s no direct claim of academic or professional harm?”

Score one for the skeptical wing.

Chase’s smile went brittle. “With respect, Professor, if we don’t act on credible complaints of predatory conduct, we open the door for worse. If we let this stand, the next headline won’t be rumors, it’ll be lawsuits. Or worse.”

He hit “worse” so hard you’d think I specialized in arson, not neural scaffolds.

A few board members looked unconvinced. The woman in pearls, however, scribbled furiously.

Dean Hargrove spoke next, voice so measured it could’ve been AI-generated. “Thank you, Mr. Walker. We’ll review your documentation and consider your larger points. Unless the Board has further questions at this time, we’ll proceed to witness testimony.”

Chase took his seat, binder locked in a death grip. I caught a scowl flicker across his face as he clocked Dr. Ross’s poise or maybe just the fact that even now, she wasn’t so much as ruffling a page of her own folder.

Dr. Ross sat forward, not a hair out of place.

“With the Board’s permission, I propose we call the first defense witness. That would be Ms. Chloe Ross.”

Her voice was all ice and velvet. The board snapped to attention. Even the note-taker seemed to take a breath.

Chase’s jaw set. He didn’t like where this was going.

Neither did the conservatives, three tight faces, suddenly wary. But the others, especially the tech rep and the faculty observer looked as if they’d been waiting all morning for the script to flip.

I watched Dr. Ross. Her eyes met mine, just for a second. Blink and you’d miss it, but the support in that glance was enough to anchor me through a dozen more of Chase’s hit jobs.

The boardroom energy shifted. Just a hair. Not a win, not yet, but the next round belonged to us.

Chloe’s footsteps echoed outside the door. Sunshine on a mission.

I drew a single long breath, bracing for impact.

Because if there was one thing more dangerous than manufactured evidence, it was the truth unleashed by the women who actually lived it.

And right now, the only thing hotter than the midday sun was the promise of what came next.

***

Chloe made her entrance like she was opening the Oscars.

She didn’t walk, she flowed. Every eye followed her as she crossed the sunbeam-slashed floor and took the hot seat. The board expected nerves. Instead, they got a masterclass in poise, all golden hair and steady blue eyes. Even Chase’s jaw flexed.

The legal rep started, doing her best “respectful, but…” routine.

“Ms. Ross, thank you for joining us. For the record, please state your relationship to Mr. Mercer.”

Chloe didn’t blink. “He’s my boyfriend. Also my study partner, mentor, and the most ethical person I’ve met at St. Celeste.” She let the words ring, then threw in a smile that could melt tungsten.

The board scribbled.

“Can you describe,” the legal rep said, “how Mr. Mercer has influenced your academic experience?”

Chloe went full sunlight.

“He makes everything better. When he transferred here, I was struggling in core science. Noah broke everything down for me, microbio, chemistry, even data analytics. My grades shot up, but it wasn’t just that. He rebuilt my confidence. He never pressured me to do anything I didn’t want to do. If anything, he made me feel safer on campus, because unlike some people, he actually listens.”

Half the room straightened. The woman in pearls looked rattled. Even Dr. Ross, who hadn’t so much as flinched all morning, let a smile ghost across her lips.

A board member, arms folded, leaned in. “Ms. Ross, are you saying there was never any undue influence? No expectation of favors, or intimidation because of Mr. Mercer’s position?”

Chloe snorted, actually snorted. “No way. If anything, I pushed for things he was too shy to ask. Everything between us was always, always mutual.”

She set her gaze on Chase, knowing exactly how to play to the crowd. “I think it’s pretty obvious nobody got manipulated here. Unless you count the way campus rumors twisted our story.”

The tech rep nodded, possibly impressed. Even the old-guard guy in pinstripes had stopped mid-frown.

The legal rep wasn’t ready to quit. “Some have described your relationship as unconventional—”

Chloe cut her off, voice like a velvet knife. “It’s 2025. If being in love with someone honest and kind is unconventional, maybe the problem isn’t us.”

She let the silence land, then turned to Dean Hargrove.

“I came here to grow. Noah helped me do that. He didn’t corrupt me. He helped me figure out who I really am. I’d say that’s exactly what this university is supposed to do.”

For a second, nobody dared interrupt.

Dean Hargrove cleared his throat. “Thank you. You may step down.”

Chloe stood, gave me a look that said you got this, babe, then breezed out. The temperature in the room actually rose on her exit. I felt it in my bones.

Mia was next, never hurried, never unprepared. She wore soft blue and a calm I envied.

She took the seat, hands folded in her lap.

The legal rep went formulaic. “State your name and your relationship to the respondent.”

“Amelia Ross. I’m Noah’s girlfriend, colleague in the Biomedical Innovation program, and former president of Delta Omega Sigma.”

Boom. Instant credibility.

“What is your perspective on the allegations made against Mr. Mercer?” the rep asked.

Mia didn’t so much as flinch. “I’ve reviewed the Student Integrity Handbook, the Safe Campus protocols, and the last five years of reportable incidents. Nothing about our relationship, personal or professional, ever violated these guidelines.”

A conservative board member tried a jab. “Ms. Ross, do you think the University should ignore possible ethical lapses just because the handbook is ambiguous?”

Mia arched a brow, ice cold. “I think the university should value facts over rumor. To my knowledge, nobody was harmed here. If anything, the environment became more open and supportive. In fact, Mr. Mercer helped reduce conflict in the sorority. He was always the first to intervene if someone set a boundary, and he’s the only man I’ve met here who actually models consent.”

She let that hang.

“Moreover,” Mia added, sliding a sheet across, “I’ve compiled recent data on relationships at St. Celeste. According to this anonymized survey, nearly 60% of students have dated multiple partners. The only difference here is transparency. If we’re going to make this a disciplinary issue, then the university needs to explain its double standard. Otherwise, we risk singling out one student not for misconduct, but for being honest.”

The faculty rep sat up straight. You could see the notes flying across their notepad.

The legal rep, now more interested in damage control, tried to pivot. “So there was never any professional leverage or intimidation—?”

“Never. If you need statements, I can provide them from every woman in the house. Including myself.”

Mia nodded, final and absolute.

Dean Hargrove closed the session, but not before Mia tucked in a last word. “One more thing, if I may.”

He allowed it.

She looked to the board, then to Dr. Ross. “If the university punishes honesty here, you discourage people from being themselves. And you send a clear message. Hide, lie, and conform, or risk everything. That’s not the St. Celeste I know, or want to represent.”

She stepped down, all grace, and the boardroom energy shivered.

Brooke didn’t wait for the invite. She practically swaggered to the seat, her hair wild, her smile pure danger.

“State your name and…”

She cut them off. “Brooke Ross. Junior. Theater major. Social chair of Delta Omega Sigma. Noah’s my boyfriend.”

The conservative suit tried to go alpha. “Ms. Ross, would you say Noah Mercer’s conduct was appropriate? Given what we now know?”

Brooke grinned, genuine, maybe even predatory. “He treated us with respect. Which is more than I can say for half the men on this campus. If you want to talk about hostile environments, start with the frat houses, not with the guy who fixed our piano and helped tutor half the sisters through pre-med.”

The pinstripe guy tried a frown, but Brooke rolled on.

“Let’s be real. If Noah was a serial dater, scoring with a new girl every week, he’d be a legend. No hearing, no drama. Guys brag about it in group chats. But because he was up front, because we all chose him, they want to make it a scandal.”

She locked eyes with Chase, and I thought he might actually flinch.

“You can’t have it both ways,” Brooke said, voice climbing. “Either you celebrate student independence, or you punish it. But don’t single out one man because he refused to play by the same tired script.”

The woman in pearls tried to regain control. “That’s quite an accusation.”

Brooke answered her with fire. “It’s not an accusation. It’s the truth. Girls on this campus have been groped, ghosted, and gaslit by men with way more power and way less backbone than Noah. Nobody batted an eye. But the second we’re happy and not hiding, it’s a ‘hostile environment.’ Please.”

There was a smattering of actual, stunned silence.

Brooke leaned back, owning the moment. “He didn’t ruin the sorority. He made it feel like home. If that’s a disciplinary issue, maybe check your priorities.”

She stood, making a show of brushing off her skirt, and dropped the mic with a single, perfect line:

“If you try to expel Noah for loving women who love him back, you’re not protecting anyone. You’re just jealous you never got the invite.”

She shot a wink my way and strutted out. The board members stared, most barely hiding their shock.

Chase scribbled furiously. This was not the hearing he wanted.

Dr. Ross set her pen down, steepled her fingers, and let the evidence speak for itself.

Hargrove cleared his throat, voice suddenly less powerful. “Thank you, Ms. Ross. The Board will… call the next witness.”

And with that, the mood fully flipped. The Board wasn’t in attack mode anymore. They were bracing for whatever storm came through the door next.

I stole a glance at Dr. Ross.

She nodded, just the faintest touch.

Round one for Team Outlier. Next up: the witness they never thought would turn on them.

Rory Bennett.

***

Rory entered with her full arsenal loaded.

She looked every inch the power broker, hair perfect, suit giving Capitol Hill with a sprinkle of influencer, folder gripped tight like she’d smuggled state secrets. The air near the board table sizzled; even Chase’s best smile curdled into a twitch.

Dean Hargrove welcomed her in, but you could already see the board bracing.

“Ms. Bennett, please state your relationship to the respondent.”

Rory didn’t even blink. “Aurora Bennett, sophomore. Former president of the St. Celeste debate team, current member of Delta Omega Sigma, and Mr. Mercer’s girlfriend, both past and present.”

She let that hang, just long enough for the next question.

The conservative board member tried to get in front of her. “And you’re here today—?”

She placed her folder on the table. “I’m here to share new evidence. Evidence that’s been overlooked, intentionally or otherwise, in the course of this hearing.”

If opening a folder could have an audio cue, hers would be a mic drop.

She laid out a sheaf of screenshots, texts, emails, and several campus group chat blasts. Chase’s name was all over them.

“First,” she began, voice pure steel, “I’d like to clarify that none of the alleged ‘victims’ listed in the complaint were ever approached for direct statements. As a member of the house, I can testify that every woman involved was not only consensual, but enthusiastic about the relationships. In fact, several of the so-called complaints originated from men, not women, who were rejected by members of the sorority.”

Boom. Ripples down the table.

She flipped to the next page, holding it up so even the pearl choker could see.

“Second: here are group chat logs, dated and time-stamped, where Mr. Walker”—she turned to glare at Chase, “brags about conquests, refers to women on campus as ‘targets,’ and encourages others to spread rumors about Noah’s romantic life to damage his reputation. Relevant citations are highlighted.”

She passed copies to the nearest board staffer, who actually flinched.

Chase tried to cut in, but the Dean waved him off.

Rory powered on.

“In addition, here are screenshots of private DMs from Mr. Walker, in which he states, and I quote, ‘I’m not letting that transfer loser walk off with the whole sorority. If we can’t ruin his scholarship, we’ll ruin his rep.’ Please note the dates. These messages predate any formal complaint.”

She let that notion detonate.

Several board members looked at each other, old guard in full denial, but the new blood ready for the next shoe to drop.

Dr. Ross interjected, perfectly timed.

“Ms. Bennett, can you clarify whether any of the women mentioned in the complaint have ever filed a report against Mr. Mercer?”

Rory’s smile could have sliced glass.

“I can. And none have. In fact, a separate folder”, she held it up, “contains written statements from every woman named, each attesting that the relationships were mutually initiated and maintained entirely by choice. If anyone felt intimidation, it was from the rumor campaigns, not from Mr. Mercer.”

She was in rare form now, not just defending me, but reclaiming her own story. You could see the pride in her posture, the way her voice never wavered, even when she leaned in for the kill shot.

“And for the record,” Rory added, “Prior to attending St. Celeste, I ended my relationship with Mr. Mercer. There was no retaliation. No threats. No follow-up drama, unless you count the rumors started by the very people sitting here today. Since then, Noah and I have reconciled, mutually consenting to our current relationship.”

She turned the last page.

“Last: video. Here’s a clip from a fraternity party several months ago, where Mr. Walker is shown encouraging new members to ‘score’ with Delta Omega Sigma women, ‘because if you don’t, someone else will get there first.’ I’ll let the board decide whether that fits the university’s standard for respectful conduct.”

She set the USB on the table. It made a louder sound than I expected. Symbolic? Yeah. Everyone in the room clocked it.

Dean Hargrove spoke softly: “The Board will review that evidence.”

But the truth was written on their faces, shock, a little shame, and for more than one of them, regret.

Rory didn’t smirk. She just packed her folder, managed a single glance my way, and spoke the only line that mattered:

“Integrity should be more than a slogan. It should mean something. That’s all I have.”

She stepped down, perfect as ever.

Chase wilted. He tried to compose himself, but you could see his knuckles whitening on the binder.

For a second, the only sound was the hum of the ventilation and the buzz of incoming disaster.

Serena drifted in next, tall, composed, every inch an athlete in a business casual suit. She didn’t waste time.

She sat, legs crossed with the elegance of a magazine ad, and gave the board her best “unflappable scientist” smile.

The legal rep started with the basic question. “Ms. Bennett, describe your relationship with Mr. Mercer.”

Serena shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “He’s my boyfriend. But we were colleagues first. My perspective isn’t emotional, it’s practical. I watched him bring stability to a sisterhood known for drama. He never pushed anyone to do anything they didn’t want. If he had, I’d be the first to report it.”

She leaned forward, tone going crisp.

“But what I saw was a man who respected every woman’s choices, even when they conflicted. I’ve seen him stop a party cold to make sure someone got home safe. I’ve never, not once, seen him exploit his position. If anything, he refused to let himself enjoy the privileges other men have abused for decades.”

Murmurs from the back row.

A faculty rep asked, “Are you suggesting the University is holding Mr. Mercer to a different standard because of the visibility of his relationships?”

Serena nodded. “Of course. If this wasn’t about optics, we wouldn’t be here. What’s being punished isn’t predation, it’s honesty. Frankly, I’m more concerned that behavior like Mr. Walker’s has gone unchallenged for years.”

She didn’t name Chase, but the air pointed fingers for her.

The conservative woman tried a last jab. “Isn’t it fair to worry that such a situation risks undermining tradition and campus harmony?”

Serena’s smile was pure honey laced with arsenic.

“Tradition only matters when it serves everyone. But the real tradition here is protecting the powerful. All we want is fairness and respect for choice.”

End of story.

She stood, smoothed her skirt, and left without a glance back.

Ren was the wild card. She came in quiet, but the effect was nearly as seismic.

Her style was no-bullshit: black tee, pressed slacks, not a hint of pretense. Even in the midst of this buttoned-up, almost clinical environment, my focus couldn’t help but drift down to her chest, the perfect roundness of it, each flawless curve more striking as she drew closer. There was a subtle, hypnotic movement, a barely-there jiggle that caught my eye as she walked, so effortless and self-assured; and I found myself, despite my best intentions, unable to look away.

Judging by the eyes of the board members, neither could they. Ren carried a presence that transcended even this stiff gathering of crusty old collegiate brass.

Ren sat, looked the Dean dead in the eye, and spoke in a clear, purposeful tone.

“I’m Ren Reed. I’m a senior, an art major, and I’ve lived at Delta Omega Sigma for three years. Noah Mercer is my boyfriend. I’ve seen it all. I’ve never felt safer than I did when Noah moved into our sorority.”

The board looked at her like she was some ancient oracle.

Ren pressed on. “Before Noah, this house had real problems. Men who crossed lines, who didn’t listen, who made us afraid to walk home at night. With Noah? He was the one who made sure we never had to lock our doors in fear. He doesn’t just listen, he sees people.”

Ren paused, glancing at me.

“I want to live in a world where guys like him are the rule, not the exception. If the university punishes him for that, what message gets sent to the next generation of women here?”

It was rhetorical, but the question landed. The note-taker set her pen down, as if there was nothing left to write.

Dr. Ross took over, guiding the closing volley with her signature grace.

“Board members, I’d like to remind us that the issue here is not one of legality or even established policy, but of whether St. Celeste values authentic connections as part of its educational mission. Let’s ensure we’re weighing evidence, not just reacting to outcry.”

She looked at me, steady as the sunrise.

Dean Hargrove nodded, then turned to me.

“Mr. Mercer, you’ve heard the testimony. Do you have anything to add before we adjourn for deliberation?”

This was the moment. The one I’d run in a thousand simulations every sleepless night.

I stood, letting every ounce of adrenaline go to my voice.

“Yes, sir. I do.”

I faced the table, hands steady.

“I understand the need for caution. I understand the need for standards. But if you want to judge me, judge me by my work, not just my private life. Give me fifteen minutes. Let me show you what my team and I have achieved in the Innovation Lab. I think you’ll agree it’s not something St. Celeste, or the world, should lose.”

I locked eyes with Dr. Ross, saw the ghost of approval there.

“My life is an open book. I’m not hiding anything. Least of all the science. If you’re willing, I’ll demo it right now.”

Hargrove tried to control his face and failed. Everyone in the room was holding their breath.

“Very well,” he said. “We’ll allow it. Proceed.”

But the real story was the silent electricity in the air. In that moment, for the first time, I knew the truth. This was my house.

And all I had to do now was prove it.


Redemption


The table felt like a battlefield, pure intimidation, every edge gleaming. If I’d ever wanted to shoot my shot on the world’s biggest stage, I couldn’t have picked a more cut-throat arena.

I rolled my shoulders, playing it cool, but my pulse was hammering like I’d just sprinted the distance from Delta Omega Sigma in full riot gear. The Integrity Suite was less “conference room” and more “execution chamber for promising careers.” The ceiling soared overhead, a cathedral built to punish mistakes. The mahogany table was so glossy it nearly blinded me.

I pulled my bag from beneath the table, fingers trembling if you looked close. Maybe they did. I unpacked the gear one piece at a time, laying out the future of my life like it was a breakfast buffet. BioPrint prototype (sealed tight, like it would crawl away otherwise), laptop, clicker, backup drive, and a nervous energy you could smell from the next building over.

Dean Hargrove sat at the head. If there was ever a face built for bad news, it was his: cool, unreadable, not a hair out of place. On his right, two administrators, Business Affairs and Student Life, both old-school, neither looking like they even liked coffee. On the left, three more: Legal Affairs, Tech Transfer, and a guy so young he might’ve been student council in a past life. None of them smiled. Not even the legal rep. They all had notepads, paper, not digital. Ready to carve me up, one typo at a time.

And then, front and center, Dr. Vivian Ross.

She was the only one who didn’t blink as I set up. Her suit was perfect, skirt pressed, shoes with a heel high enough to wound. She didn’t meet my eye. Today, I wasn’t her protégé, or anything more. I was just another guy on trial.

Across from me, Chase sat loose, but the smile said it all. He thought he’d already won. Maybe he had. His binder was closed now, hands behind his head, that “future CEO” swagger dialed to eleven. I could smell his aftershave from two chairs away. I wanted to wipe the look off his face with a single line of code. But this wasn’t that kind of battle.

I cleared my throat, dry as the Mojave.

“Is it okay if I set up?” I asked.

Dean Hargrove gave a single nod. The silence in the room was so tight, I could’ve played it like a cello.

I plugged in my laptop, praying the OS didn’t glitch. The adapter slid into the HDMI port with the faintest click, like a rifle bolt. On cue, the flatscreen at the end of the room flickered to life, my desktop wallpaper, the St. Celeste cliffs at sunrise, mocked me before I toggled to the opening slide.

I unscrewed the lid on the prototype.

This was it: the thing I’d lost sleep for, bled over, nearly lost my scholarship (and my sanity) to build. A clear polycarbonate tube nestled in foam, filled with an intricate mesh that looked equal parts alien and art. BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold, Generation 4.4. Every nano-structured filament perfectly intact, embedded with the microchips and synthetic peptide networks I’d spent months perfecting.

The board members exchanged looks. If skepticism had a scent, it would have fogged the room. They watched my hands. Watched the slide deck pop onto the screen. Watched every micro-expression, as if waiting for me to shrug and confess I’d just Photoshopped the whole thing.

I positioned the prototype under the document camera, double-checking the focus, even though I’d rehearsed it two million times. The image flared onto the wall: a magnified slice of the scaffold’s lattice, blue-tinted and eerie, the kind of thing that looked like it belonged in an art gallery or a NASA lab. Maybe both.

Chase stifled a yawn. I caught it. Bastard.

My hands didn’t want to steady, but I forced them flat on the table.

Dean Hargrove glanced at the others, then back at me.

“The floor is yours, Mr. Mercer.”

Technically not a question, but it was as close to a death sentence as I’d ever gotten.

I took a slow breath, just enough to keep my voice from cracking, not enough to kill the nerves.

“Thank you, Dean. And thanks to the board for the time.”

I ran my thumb over the clicker. A tiny bead of sweat traced the inside of my wrist.

“Let’s start with the core of my research—the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold. First iteration began as part of the Ross Initiative in cross-institutional biomedical engineering. What’s new, and what’s disruptive, is right here—” I tapped the prototype, making sure the camera picked up every line, “—a self-assembling, peptide-based hydrogel matrix, engineered to match native extracellular tissue, but smart enough to deliver microdosed growth factors and dissolve clean as new tissue takes over.”

The jargon rolled out, clean, practiced, but I could hear every syllable hang in the air like it was made of lead.

A board member in a brown jacket scribbled something, fast.

“On this slide, you’ll see a cross-section of the scaffold. Each layer is printed at the nano scale, polymers interlaced with living-surface peptide bands, all spun to match micro-CT scans of the target tissue.”

I advanced the slide, and the screen filled with a cross-sectional render, an impossible city of nano-channels, all lit up in color. The effect was dramatic, but the reaction in the room was strictly “prove it.”

Tech Transfer, the youngest-looking guy, squinted closer. “That’s a custom print?”

I nodded. “Every scaffold is coded on arrival. It takes two hours to conform to any patient’s tissue sample. No two are identical.”

He tried to hide being impressed, but that one hit.

From the other side, Legal Affairs cut in.

“So this technology…what’s the anticipated use case? Beyond models?”

I rolled the next slide: a series of time-lapse images of rat skin, then muscle, then optic nerve, all healing over the scaffold, dissolving as the tissue connected and grew.

“You name it. Burn victims? The matrix supports dermal regrowth, but it’s smart enough to handle cellular stress without scarification. Amputees? We’ve profiled for peripheral nerve bridging. Paraplegics? The neural interface can literally rebuild the missing sections, one cell at a time, and dissolve as the axons reconnect.”

I hit the next slide, showing time-lapse overlays of cells consuming the scaffold and leaving pure living tissue behind.

“Because the scaffold is both a physical support and a delivery system, it eliminates the need for separate dosing, donor tissue, or synthetic prosthetics. The patient’s own cells do the work. The scaffold just tells them where, when, and how to grow. Once it’s done, it disappears. No residue, no rejection.”

Business Affairs tapped their pen on the table, skeptical but leaning in. “What about tumor formation? Graft-vs-host? Synthetic rejection?”

I was ready.

“Published results show under 2% abnormal cell formation in the worst-case scenario. No tumors in rats, rabbits, and in two experiments, a pig limb. Because every matrix is built from patient-matched biomaterials, even immune-suppressed models show a near-zero rejection rate. All peer-reviewed, all replicable. If you’d like, we can forward the published data. St. Celeste will be on the lead author block for all upcoming presentations.”

That stopped things. Legal Affairs jotted two lines. Tech Transfer clicked something on his phone, maybe fact-checking in real time.

I glanced up, checking the pulse of the room. Dr. Ross was pure marble, not a hint of smile, not a millimeter shift. Maybe that was her version of “don’t screw this up.”

On the far side, Chase fiddled with his tie, eyes narrowing like he’d just realized the script might not play how he wanted.

I toggled to the next slide: a video loop of the scaffold under confocal microscopy, showing the micro-spheres swelling and releasing protein signals as simulated “wound” fluid washed over.

“There’s more,” I said, letting the tension build. “Because the scaffold isn’t just passive. Every node is programmed to sense the micro-environment, track pH, oxygen, even inflammation. Whenever the body needs more growth factor, the matrix delivers it. When the tissue is stable, it dials back. No waste, no overload. Precision healing, with nothing left behind.”

I could feel the board recalibrating.

They weren’t sold, not yet, but the shift was real. The notepads weren’t shields anymore. They were weapons in the making, prepping to figure out what kind of gold they could mine from my brain.

I adjusted the camera focus, zooming in on the prototype’s lattice until even the tiniest threads appeared clear as fishing line.

“Every segment here,” I said, voice steadier now, “is capped with functionalized peptides. When you implant it in vivo, natural enzymes dissolve the links at the exact rate of new tissue growth. If the healing process speeds up, so does the breakdown. If it slows, the scaffold waits. It’s basically a biological GPS, tracking and triggering tissue formation at the speed the body wants.”

Student Life raised a finger.

“And how far from human trials are you?”

I met their eyes. “Assuming IRB approval, and with funding, within two years on patch grafts. Four years for vascular, neural, or total organ. The only reason we’re not there now is budget and sample access. The tech is ready. The protocols are waiting for the right campus to back it.”

Legal Affairs quirked a brow. “That campus being St. Celeste?”

I nodded, not letting myself flinch.

“That’s right. Our lab’s already outpacing three major pharma groups. They have money, but we’re two prototype generations ahead, thanks to the university’s support, and a team that works twenty-four-seven.”

“Anything proprietary about the manufacturing?” Business Affairs again, eyes calculating.

“Every scaffold is printed onsite. Kits are patent-pending, but the secret sauce is in the peptide programming. It’s all code, which means St. Celeste would own the intellectual property, not just the bragging rights.”

That one landed. Even Dean Hargrove, who hadn’t so much as shifted since I started, leaned in slightly.

I kept my face neutral, but inside, I was swinging for the fences.

The tension in the room was a living thing. Nobody dared break it, not even to cough.

I could see nerves twitch in two of the board members. Even Chase, suddenly, wasn’t sure if he should gloat or sweat.

I let my hands rest on the table, solid now, finally done with their tremor. The room was dead silent.

All I had to do was keep them hooked for the main event.

If I could do that, everything, my future, my relationships, my place at this university, would finally be mine.

And I’d be able to prove, once and for all, that even a guy who walked in with nothing could leave as the last man standing.

***

If the first round was survival, the second was about glory.

Now that I had them looking, I needed to make it hurt in the best way. No more tripping over nerves. I was in my element, and with every click of the remote, the data got sharper, the images wilder, the potential impossible to ignore.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s get specific.”

I switched to the next slide, side-by-side images of wounds in animal models. The control side looked like something out of a bad hospital documentary: pitted, scarred, barely any regrowth. But the BioPrint side? Clean, seamless layers of skin, impossible to see where the injury started and ended.

“This is a thermal burn on a rat,” I said, letting the image rotate under the doc cam as well. “Traditional grafts can restore coverage, but full sensory function? Never happens. With the scaffold, you see not just skin, but sweat glands, full regeneration of nerve endings, and zero scarring.”

Student Life made a sharp note.

I toggled the next slide, microscopy images in living color. “Here’s what’s happening underneath. The scaffold releases controlled growth factors, no peaks, no overload. At every point, we track tissue formation, and once there’s enough density, the scaffold dissolves in tune with the healing.”

Legal Affairs raised a skeptical hand. “How does that compare, say, to the leading synthetic already on the market? The one from MedGenesis?”

I was ready. “We used MedGenesis as a control. Their model regrew tissue at 60% the rate of normal healing, and the cells were disorganized. Lots of necrosis. Ours? 97% tissue density, almost no cell death. It’s not just faster—it’s perfect.”

Business Affairs guy, who’d barely changed expression, whistled under his breath.

Dean Hargrove steepled his fingers. “That’s fascinating. But what about use beyond rat models? I need you to talk about people, not prototypes.”

I nodded, flipping the slide again. “Glad you asked. Here’s limb trauma on a pig, closest known model to human tissue. See the micrograph? Within 14 days, scaffold’s almost completely absorbed. By 60, the nerve is fully bridged. The animal even passed gross-motor function tests. No graft, no immunosuppression.”

I aimed the pointer at the video loop running in the corner. A pig hopping off a testing table, walking without a limp.

“Imagine that for actual patients: amputation, not a disability sentence, but a window. Paraplegics? The neural version could rewire a missing segment in the spine. Burn victims? Grafts would heal faster than infection could start. And for things like organ patching, heart tissue, liver, no more waiting for a donor. You use the patient’s own cells, and you regrow what’s missing.”

Tech Transfer practically drooled. “So this would… what, eliminate the need for chronic immunosuppression? Even for cardiac patches?”

I nodded. “Exactly. Because the material is coded to each patient, immune response is nearly zero. And because it’s temporary, there’s no risk of chronic rejection.”

Chase cut in then, voice slick as black ice. “Sure, but you’re not talking human trials. You’re talking about rats and pigs. Last I checked, every pharma in the game shows nice slides and still fails at Phase 1. Unless this is all window dressing?”

He let it hang, waiting for the Board to jump on me.

I smiled, finally, genuinely. Then I advanced the next slide: a clinical review chart, fifty-plus data points charted, all from independent labs. The numbers were so high the Board had to look twice.

“We already have two partner labs at UCLA and NorthBay Medical running the show. Here are their data, not mine.” I pointed to the blue bars, which spiked off the charts. “Look at the rates. No lab in the country is posting this kind of neural regeneration, and you can see, in the source data, every experiment is peer-audited.”

Legal Affairs squinted at the screen. He couldn’t find the flaw.

Chase shifted in his chair, but the board was focused now. No more skepticism. Just the hungry quiet of people realizing they might be sitting at the ground floor of something people would kill for.

Dean Hargrove leaned in. “Walk me through an organ application. Something the board could relate to.”

“Heart tissue, for example?” I said, already on a roll. “If you have a heart attack, today’s gold standard is donor transplants. Most people die waiting. With this, you punch a patch out of the scaffold, seed it with the patient’s own cells, cardiomyocytes, if you want specifics, and within weeks, the patch is native tissue. No more donor waitlists. No more re-hospitalization for immune issues. You get a healed heart, and you’re back to function in months, not years.”

Dr. Ross didn’t move, but her eyes glinted. It was all the approval I needed.

Business Affairs was nodding now, hooked. “That could save the system tens of millions on post-op care, not to mention the legal exposure.”

“More than that,” I said. “You’d be first to market with something that leapfrogs every established player. St. Celeste could be the patent holder for the first practical regenerative scaffold in history.”

Chase tried one last time. “You keep talking about dissolving. What’s to stop an uncontrolled breakdown? I mean, if the matrix dissolves too fast, you could actually kill the patient. You admit that, right?”

I didn’t blink. “The scaffold can’t break down unless there’s stabilized tissue to replace it. We’ve programmed enzymatic triggers that only activate in response to natural, patient-specific growth markers. I can show you.”

I reached for the prototype, hands steady now.

“This is a sample fresh from the gel printer. If I introduce a fluid with a high concentration of protease, the enzyme bodies use to break down extracellular gel, you’ll see the matrix lighten and dissolve. That only happens because there’s ‘signal’ to do so. If I drop the same sample in saline, nothing happens. No tissue, no break.”

I toggled the document cam to a live shot, prepping a tiny pipette with clear liquid, just enough to do the trick. The scaffold glistened, perfectly intact and nearly invisible except for the lattice. One drop of the enzyme solution, and even under the board’s skeptical gaze, you could see the scaffold go almost translucent at the injection site. By the end of the segment, half the visible “artwork” had vanished, clean, no residue, just the tissue sample underneath.

It was small, but the effect was real.

The room exhaled as one.

“So it really does match up to the biology,” Tech Transfer said, awe in his voice.

“That’s the point,” I said, softly now. “Everything is patient-matched. We’re not fighting the body, we’re working with it every step of the way.”

Chase actually lapsed into silence then. There was nothing left in his playbook.

Dean Hargrove’s face had shifted. Gone was the icy, untouchable mask. He looked like a man who’d just realized a scholarship scandal was the least of his worries.

“Show us the neural application,” he said.

I nodded, bringing up the last slide.

“This is the piece de resistance.”

On the screen: two severed ends of a rat spinal cord, separated by a 2mm gap—a death sentence, in previous experiments. The first frame was bleak. The next showed the scaffold cradling the gap.

Then, frame by frame, the impossible played out: nerve fibers spiking across the gulf, connecting with uncanny speed. Within two weeks, the spinal gap was gone. In three, full motor activity restored. The animal moved, walked, even reacted to stimuli.

The board watched in utter silence.

I let the video loop, the clicker idle in my hand. The time lapse made the impossible look easy. Beautiful, even.

“This isn’t just faster than any published attempt. It’s perfection. No scar, no missed signal, no loss of function. We’re not even pushing the limit yet. We just haven’t had a chance to field test at scale.”

A beat of quiet settled in, a pause so heavy I was sure even the Board felt it.

Dr. Ross watched from her seat, face still unreadable, but her fingers steepled in a way I recognized: calculation, approval, maybe even pride.

I gave the room one last beat to process.

“All we need is time. And the backing of St. Celeste. With that, the first human application isn’t ten years away. It’s two. The only thing standing in the way is institutional risk.”

Every head at the table nodded in unison, maybe even mine.

I looked at Chase, but he’d already faded to background noise. His complaint binder may as well have been kindling.

The future was here, and it was built out of the very thing they’d tried to use against me.

For effect, I hit play again, slow-motion this time, with every frame illuminated like a secret being revealed.

You didn’t need to be a biologist to understand the miracle on the screen. The two ends of a rat’s spinal cord, sliced apart, hovered in parallel like a graveyard for hope. Then, flicker by flicker, tiny nerve fibers lashed out, seeking connection. The scaffold glowed blue, holding the gap open as the ends reached, bridged, and finally fused.

Within days, the “dead” zone was gone, replaced by a living network of reconnection.

Within weeks, the animal was moving, climbing, biting and kicking like the injury had never happened. I’d watched enough control videos to know: this never, never happened before. Not in any published study. But here, it looked almost routine.

The boardroom held its breath.

I let the silence build, just a heartbeat, then another. The animal’s legs flexed. The camera zoomed in for a last shot of the healed neural band, not a scar line in sight.

“Imagine that in a human,” I said, voice so soft it made them listen harder. “Right now, a severed spinal cord is a life sentence. Our model? Restores not just tissue, but real, functional movement. And we’re only getting started.”

Tech Transfer looked dazed. “But…that’s not possible. Is that even real time?”

I nodded, letting the moment land. “Absolutely. We can loop the video in normal speed, if you want. Two weeks, not two years. All peer-verified.”

The Business Affairs guy had the air of a man re-running a dozen grant-funding conversations in his skull. “So…this could mean full paralysis, reversed?”

“Exactly,” I said. “No more wheelchairs for half the injuries. No scar tissue, no pain, no waiting. If you get the scaffold in fast enough, you can save whole sections, even get function back in chronic cases.”

I let that settle.

Then I dropped the cherry on top: a slide titled “Cellular Senescence—Preliminary Observations.” It was my boldest play, and maybe the one true moonshot in the deck.

“I know most people are focused on wound healing,” I said, “but there’s another angle. If you tweak the scaffold, adjust the peptide signals, there’s an effect on aging cells. In about 10% of my samples, old tissue exposed to the matrix doesn’t just regrow. It reverts. Telomere length goes up. Senescence markers go down. We haven’t published, but the data’s all here.”

I toggled the chart. It was like watching age run backward, cells returning to a youthful state, as if someone had hit the reset button.

That’s when the boardroom lost its composure. Tech Transfer gasped, hand to his mouth. Legal Affairs looked at the rest of the table like they’d just seen smoke turn to gold.

Even Chase froze. The color drained from his face.

But the real prize? Dr. Ross, lips pursed, allowed herself the barest nod, quick, tiny, but absolutely there. Her approval soaked through my bones like sunlight.

Dean Hargrove took off his glasses, eyes fixed on the screen. He didn’t say a word for a full fifteen seconds.

I cleared my throat and went in for the kill.

“With the right support, St. Celeste doesn’t just make the front page. You own the next decade of regenerative medicine. NIH has already flagged two papers for priority review, and at least three medical research foundations are watching us. If there’s a race, we’ve already leapfrogged the best teams in the world, Stanford, Genica, even MedGenesis in Germany.”

I rolled out the final slide, news articles, emails, and a photo of the prototype getting high-fived by an actual Nobel laureate. If the board wanted proof, I had it in spades.

We stood there, barely breathing, as the dean leaned in, eyes shining. “You’re looking at a Nobel prize,” he muttered, low and steady, like it was a secret just for us.

Right then, Dr. Ross finally spoke up, her voice even, almost matter-of-fact. “They’re already floating Mr. Mercer’s name. He’s earned quite the buzz in the scientific community.” The words hung in the air, sharp and electric, like the hum you get right before something big breaks open.

For a moment, nobody said anything; the weight of it pressed down, heavy and thrilling all at once. The Nobel. Mercer’s name. You could almost see the future shimmer, a promise about to burst into reality.

“All we need is a greenlight. A little time, a little faith, and a shot at doing what nobody else can.”

For the first time all day, the room wasn’t minefield. It was a coronation.

The board conferred, voices hushed but urgent. If I’d had a radio, I’d have piped in the NFL theme. They bent, then broke, in under four minutes flat.

Dean Hargrove looked up, eyes almost warm.

“Mr. Mercer, this Board has reviewed the evidence and your prior…testimony. Effective immediately, provided you deliver a working prototype suitable for trials by the end of the academic year, all complaints regarding your personal arrangements are considered moot. Your research, and continued association with St. Celeste, will proceed. We expect nothing less than excellence.”

He paused, as if daring me to show any sign of weakness.

I met his gaze, held it. “Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”

Next to him, Legal Affairs managed a smile. “I’ll want a private meeting about the IP, but, congratulations, Mr. Mercer. You’re about to become a very famous man.”

Tech Transfer went in with a handshake, strong as a clamp. “If you need anything, anything at all, you let me know.”

I signed the chain of handshakes, grinning like a lunatic, and for a second I let the feeling wash over me: I’d won. Not just the battle, but the war.

Chase didn’t even wait for the afterglow. He grabbed his binder, chair scraping hard enough to leave a mark, and stormed for the exit. The door almost cracked on the hinges. If I wanted to savor anything more, it was that.

But the last moment belonged to Dr. Ross.

She stood, crossed the room in four measured steps, and offered her hand. “Well done, Mr. Mercer,” she said, voice velvet over steel. “I hope you realize the gravity of what you’ve achieved.”

I caught it, a hint of pride, a flicker of humanity in her eyes. For a heartbeat, she was more than professor, more than judge or mentor. She was the woman who’d backed me when nobody else would.

I squeezed, not too hard, not too soft. “Thank you, Dr. Ross. For everything.”

She smiled, then straightened back to CEO mode, walking out ahead of the pack.

I packed up my gear with hands that didn’t shake anymore.

Outside, the air smelled sweeter than it had all year.

I had a future again, a real one, with teeth and muscle and enough momentum to drown out every whisper on campus. Research, dreams, and the women who’d stood with me. I owed them everything. And this time, nothing was standing in my way.

As I left the building, sunlight painted the world clinical and electric. My phone buzzed, a storm of texts already in play. I ignored them for now.

I’d just rewritten the story.

No more rumors, no more shame. Just the work, and the people who made it worth doing.

If anyone wanted a rematch, they’d know where to find me.

But first? Back to the house, back to the women I loved more than anything in the world, back to the life I’d fought to keep.

And a promise: I’d never give anyone a reason to doubt me again.


Terms and Conditions


The world inched forward in slow motion after the board’s verdict, and by the time I hit the steps of Delta Omega Sigma, I was already plotting how to keep the real circus from blowing up. The rumors were only going to get spicier. We’d won our case, but if any of us slipped now, my scholarship and the women’s reputations would be toast.

Time to run the harem like a functional family before someone from the admin office tried to run it for us.

I texted the group to meet in the common room at 8:00 sharp to discuss our…arrangement.

You’d have thought I was prepping for a moon landing. Mia had gone full logistics officer: chairs in a perfect circle, the low marble table set with mugs, sparkling water, and a lineup of color-coded journals. Every other note-taking device known to man was in play, post-its, pens, even a mini whiteboard. The air pulsed with caffeine and way too much hairspray.

Chloe got there first, trailed by a melody of bracelets and her usual scent of coconut and vanilla. She flounced right into the seat next to mine and hooked her arm around my bicep, as if reminding everyone that, regardless of the paperwork, she had first dibs.

Brooke strolled in second, denim shorts and zero shame, a steaming cup balanced in one palm. “So is this like relationship boot camp, or are we just picking a new safe word for orgies?” she said, parking herself on the edge of the nearest ottoman with a wiggle that dared anyone to look away.

Rory arrived on her own clock, lips pursed and stride all business, a legal pad tucked under her arm. She sized up the seating arrangement for weaknesses before taking the chair with the best line-of-sight to the door.

Mia was already in place, calm and glowing, her pen moving before I even started talking. From the way she smiled, you’d think this was her dream scenario. Maybe it was.

Serena glided in, not a hair out of place, clipboard in hand. If anyone wanted to run a coup in the White House, she’d have the dress code and choreography nailed in five minutes.

Last was Ren, who looked like she belonged in an art gallery, ink smudged on her fingers and a paint-stained journal peeking from her bag. She didn’t say a word, just flashed a small, private smile and settled in with her legs tucked under her.

I looked around at the circle and tried not to feel like I was about to stand trial twice in the same week.

“Okay,” I said, letting my tone run calm but not bossy. “First order of business, now that we’re not getting kicked out or expelled, we need a way to actually make this work long-term. For all of us. It’s not just about my scholarship or your reputations. I refuse to let us be the next rumor in the groupchat.”

Chloe squeezed my arm, her head tilting to rest on my shoulder. “Aww. You’re worried about us, baby?”

I smiled. The way she said it, it didn’t sound like a punchline.

“Point is,” I continued, “we need rules. Not just for looks, real ones. Boundaries, time, signals, what to do if things get tense. Everyone gets a voice. Nobody gets ignored.”

Brooke grinned, flashing teeth. “Can one of the rules be ‘more sex, less admin meetings’?” She shot Ren a wild glance and bumped her ankle under the table. “Otherwise, I’m forming a union.”

Rory rolled her eyes but didn’t hide the smile breaking through. “Maybe start by letting everyone talk, Brooke.”

“Fine. But I get the last word,” Brooke shot back, drumming her fingers on the mug.

Mia took a slow sip of tea, then set it down, folding her hands gently. “How do you want to do this, round robin, or jump in when we feel it?”

Serena raised a hand, classic. “I’d suggest we each name our top priority, then one dealbreaker.”

Ren nodded, silent but signaling approval with a flick of her pen. She sketched something in her notebook, maybe doodling the group, or just plotting how to keep us from going nuclear.

I gestured to Chloe. “You want to start?”

She was already leaning in, body turned so she could look at every woman at the table.

“Easy,” Chloe said. “I want honesty. Like, if someone’s mad, or jealous, or just needs more, just say it. Secrets suck. I don’t care if you’re sleeping with him twice as much as me, or not at all, as long as I know where I stand. I hate the guessing part.”

Her hand snaked up to trace my jaw, her thumb soft on my skin. “And I need time with Noah. Not just hookups. Like, real time to connect one-on-one. That means dates, late-night walks, dumb inside jokes, and movies on the couch. If it turns into just sex, I’ll freak out.”

Brooke laughed, elbows on her knees, cleavage out for anyone paying attention. “She’s so cute when she acts tough. But yeah, I get it. Emotional transparency, add it to the list.”

Rory cleared her throat, sitting up straight. “Nobody’s shocked you led with that. But for me? Scheduling. I have stuff. Labs, work, campaign deadlines. I can’t do four-hour slow burns on the beach every other day. If we want this to work, we set a calendar. We block out who’s sleeping in Noah’s bed when, and we stick to it. If someone flakes, they cover the lost slot, don’t double-book and expect a make-up.”

Mia nodded, as if she’d predicted every word. “That’s actually super reasonable. I’ll second Chloe on the private dates. They’re important to me, even if they’re quick. I’m talking one-on-one time, not a group cuddle pile every night. I like sharing, but sometimes I want to feel like the only girl in the universe. It doesn’t have to be fancy, just intentional.”

She jotted a note, then looked up, blue eyes soft but insistent. “My dealbreaker? Don’t use someone else to avoid a fight. If you’re angry at me, don’t go bone my sister to blow off steam.”

Serena didn’t blink. “You think that’ll be a problem?”

Mia shrugged, half-smiling. “Just naming it before it happens, that’s all.”

Serena put her clipboard on the table, palms flat. She didn’t fidget, ever. “I’m going to be blunt. If the Board is watching, we have to appear normal in public. No overt affection with more than one woman at a time, no visible marks, no getting photographed sneaking up the stairs at midnight. We prioritize discretion off campus. No public sex at the pier, no surprise threesomes at charity events.”

“Let’s get one thing straight. I’m not giving up PDA with Noah,” Chloe said, her voice edged with playful stubbornness. “That’s a deal breaker for me.”

Serena grinned, that knowing fire in her eyes. “Relax, baby girl. I never said no PDA. I mean, you and I can’t be making out with Noah right in the middle of campus while we’re walking to class. That’s all.”

The hope flickered and dimmed in Chloe’s eyes; her lips pressed into a soft frown and she let out a long, low sigh. “Fine,” she breathed, every word thick with want. “But that would be so hot.”

Serena glanced my way, clinical but not cold. “That means we have to coordinate. If there’s a group date, fine. But in public, one pairing per event. Zero exceptions. If you want chaos, do it at home. Or in Ren’s room, if she’s game.”

Ren looked up, her dark eyes gleaming. "I'm totally game," she said, voice throbbing with real heat—the words barely past her lips before Brooke's hand shot up, palm open. Momentum crackled between them and, grinning, Ren slapped her a high five.

Brooke’s turn. She stretched both arms overhead, T-shirt riding up just enough to show her abs (she knew it, too). “I don’t love being told when and how to get off, but…whatever. I agree with Chloe: I need honesty, but not a guilt trip if I’m hornier than the rest of you. If I want to sneak him into the shower, I’m gonna do it. But if someone else is feeling left out, they get next pick. Omega rule—whoever just got railed can’t block the next person in line.”

She grinned, wicked. “Also, I want veto power on dumb positions. I’m not risking my yoga career on a failed sex trapeze just because Outlier here gets inspired.”

Chloe’s giggle cut sharp and clear. Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she turned to me, smile stretching wide, a flicker of challenge in the curve of her lips. “Maybe we should try fucking on a trapeze, babe.”

Ren finally spoke, voice velvet and low. “I think everyone’s missing the point. Not every problem is solved by more rules. Sometimes jealousy just pops up. Instead of pretending we’re above it, let’s make it fun. If someone’s getting moody, we do an art challenge, or a cooking competition, or a stupid TikTok dance. Winner gets first dibs next date night, loser picks dessert. That way, nobody just stews. You redirect.”

She looked down, then flashed me a secret smile. “And I, um, don’t like being forced into group stuff if I’m not in the mood. Sometimes I want to paint, or read, and that’s enough. So add ‘solo time’ to the package, please.”

Chloe let out a breath. “This is already a better system than most of my friends’ relationships.”

Rory raised her glass, deadpan. “And it only took a campus-wide sex scandal to get us here.”

Serena stifled a smile. “Summarizing: emotional honesty, scheduled time, one-on-ones for those who need it, total discretion in public, king-of-the-hill logic for sex, and creative solutions for jealousy.”

I pulled my own notebook, flipping it open.

“Let’s put it in four buckets: Jealousy Management, Time Allocation, Public Behavior, and Boundaries, both emotional and physical. That cover it?”

Seven heads (six beautiful, one mine) nodded as if we’d just solved world peace.

I wrote the first heading and read aloud as I went.

“Jealousy Management: If anyone feels left out, call it before it gets toxic. We do something together, a game, a challenge. Winner picks the next solo date or event.”

Mia nodded, already scribbling it into her own notes. “Can the challenges be non-sexual? Like actually fun, not just raunchy?”

Brooke winked. “I mean, define ‘fun.’ Art night gets wild after three shots.”

Ren smiled, blush sneaking up her cheeks, but didn’t disagree.

I wrote the next:

“Time Allocation: Use shared calendar. Block out nights, rotate, but don’t double-book unless it’s a planned group event. One-on-ones honored, no canceling last minute unless there’s a genuine emergency; makeup has to be equal quality or better.”

Rory piped in. “And if you switch, you have to clear it with everyone involved. No secret swaps.”

I circled it. “Copy that.”

Next up:

“Public Behavior: Only one couple at a time in public. No group hand-holding, no visible marks where rumors can start. If it’s a party or event, pre-coordinate who’s on the ‘date’ roster.”

Serena nodded, businesslike. “And if you see a camera, default to friends-only body language. Leave the PDA for indoors.”

Chloe made a thumbs-up. “That’s a hard one for me, but I’ll be good. Promise.”

Brooke made a face, but even she sat up a little straighter at the thought of going viral for the wrong reasons. “Yeah, I don’t want to get booted for being a legend. Fine.”

Last:

“Boundaries, emotional and physical: Always ask before joining a scene. No pressure for group sex if anyone wants out. Solo time respected. Also, if things get heated, pause and actually talk it out, not just let it fester.”

Mia added softly, “And no using sex as a substitute for conflict resolution. That always ends badly.”

Brooke cackled. “Says the woman who can outlast me three orgasms to one. But sure.”

I finished jotting, then sat back. “Anyone want to add or edit before we sign the Magna Carta?”

The mood, which had simmered with tension at the start, suddenly lightened. Even Rory, who played it cool, was tapping her pen in approval.

Chloe took my hand and squeezed, then aimed a bright smile at the group. “I love it. We should totally make it official. Like, write it in blood or pink glitter.”

Ren, wicked, pulled out a black sharpie and drew a heart on page one of my notebook. “There. Now it’s airtight.”

Serena recited the guidelines back from memory, flawless, of course, and each woman took turns agreeing aloud, even Brooke, who did it with an arched brow and a sarcastic “aye, captain.”

Mia, ever the peacekeeper, sealed the deal: “It’s not perfect, but it’s ours. I think that’s what matters.”

Rory closed her notebook with a snap. “And if anything gets weird, we call a house meeting. Or a girls’ night out to reset.”

Brooke stretched in her seat, arms overhead, tank riding even higher. “So, are we done with the United Nations, or do we get to christen the new rules?”

Chloe grinned, pure gold. “Depends who’s on tonight’s calendar…”

Brooke and Ren swapped a glance, something private and electric, while the rest of the group let the afterglow of actual teamwork settle in.

Six women, one guy, and only a little chaos.

If we could pull this off, St. Celeste was going to need a new word for scandal. And I was going to need more coffee.

***

The last of the guidelines hit the page, and just like that, the entire room exhaled. Tension blown away, replaced by the kind of energy you only got after surviving something together, the wild, sparky charge of real partnership. Or maybe it was just the caffeine and the way Chloe’s laughter made everything better.

Brooke led the way, first to slam her notebook shut and cat-stretch in her chair. The move put her entire body on unapologetic display, red hair spilling down her back, tank top riding up to flash her golden skin and the start of those abs nobody could shut up about.

She aimed a sly look at Ren, a private, dangerous little up-and-down—and whatever passed between them was pure conspiracy.

Chloe barely waited a beat. She slid right up to my side, pressed a kiss to my cheek (then, because she was Chloe, full-on locked lips with me before I could react) and murmured, “You’re the hottest mediator this house has ever seen, baby.” Her palm found my thigh, fingers squeezing for emphasis. “I’ve gotta go finish my comms paper, but maybe you’ll come tuck me in later?”

“Count on it,” I said. Her smile could have powered half the state.

She drifted out, waving at Mia and Serena like it was just another Tuesday.

Mia and Serena hung back, collecting mugs and kind of slow-dancing their way through the usual post-meeting debrief. “Are you actually going to finish the regression matrix tonight, or just pretend and watch reality TV with me?” Mia teased, already tucking her journal under one arm.

Serena, always the stoic, cracked a tiny smile. “Maybe both. I multitask. But only if you make popcorn.”

Mia looped her arm through Serena’s, and the two wandered off, talking probability curves and making plans for a midnight snack.

Rory, who’d spent most of the meeting scheduling people into oblivion, checked her phone, thumb darting over the screen. She looked up just long enough to deadpan, “I’ve got a late shift at the lab. You three behave, or don’t, so I have something to gossip about.” Then she was gone, but not before sending a wink my way that said she knew exactly what was coming.

The atmosphere was pure comfort now, everyone taking shots at each other, sniping, laughing, and backing it up with casual touches and shared glances. Brooke ruffled Ren’s hair, Ren hip-checked Brooke in return, and for a second, I wasn’t the only centerpiece. The house felt like a living thing: loud, bright, and (maybe for the first time) truly on the same team.

Brooke leaned in, lips finding Ren’s ear. She whispered something, probably illegal in at least two states, and Ren went scarlet, eyes wide, then ducked her head with a half-giggle she tried to hide behind her hand. “Brooke!” she hissed, but the grin never left her lips.

Brooke grinned wider, all teeth and trouble. “What? I’m just eager to field test our shiny new rules.” She looked right at me, eyes extra blue, and drew me up out of my chair with zero resistance. Her palm fit mine perfectly, warm and magnetic. “C’mon, babe. It’s time to christen the new arrangement. You up for it?”

Ren, still a little dazed, slipped to my other side and laced her fingers through mine. “My roommate’s gone all weekend,” she said, her voice soft but loaded, every syllable another invitation. “Nobody to interrupt or call dibs.”

Brooke didn’t wait for more encouragement. She hauled me toward the stairs with a confidence that bordered on reckless, Ren tight on my other side, bodies already aligning as if we’d done this a thousand times.

Our hands fit together, the energy building with every step. The sound of banter and clinking dishes faded to a hush.

By the time we hit the second floor, it was just the three of us. Three hearts, three hungry bodies, and a whole night to see how well we could make the new world order work for everyone.

If there were ever doubts, they were gone now.

The real celebration was just getting started.

***

Ren’s room was pure magic. Equal parts art studio and secret garden, with a giant unmade bed as the altar in the center. String lights zigzagged overhead, casting a warm, golden haze over half-finished canvases and the soft riot of color that seemed to coat every surface. The smell of paint mixed with the clean vanilla of fresh linen and something unmistakably female. Sex, anticipation, and adrenaline all lined up in perfect harmony.

We barely got the door closed before Brooke pounced, crushing her lips to Ren’s with a hunger that made my cock throb under my jeans. Their bodies pressed together, all curves and muscle, red hair tangled in black, Brooke’s hands gliding under Ren’s tee before I even took my first breath.

Ren’s voice was a husky whimper, but her arms were strong. She yanked Brooke closer, fingers digging into her back, like maybe this was something she’d dreamed of for months and only now gave herself permission to want. She looked at me over Brooke’s shoulder, eyes bright and pleading. “You gonna stand there, or help her out?”

Brooke grinned, already peeling Ren’s shirt up and over her head. The sight was fucking electric. Ren’s body was ballerina and bombshell at once. She had a tight, sculpted waist and hips built for temptation, but the real showstopper was her chest. Two perfect, gravity-defying tits, way too big for her frame, with perky, blushing nipples that practically begged for attention.

Brooke cupped both in her hands, squeezing just enough to make Ren gasp, a reaction as sudden and addictive as a hit of pure adrenaline. Fuck. Ren’s breasts were beyond anything I’d ever seen not generated by AI. Simply unreal. She was Asian Barbie, sculpted perfection in her arms, and Brooke couldn’t get enough, not for a second. The temptation shimmered sharp inside her, wild and insistent. “God, these are spectacular. Is it bad that I want to bite them?”

“Try it and see,” Ren said, breathless.

Brooke grinned and did exactly that, her teeth gentle, then wicked, lips closing around Ren’s nipple as the girl arched and shuddered in her arms.

Watching was torture, in the best way. My cock strained against my zipper, hard, leaking, desperate, while Brooke stripped Ren naked with slow, assured movements that made it more performance than routine. Ren’s jeans were next, yanked low to reveal a strip of black thong barely masking the perfection of her ass. The girl had legs like sculpture, a dancer’s line that only made her tits look bigger by contrast.

Brooke had her own brand of intimidation. She’d ditched her shorts, standing there now in ripped tank and scarlet panties, a goddess built for power and speed. Her all-natural D-cups bounced with every motion, nipples visible through the thin cotton, hair wild and eyes brighter than summer sky.

Brooke hooked her thumbs in Ren’s panties and slid them down extra slow, baring every inch of that tight, impossible, smooth body, dark curls shaved neat and glistening at the center.

My mouth watered; I licked my lips, chasing away the dryness as I looked at Ren standing before me completely naked. I’d lost count of how many times I’d made love to her, but it was like every time I stripped her bare, her body outdid itself, as if fucking her had called forth something new. Maybe not just a goddess, but the goddess, the real Ren. The kind of woman legends whispered about. There were hard tens, sure. But then there was Ren Reed, in a league with Chloe Bennett and nobody else.

Even now, my eyes drank her in, unable to get enough. If perfection had a body, it was hers. Afire, awakened. God, I was lucky to even touch her.

Ren moaned, stepping out of them, then turning to face me, art and desire glowing on her skin. “Don’t just stare, baby. We want you.”

A jolt of arousal whipped through my gut, spinning my stomach like I’d been flung around a dozen times. My head swam, vision blurring out as dizzy need crashed over me. I wanted them. Both of them. The hunger was raw, sharper and more consuming than anything I’d ever felt before.

Brooke spun on me, eyes full blaze. “Strip for us, stud. Unless you want us to do it for you.”

I opened my mouth, but my shirt was already off, Brooke closing in, hands quick and greedy, dragging it up and over my head. Her fingers blazed a trail down my spine, mapping every muscle, before she locked lips with me, tongue tangling, hips grinding against my cock.

Ren was right behind, fingers skating over my abs, then lower, unfastening my belt in one practiced flick. Jeans went next, boxers caught in the crossfire, and two seconds later, I was just as naked and hungry as they were.

The girls circled, taking me in. I felt raw, like the only man left on earth and the luckiest bastard alive at the same time.

Brooke grabbed my cock, stroked it twice, and grinned. “Still the prettiest cock on campus.”

Ren giggled, that shyness gone now that hands and mouths were in play. “Don’t let him get too cocky. I’m pretty sure we could kill him with a double-team.”

Brooke winked. “That’s the plan.”

We tumbled onto the bed, satin cold and perfect under our skin. For a beat, it was pure chaos, limbs in every direction, laughter and kisses, hands everywhere. My cock pressed between Ren’s thighs, hot and slick, while Brooke pinned her down and devoured her lips.

Ren’s hair spread wild across the pillow, her body small under Brooke’s but so alive. Brooke straddled her hips, legs wide for balance, her own tits bouncing as she rocked in place, grinding her soaked cunt on Ren’s mound.

They kissed, deep and filthy. Then Brooke straightened, perched over Ren, and beckoned me forward.

“Sit back, Outlier. Let us show you how it’s done.”

I did as I was told, barely made it upright before Brooke shimmied up and planted herself in my lap, legs on either side of my hips. Her pussy was wet even before she lined me up, the lips hot and swollen as she stroked my cock along her slit.

Ren knelt behind Brooke, cupping her breasts in both hands. She tugged at Brooke’s nipples, rolled them, then sucked one in, tongue swirling pink to harden the bud. Brooke moaned, head thrown back, hair a flaming halo while Ren worked her over.

Brooke’s gaze locked mine, pupils blown. “You watching, Mercer? She’s got a mouth like velvet. Almost as good as her pussy.”

Ren didn’t miss a beat. “Then maybe you should let him try mine.”

Brooke grinned. “After I’m done with him.”

She pressed down, swallowing my cock all at once, warm, tight, greedy. Her hips set the tempo, slow ride at first, every drop of friction electric. I filled her up, her cunt clenching, pulling me deeper than I thought possible. Sweat already beaded at my brow.

Ren worked down, peppering kisses along Brooke’s body until her lips met the seam where we joined. She licked up the length of my cock where it vanished inside Brooke, then sucked my balls, tongue teasing, fingers never leaving Brooke’s chest.

Brooke bounced harder, riding me with zero restraint. Every slap of her ass was addictive, muscle and curve flexing in my hands. I caught her rhythm, thrust up to meet her, and her moans went wild.

Ren’s voice was a purr in my ear. “She loves it when you’re rough. Don’t hold back.”

Brooke ground down, her cunt milking me on every pass. “Fuck, yes, baby. Harder. Show Ren what it’s like when you come alive.”

I snapped my hips, driving into her so fast the bedframe shook. Sweat slicked our bodies, heat building in waves. Brooke’s orgasm hit with a shout. She slammed down, quaking, drenched, then went limp against me, panting like she’d run a mile.

Ren cradled her, kissing Brooke’s neck, then locked eyes with me. “My turn?”

Brooke slid off, collapsing beside us, but her hand found my thigh. “She’s all yours. She’s been soaking wet since we walked in.”

Ren straddled my lap, but didn’t mount me; instead, she pushed me flat, then crawled up over my face, knees framing my head.

Her pussy hovered right above my mouth, plump, perfect, glistening. I didn’t wait for instruction. I grabbed her ass, pulled her down, and buried my tongue in her.

Ren shrieked, hips clamping tight. She rocked on my face, every nerve alive, her taste wild and sweet and so addictive. Brooke fingered herself as she watched, but didn’t stay out of the action long. She kissed down Ren’s back, ran her tongue along the crease of ass, then slipped two fingers inside Ren’s cunt right alongside my tongue.

Ren lost it. Her thighs squeezed, cunt spasming, breath shattering with every lick. She came hard, body rigid, but I didn’t stop, just kept eating her, teasing her clit until she was sobbing with pleasure.

When she finally collapsed back, limp and dazed, Brooke grinned.

“Go easy, Ren. He’s got to fuck you yet.”

Ren flipped onto her back, hair a black halo in the painted moonlight. “Do it, Noah. I want to feel all of you.”

Brooke rolled me on top of Ren, then straddled my hips from behind, her tits pressed to my back. She whispered in my ear, “She’s so fucking tight, it’s a miracle she hasn’t ripped your dick off. Do her proud.”

I remembered every inch of her, the way she squeezed around me like a velvet vice, and the thought alone made my cock twitch with restless hunger. I couldn’t get enough; I craved to be inside her again, to feel that vise-grip hold me tight and milk me for all I was worth. Just the memory of her slick, impossibly snug pussy wrapping around me almost made me lose control. I needed to feel her again, to rut against her heat and get lost in the satin noose of her body. She was so perfectly tight, and I couldn’t wait to drown myself in her all over again.

Ren’s legs spread wide, inviting, and I lined up, cock dripping with need. I slid in slow, inch by inch, and holy fucking hell, she was snug, velvet, pure heat. Her pussy sucked me in, and I nearly lost it right then.

Brooke reached around, squeezed my balls, then circled Ren’s clit with her free hand.

“Fuck her, Outlier. Deep. She loves being stretched.”

The sensation was unreal. Ren’s body flexed beneath me, hips rolling in time with my thrusts, her tits bouncing with every stroke. Brooke’s hands guided my pace, urging me faster, rougher, pushing me to the edge.

Ren gazed up, sliding her fingers through my hair, pupils wide with pure lust. “Harder, baby. God, yes. Fill me up.”

I obeyed.

Brooke licked at my neck, nibbled my ear, then bent to capture Ren’s nipple between my lips. Ren’s fingers splayed across my back, nails digging deep, anchoring herself as I drove into her.

We hit a fever pitch. Sweat poured, bodies locked, every moan and shout echoing off the string-lit walls. Brooke pinched Ren’s nipple, then moved down to suck hard on her clit, her red hair a blur between our bodies.

I was losing composure. Every thrust brought me closer to the breaking point. Brooke sensed it; she twisted around, kissing me hard, her mouth open and needy, tongue filling me as my cock pounded Ren’s pussy.

Ren’s hands scrabbled at my shoulders, then locked around Brooke’s arm, grounding herself. “I’m coming—holy fuck, don’t stop!”

Her climax hit like a train, cunt pulsing, thighs trembling, voice gone raw. Brooke’s lips never left her clit, drawing it out, and the grip of Ren’s pussy nearly sucked the orgasm right out of me.

Brooke caught my face in both hands, eyes burning, and went in for the kill. “Finish for us, Outlier. Fill her up. I want to see her leaking with your cum.”

That was it, the wild, convulsive breaking point, the moment when all pretense and reserve crisped to nothing and I belonged to sensation alone.

I slammed into Ren, hips snapping, cock twitching at the edge of agony and bliss. Each thrust was involuntary, Brooke’s hand clamped on my ass, grinding me deeper, her other hand on Ren's hip to steady the collision. Ren’s pussy was a velvet vise, squeezing, rippling, coaxing every desperate pulse from my cock with a greed only matched by her needy gasps. I felt myself swelling, thickening, the animal urge to fill her so overwhelming I saw nothing but white.

I lasted for maybe three strokes before I detonated. My whole body arched and locked, muscles rigid, breath torn from my lungs. I erupted into her with a violence that should have broken me, every spasm echoing through my core. The world washed out into pure static. Heat, tremors, Brooke’s chant in my ear, Ren’s shriek, the wet slap and squeeze of her cunt milking the last of me turned my climax into a near out-of-body experience. I was nothing but raw pleasure, body boneless, heart pounding against the inside of my ribs.

Brooke didn’t let up. She grabbed my face, tongue deep in my mouth, swallowing my hoarse groan as I came. Her fingers tangled my hair, her body pressing mine into Ren's, and I was surrounded, smothered, anchored by their presence. Even as I shot the last of my massive load, Ren shuddered under me, her hips locking, and I knew she was coming again, cunt spasming around my cock, draining every drop and leaving me utterly spent.

The comedown was almost as intense. My vision fuzzed, colors blooming at the edge of my sight. I collapsed forward, pinning Ren to the sheets, my breath hot against her throat. She trembled and gasped, still pulsing, her legs locked around me. Brooke kept peppering my neck and shoulders with kisses, gentler now, murmuring between each one.

“Goddamn, Noah,” Brooke whispered, and I felt her smile against my ear. “You really don’t disappoint.”

Somewhere beneath me, Ren giggled through her aftershocks, her laughter a series of hiccuped breaths. I realized I was still inside her, the heat of her cunt clutching me even as I softened. I started to pull out, but Ren clamped her thighs tighter, like she didn’t want to let me go just yet.

“Stay, baby,” she whispered, voice gone small and shaky. “Just… for a second. I love to feel you inside me.”

Brooke’s hands went gentle, stroking my back, fingers tracing the sweat-beaded line of my spine. I could feel her heart hammering almost in time with mine. She sprawled next to us, tangling her legs with mine, her lips wandering from my ear to Ren’s cheek, where she pressed a soft, lingering kiss.

We stayed like that, bodies knotted, skin sticky, breath mingled, for a long, wordless moment. The world shrank to just this tangle of limbs and sweat and the soft afterglow of shared exhaustion. My pulse slowed, vision gradually sharpening, brain rebooting from its pleasure blackout.

When I finally rolled to the side, carefully withdrawing from Ren, she gave a tiny whimper at the loss. Her body still twitched, little aftershocks making her hips jerk and her breasts tremble. I scooped her up, spooned against her back, and Brooke flopped on the other side, sandwiching Ren between us.

The three of us lay there, chests heaving, chins resting on shoulders and arms slung wherever they landed. The room smelled like sex and skin and heat. I felt a laughter building inside me. A stunned, incredulous joy that this was my life now, that I’d just been fucked out of existence by two women who were so perfect they threatened reality with their very existence.

Ren angled her head, eyes glassy but bright, and gave me a look of pure, unadulterated love. Her hair was a mess, cheeks streaked with drying tears and sweat, lips swollen and so kissable it hurt to not be kissing her.

Brooke reached across Ren, caught my hand, and laced her fingers through mine. She grinned, wild and so alive. “Told you we wouldn’t break him,” she said, squeezing Ren’s ass for punctuation.

Ren managed a weak laugh, breathless and giddy. “I think I broke myself.”

Brooke sprawled out, one leg tossed over both our hips, her hair a wild banner across the sheets. She looked utterly wrecked. “So, yeah, this arrangement is gonna work.”

Ren snuggled close, her cheek pressed to my chest. “If you two ever need backup for a rematch, I’m all in. Just let me hydrate first.”

I wrapped my arms around them both, savoring the feel. Their soft skin, tangled limbs, sweat and afterglow and the deep, perfect hum of being woven together was pure bliss.

We lay there for ages, not bothering to clean up, cum leaking down Ren’s golden thigh, the world reduced to the slow drip of ceiling lights and the sound of our heartbeats falling into sync.

Brooke rolled her head to the side, lips curling into a smirk. “Breakfast tomorrow? Or do we fuck again and sleep through it?”

Ren giggled. “We made a rule, remember? Group breakfast. Otherwise, Rory writes us up for truancy.”

I snorted, then kissed the top of Ren’s head. “Breakfast sounds good. And if I can walk by then, maybe we’ll join the others.”

Brooke smacked my ass, gentle but pointed. “You’d better. Otherwise, Chloe stages an extraction, and we’ll never hear the end of it.”

My whole body buzzed, the ache of release mixing with something sweeter. Belonging, maybe, or just the certainty that this was exactly where I wanted to be.

We drifted, half-asleep, fingers laced, wrapped in each other and the promise of another day wilder than the last.

No alarms, no drama.

Just three tangled bodies, a house full of possibility, and a hunger that never really quit.

If the world wanted to call it scandal, they were only getting half the story.

Because for us? This was just the beginning.


Harem Engineering


If you’d told the high-school version of me that my mornings would someday start with an alarm, a lab coat, and six women vying for a piece of me, I’d have laughed myself straight into the nearest recycling bin. But this was real: seven AM sharp, me alone with the click-hum of the Innovation Lab, and the relentless forward-march of time as I tried to outpace disaster.

First order of business was always coffee. Not the pod-machine crap either. Actual brewed stuff, usually cold because I got so lost in the work I forgot it existed. On the counter, a single mug waited next to the Gen 4.4 BioPrint prototype, my name Sharpied in black marker that never quite washed off no matter how much solvent I used.

The prototype looked different every week. It had to. The board’s deadline hung over me like a guillotine they’d spelled out in prison-yard font: deliver a functioning, human-ready scaffold or kiss your research (and possibly your ass) goodbye.

So I ran it like a war campaign. My workbench was lined with progress. Gen 3.9, Gen 4.0, 4.1, and so on, all archived in labeled baggies like the world’s grossest collector cards. The current champion, Gen 4.4, sparkled under the lamp: nano-printed polymer bands, peptide hydrogel, tiny sensors inlaid like art. Perfect on paper, but Mother Nature had ways of embarrassing you if you didn’t double-check every angle.

First move: unlock the case on the 3D bioprinter, power up the custom interface, and check the settings. The blue glow of the LCD was so familiar I think it haunted my dreams. Temperature here, print speed there, composition ratios tight enough to make the old versions look like crayon drawings.

I loaded the updated formula, hands steady despite the buckets of adrenaline and sleep deprivation. One wrong decimal, and the whole thing could melt like a marshmallow. I’d learned that the hard way. Twice.

As the printer spun up, I killed time by updating my research journal. I didn’t trust AI summaries, never had, so I logged everything by hand in a battered, spiral-bound notebook, diagrams in gel pen, color coding for failures versus wins. Today was “tweak day”. I’d shifted the signal peptide by 0.2% and introduced a new microchannel pattern meant to speed vascular in-growth by at least twenty percent. If that actually worked, I’d allow myself a donut with lunch.

A clang from the printer told me the scaffold was done. I slid it onto a sample tray, then moved to the microscope, old-school, compound optics, never let me down. Under the lens, the scaffold resolved into a blue-white lattice, every strut perfectly spaced, curves so fine you could run a hair down them and never find a flaw.

I snapped pictures at every axis then rolled the tray to the tissue rig, where a slice of engineered dermal sample waited for its moment of fame. The real test: could my baby actually heal the gap, or was it just pretty scaffolding with a death wish?

I let the integration run as I moved to the wall. There, above the whiteboard, was my tactical calendar. Every day a little skull-and-crossbones marching toward “Board Final Demo” day at the end of the month. Red X’s everywhere, more than half the milestones crossed off with my favorite fat marker. Three days ago: “Complete Gen 4.3.” Yesterday: “Submit pig trial data.” Today: “Optimize vascular.” And at the bottom: “Don’t fuck up.” Underlined twice.

For about three quiet seconds, I allowed myself to hope.

Then my phone buzzed. Not an alarm. Chloe.

She ghosted into the lab less than a minute later, hair perfect, sundress so bright it made the overhead fluorescents blush. She carried coffee like a bribe, but the real prize was the smile and the impossible energy she poured into the room.

She wove around the equipment like she’d been born for it. Zero fear of the sharp stuff, just curiosity and heat. “Morning, genius,” she said, voice syrup-sweet. “Brought you the good stuff. Extra shot, no sugar.”

I reached for it, but Chloe had other plans. She bounced up on tiptoes, pressed the cup into my hand, then yanked me down for a kiss. Not the quick, peck-on-the-cheek kind. This was a full-lipped, tongue-on-the-back-row, “I own your heart, your brain, and your balls” kind of kiss.

It left me breathless. It also left a loud, candy-red lipstick print right on the collar of my lab coat. Chloe saw it instantly, grinned, and traced her thumb over my jaw.

“You’re hot when you’re in scientist mode. Maybe I’ll just leave a few more marks for the microscope to find,” she teased, and then, like she’d never detonated my nervous system, she twirled and headed for the door.

“Go break the world, baby,” Chloe called back, blue eyes alive with mischief. “Lunch after comms lab?”

“Deal,” I managed.

She was gone in a whoosh of golden hair and coconut air. The lipstick on my collar was the only evidence she’d ever been there, but it felt better than most victories.

Three minutes later, I caught sight of the lipstick mark in the reflection off my sample tray. Instead of scrubbing it off, I smiled. Why even pretend to hide it? Half the board cared more about the headlines than the science. Let them see I had a life worth envying.

Back to work.

The tissue sample under the rig was doing things even I hadn’t predicted. The scaffold attached on contact, curling in to anchor the wound margin, then pulsing faint pink as my signal peptides triggered new cell growth. I documented everything, photos, time-lapse, even a handwritten note: “Integration speed up 0.4x. Increased vascular uptake. Side effect: matrix slightly more opaque, but that’s a tweak for tomorrow.”

I jotted the new data onto a rolling summary sheet and marked another milestone off on the wall.

My phone pinged again, this time with the real monster: the relationship schedule. I’d built it out of pure necessity. There was no way to survive without it. The app mapped a full week, color-coded by name. Blue for Chloe, pink for Mia, red for Brooke (fitting), gold for Rory, green for Ren, violet for Serena, and a string of gray for the times I pretended to rest or focus on solo lab work. Dr. Ross even had her own block, strictly for research reviews and “progress updates,” though that was a minefield all its own.

Every square was filled, sometimes double-booked (group events, or the occasional sibling summit), but otherwise ironclad. It wasn’t romance; it was logistics at the bleeding edge.

I checked the week ahead: Tuesday morning labs (Chloe cameo, check), afternoon study with Rory, walking meeting with Mia, and “private dinner” with Serena tomorrow. Brooke had her “unpredictable window” marked only by a fire emoji, which meant I needed to find a closet with a lock or risk public exposure.

Chloe had left her own entry for today: “Lunch with babe, 12:45, bring proofs of Gen 4.” A heart and a winky face. I added a reminder to bring extra napkins.

With the relationship schedule, even the messiest polyamory felt like a controlled experiment. Everyone could see where they stood. No drama, no guessing games. Even jealousy, that old ghost, was reduced to a solved equation. If only all of life worked that way.

The morning ran on caffeine and focus-adjust, observe, document, repeat. By ten, I’d logged two major data boosts, updated the wall tracker, and built the next test batch for tomorrow’s pig trial. It was clinical, precise, the kind of grind that gave my brain peace, even when the rest of my life was chaos.

But I never lost sight of the reason for all the rush. Every time my phone vibrated, another reminder, another sexy text, another meme from the girls, I felt it: the engine at the center of my world. I wasn’t just building scaffolds in the lab.

I was laying brick and mortar for a future that didn’t slice me in half, didn’t force my hands to let go of one world just to hold onto the other. I wanted it all, the work that set my mind alight and the women who gave it meaning, who made every grind worth it. It was never just my future, no; it belonged to us, all seven. Maybe even eight, if things with Vivian kept heating up, if the current kept carrying us forward the way it was, undeniable and sure.

And if I had to schedule every second of my day to make it work, so be it.

That was the real scientific method: try, fail, recalibrate, and go again. Never let the system beat you. Never let the haters see you sweat.

Unless the hater was Chloe, in which case, you let her see you sweat and beg for more.

I grinned, caught the lipstick spot again in the lamplight, and went right back to the scaffold.

Because if the world wanted proof, I was going to give it to them. One perfect, engineered miracle at a time.

And maybe order donuts for lunch. If you survived this kind of morning, you deserved a reward.

***

Nobody tells you the hardest part of a multi-woman relationship is the transitions. I went from running tests on the BioPrint prototype to stepping into the echo chamber of the campus library where the only thing louder than the silence was the pulse of anticipation between me and Rory.

She was the first harem wife on today’s block. Even the way she sat, spine straight, skirt perfect, hair sleek and immovable, turned every eye in the place. At our table, she’d already constructed a defensive perimeter: books in neat stacks, legal pad with bullet points, color-coded highlighters like landmines. I took my seat, and she slid a chemistry text my way without looking up.

“You’re late. If this were Congress, you’d be up for censure,” she said, eyes scanning her calendar as if the fate of the nation hung on our tutoring session.

I shrugged. “In my defense, the rat didn’t heal itself.”

Rory smirked and finally met my gaze. Her eyes held this impossible mix of challenge and invitation. “For you, I’ll allow a motion to strike.”

We “studied,” but only if you counted her quiz questions dancing between real and suggestive.

She’d slip me index cards, some with actual science, some reading:

- “If I get this one right, you owe me a backrub.”

- “Define endothermic… with your mouth on my neck.”

- “Why are you so much hotter when you pretend not to care?”

Every time I answered, she countered. Her legs found mine under the table, and her foot traced lazy circles along my calf while she pretended to highlight key passages. The tension was wild—library-quiet, but with a current under every word.

She passed a folded note, old-school. I opened it.

In her perfect handwriting: “I’m not wearing panties. Prove you can focus.”

I nearly lost my place on the page.

Rory arched her brow, watching for cracks in my armor. I forced myself to finish three more sample problems before giving in. I scrawled on the back of the card:

- “That’s not a challenge. It’s a dare. You sure you’re ready for what comes next?”

She read it, cheeks flushing. The next hour was all barely-veiled innuendo, hands brushing as we flipped through notes, her voice dropping every time she teased me with another line that would have gotten us thrown out if anyone else heard.

We never made it past the second chapter.

When the clock hit noon, Rory packed up with military precision, leaned close, and whispered, “Meet me in the stacks after your next session. I’ll show you a trick they don’t teach in science class.”

Library seduction: accomplished.

***

Mia was next on the day’s circuit.

She preferred the slow lanes, a hand in mine, sunlight, nothing but soft conversation and the steady rhythm of being seen. We’d walk the edge of campus, her arm looped through mine, the world shrinking until it was just the two of us.

Mia asked about the scaffold, but not the way professors did. She wanted to know how it felt, what kept me up at night, what I was afraid to get wrong. Her questions ran deep, but never judged. When I doubted myself, she squeezed my fingers and reminded me, “You don’t have to fix everything. Sometimes, you just let it grow.”

She made me laugh, and that was rare.

Sometimes we’d settle on a bench, and she’d sneak her feet into my lap, expecting a massage while we mapped out futures neither of us dared say aloud. Mia always smelled like vanilla and something faintly herbal, comfort, safety, a peace I hadn’t known in years.

When she leaned her head on my shoulder, I let myself lean back. The contact was gentle, but it hit hard: with Mia, I didn’t have to perform. I could just be. She liked the silence. She liked me.

Before I left, she brushed her lips over mine, slow, thoughtful, memorable. The kind of kiss that lingered even after the moment faded.

***

Then there was Brooke.

Brooke didn’t do scheduled romance; she ambushed it. If you heard her heels in the corridor, you had maybe three seconds to brace. This time, she caught me outside the physics lab, grabbed my shirt, and yanked us both into the nearest supply closet.

Before I could even process, she was up on tiptoes, tongue in my mouth, hands everywhere.

“Miss me, lover?” she said, already working my buckle.

She had on this crop top that looked painted on. Her tits bounced with every move, nipples hard and practically slicing through the cotton. I tried to answer, but she was already stroking my cock through my jeans, then freeing it with a practiced flick.

Brooke didn’t need preamble. She turned, braced hands on a shelf, and hiked her skirt so her ass, perfect, round, hypnotic, was on full display.

“Quickie,” she said, bending over for emphasis. “They say you can’t fuck brains out in under five minutes. Prove ‘em wrong.”

I lined up, pressed into her dripping heat, and bottomed out in one smooth thrust. Her pussy gripped me like a vice, soaking wet and greedy. Brooke moaned, loud enough to risk discovery, but that was part of her kink.

I pounded into her, pace brutal and unrelenting. Every slap of skin echoed off the metal shelving, her ass rippling with every collision. She reached back, grabbed my hips, and braced for the ride.

“God, yes,” she groaned. “Harder, baby. You know I can take it.”

I did. I barely lasted three minutes. She was that good. The friction, the danger, the sight of her bared ass swallowing my cock, it all hit too fast. My balls drew tight, and I emptied inside her in a rush, spurting so deep she whimpered and clenched.

Brooke milked every drop, hips grinding back as she came around me, her moans muffled by the sleeve of her jacket.

After, she stood, wiped sweat from her brow, and turned with a devilish grin.

“Still undefeated,” she bragged, tucking her tits back into place. “Maybe next time, I’ll let you last a whole ten minutes.”

She winked, kissed my cheek, and sprinted off. I buttoned up, heart pounding, and tried to look like I hadn’t just had the best three-minute fuck of my life.

***

Next up: art therapy with Ren.

She lured me to her studio with promises of “creative breakthroughs.” In truth, it was her excuse to stare at me for hours, sketchbook in lap, tongue poking absently from the corner of her lips.

I sat at the workbench, fiddling with a scaffold while she drew. Ren’s hands moved quick—fast, sure lines, capturing more of the truth than any camera. Sometimes she’d pause, study the angle of my neck or the set of my jaw, and then go back to work twice as intense.

“You know you look different when you’re thinking,” she said, glancing up. “It’s like you’re solving six puzzles at once. Makes you hot.”

I raised a brow. “Hot, or insane?”

Ren grinned. “Depends on the sketch.”

She hopped up, perched herself in my lap, and showed me the latest drawing. It was me, lost in the microscope, focus absolute, but with a barely-hidden smile like I knew the world’s secrets and wasn’t sharing.

Ren kissed me. Light at first, then deeper, her tongue teasing until I felt my cock stir. She ground herself on my thigh, the friction making her whimper.

“God, baby. I can’t get enough of you. Did you know I get my best ideas when you touch me?” she whispered.

We fell into each other, the air charged with an electricity that made restraint impossible. Our kisses grew hungry, hands roving with no hesitation, my fingers threading beneath Ren’s shirt to clutch at the impossible fullness of her breast. She filled my palm, a weighty, perfect curve, and I wanted to lose myself in the sensation, but Ren danced just out of reach, savoring the heat between us.

Under her clothes, heat radiated from her skin, growing slicker the more I touched her. My fingers grazed the damp fabric of her panties and came away wet, evidence of her arousal clear and deliberate. Ren wanted it, all of it, but she craved the buildup most. The anticipation was its own kind of pleasure for her. Every tease, every brush, only made her more ravenous. She was wound tight, on the edge but not quite ready to fall.

“You should let me paint you naked next time,” she joked, shivering when I played with her nipple through her lace bra. “It’d be my masterpiece.”

“Maybe after finals,” I said. “Payoff for surviving the gossip mill.”

She laughed and nipped my ear. “You’re on.”

Before she went back to the sketch, she whispered something that stuck with me.

“Don’t let them change you, baby. The world can adjust to your weird.”

After she left, I checked the artist’s rendering. She’d gotten it right. Even when I was surrounded by chaos, I was anchored by them, by the work, by the insane perfection of moments like this.

***

Serena liked dinner meetings. She showed up at the lab exactly at six, bag with gourmet takeout under one arm and a calm confidence that muted any leftover stress.

She set up plates, poured us drinks, hers sparkling water, mine black coffee, because she liked me alert. She asked about the prototype, listened to every word, then drilled down with questions that would have made my grad-school instructors sweat.

“What’s your error margin in the breakdown rate?” she asked, scanning the printout like it was an admissions test.

“Under four percent. Next goal is sub-one, but that’s chasing ghosts.”

She nodded, impressed but not indulgent. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

While we ate, she updated me on the campus rumor scene (Chloe and Brooke were trending, apparently) and offered inside info on which faculty were rooting for Team Outlier. Serena was always elegant, never rushed, never loud, (well, she was in bed but that’s a different story) but her presence could freeze a room or light it on fire. In research, and in sex, she was the gold standard.

After dinner, she slid into my lap, pressed her lips to my ear and whispered, “If you hit your milestone tonight, text me. We’ll celebrate the way you like best.”

She left me with a file of her own, detailed, flawless, annotated with Serena’s signature calm. I glanced at her handwriting, then at the way she’d left her scent on my shirt. She wore perfume like armor, but up close, it was all sex and invitation.

If I ever wanted to be distracted, Serena was the one to call.

***

And then there was Vivian.

She played by different rules. In public, she was all business. Hair up, suit crisp, voice loaded with authority.

We held our “progress reviews” in her office, always with a full audience. She’d grill me on IP, on scalability, on the ways my scaffold would outperform every rival on the market. Her questions cut, and I had to stay sharp.

But beneath that, there was always another layer, a glance held two seconds too long, a smirk when I demolished one of Chase’s old arguments, a softening of her tone when I referenced an obscure paper she’d written years ago.

She never broke character, but sometimes, when everyone else had left, she’d look over her glasses and say, “You know you’ve already outpaced last year’s Nobel winner, right? Don’t let them box you in.”

It was the highest compliment and maybe the most dangerous one. Nothing with Dr. Ross was ever simple. But every time I walked out of her office, I felt taller. Like maybe I didn’t have to apologize for being this intense, this stubborn, or this impossible to scare.

***

Day after day, the schedule rolled on: Chloe with her love, Rory with her games, Mia with her soul, Brooke with her raw hunger, Ren with her insight, Serena with her impossible standards, and Dr. Ross with the reminders that I could change the world if I refused to give up.

They knew every version of me. The lover, the scientist, the wildcard nobody saw coming. With them, I was never bored, never lonely, and always, always wanted.

It was exhausting. It was exhilarating.

And it was all mine.

By sunset, I’d crossed off two more names from the harem schedule. My brain was fried, my body a mess of endorphins and adrenaline, but my heart was exactly where it should be.

I scrolled the phone, checked the week ahead, and wondered how I’d ever lived without this much chaos or this much reason to keep fighting.

Tonight? At least three of them were plotting to get me alone.

If that didn’t drive a man to finish his work before the next deadline, nothing would.

***

If the university admin had bugged the Delta Omega Sigma common room, they’d have found a covert operation running harder than any homecoming week. The harem had gone corporate, strategizing, collaborating, and, above all, making sure nobody left the table without a smile (or, failing that, ammunition for next week’s gossip session).

Chloe called the summit, obviously. When she wanted something, the world bent to her will. She’d transformed her favorite couch into mission control, laptop open, dry erase board ready, and the event-planning Google doc projected on the flat screen for all to see.

Mia flanked her, arms full of art supplies and a tray of almond croissants she’d “just happened to bake” at dawn. She set the food on the table and started cutting pastel paper hearts (“for the scrapbook,” she said, ignoring Brooke’s eye roll).

Brooke sprawled across two chairs, stretch pants and bare feet, chugging a mimosa like it was Gatorade. She was already lobbying for a “no dress code, but lingerie encouraged” party theme, scribbling outlandish party games in the margin of the agenda.

Rory arrived armed with a spreadsheet and three highlighters, only to stop dead at the sight of Brooke’s red lace bra hanging from a chandelier. “Classy,” she deadpanned, then tried to take over from Chloe, which lasted exactly one round before Chloe sweet-talked her back into second-in-command.

Ren looked a little shell-shocked by the energy, but she kept up, sketching out invitations with a custom logo (“It’s the BioPrint, but with hearts,” she explained under her breath) and arguing with Rory about rooftop versus beach venues. Their banter was less catty, more “girlboss meets episode of Modern Family.”

Serena drifted in last, freshly showered and dressed like she was about to host a TED Talk on etiquette. She carried a folder with meeting notes, but also a list of all the faculty who needed to be kept in the loop if the launch party was going to fly under the radar.

The only absence was Dr. Ross, but that was deliberate. She’d already emailed Chloe a bulletproof plan for keeping me locked down in the lab (“uninterrupted research windows,” “no house drama between 8am and 4pm,” and “please remember to feed him real food”). She even offered to “procure celebratory champagne” for the group, as long as someone else managed the toasts. Dr. Ross’s fingerprints were everywhere even when she wasn’t.

At first, it looked like chaos. Six women, twenty competing ideas, zero willingness to compromise. But underneath was pure teamwork. Instead of fighting for my attention, they traded war stories: which one of them had managed to steal me for a full hour last week, the accuracy of my calendar app, and who made me blush hardest when I got caught off-guard.

“Everyone knows you’re his favorite,” Ren teased Chloe, sketching a quick cartoon of her with my arm around her waist. “He literally lets you write the schedule.”

Chloe beamed, unashamed. “That’s called leadership, sweetheart. Besides, we all know his real kink is ‘please, God, let me finish my grant application before midnight.’”

Brooke cackled. “I still think we should do the afterparty in nothing but lab coats. Or just the safety goggles.”

Mia blushed but piped up, “As long as we get photos for the house photo wall. I want at least one where he doesn’t look shocked to be in the harem.”

“We’ll need to run decoy events for the sorority board,” Serena murmured, already half-dialed into crisis prevention. “If the party gets loud, I don’t want to see it on the student rumor app before we get our first drinks.”

Even Rory, who once would have resented the group dynamic, now leaned into the fun, poking Ren about her hand-drawn decorations. “If you do the invitations, will you hide Noah’s phone number this time? The last groupie nearly crashed our brunch.”

They all cracked up. No edge to the laughter, just the giggly, easy affection of women who’d been through hell together and come out the other side closer for it.

Mia passed out croissants. “I don’t know if he even likes parties that big, but he deserves it. He’s worked so hard. Maybe everyone writes him a note? Something to remind him he’s more than the research?”

Brooke rolled her eyes. “I’ll write it on his cock if that makes it stick.”

That almost broke Serena. She actually choked on her sparkling water, cheeks going pink.

“I’m serious!” Brooke protested. “He’d love it. Or we just take a group shower and see whose lipstick lasts the longest. Winner gets him for the night.”

Chloe nearly lost it. “Brooke, you are an agent of chaos. But I love the lipstick game. Points for stamina?”

“Deal,” agreed Ren, wickedness blooming in her grin. “Chloe probably wins, but I want to see Mia’s game face.”

Even Serena cracked a real smile. “If you’re going for scandal, at least bring good champagne. I’ll write the thank-you notes for the faculty.”

Rory leaned back, arms folded, watching the chaos with a warmth that would have shocked her parents. “Has anyone considered that he might just want a quiet night with all of us?”

Chloe beamed. “That’s the whole point, Ror. It’s not about the party. It’s about making him feel like he actually belongs.”

Silence, just for a second, so rare when the group was together.

Then Mia, soft as always, said: “He already does. We’re just reminding him.”

They spent the next hour plotting the details: playlists, drink menus, secret handoffs to keep me in the dark. Everyone contributed. Nobody tried to one-up the others. And every plan, sexy, sweet, or somewhere in between, was about pulling off something that would blow my mind and remind me I had the best support crew on campus.

By the time I got home, the common room looked untouched. You’d never have guessed a harem-level plot had gone down.

But there was a sticky note on my computer: “Don’t look at the surprise folder unless you want spoilers. Lunch is in the fridge, and Mia says to hydrate. Counting down the days, babe. – Love, All Your Girls.”

If there was a better feeling than that, I hadn’t found it yet.

This was the future I’d wanted. One where chaos bent to the rules of affection, and nobody got left behind.

The only job left? Deliver a breakthrough big enough to make the whole game worth playing.

Not just for me, but for the team that made everything possible.

***

If there was a heaven for night owls, this was it.

The Innovation Lab was a cocoon of blue shadows and code, every square inch engineered for after-midnight triumphs or disasters. Most people crashed out by eleven; my brain never hit peak until the air buzzed with pure isolation, the campus lights drained, and the only sound was the hum of gear and my own heart skipping.

Tonight, the place was humming harder than ever. Four banks of monitors painted the air electric. On my main bench, an array of micro tools gleamed like surgical jewelry, every piece right where I’d left it. The desk was its usual split personality: notes and research journals jammed into piles, but every pipette and sample plate squared to the millimeter. My world, my rules.

If you stood still, you could taste the ozone crackle from the negative ion fans. The chamber itself, the heart of the operation, sat front and center, glass gleaming, every circuit inside ready to rewrite a chapter of medicine. A lesser man would have gone home to bask in his own legend. I wanted the proof.

I rolled back my sleeves, feeling the tension and fatigue ghosting up my arms. It wasn’t exhaustion, more like the high before a sprint. The next version of the BioPrint Scaffold nestled in its sterile pouch, pale and almost translucent, like a sliver from the future. I could see the peptide lattice glimmering faintly at the edges, ready to take the leap none of its ancestors could.

The only thing in the world that mattered was getting it right.

I keyed the main lock, gloves tight, the glass hatch hissing open. The air inside was cool and sharp, chilled for the tissue samples. My hands were steady—strange, considering how much caffeine I’d dumped into my system, or how much I wanted this. I peeled back the sterile wrap and cradled the prototype between thumb and forefinger, careful not to crush the matrix.

Every move was a little performance for the gods of chance: slice a section of test tissue, pin it in the clamp, float the scaffold over the cut, and let the chemistry do its slow, inevitable work.

I eased the prototype onto the sample right at the ablation site. The mesh settled, hugging the tissue as if it remembered being alive. Even before I closed the lid, the first changes started: a faint blush at the interface, fluid wicking in, the color shift that signaled phase one was working.

I locked the hatch, tapped the console, and set the timer.

Three weeks of prep, two million micro-adjustments, and it all hinged on whether the code behind this gel could outsmart a living cell.

The monitors flared up, filling the dark with moving graphs and data points. I couldn’t look away, not even to blink. Every time the sensor refreshed, the numbers leapt. Cell density, signal propagation, the kinetic curve of protein release, all indicators green. But what blew my mind was the video feed: a closed-circuit shot of the gap bridging, first slow, then all at once. The scaffold gloved itself to the sliced tissue, then pulled it together with a hunger that looked borderline violent.

My throat was tight as hell. I braced both hands on the edge of the console, watching the time-lapse run faster. The control samples were a joke compared to this. The new prototype wasn’t just matching best-in-class; it was vaulting right over, two, three times the rate.

The curve on the monitor spiked so hard it looked unreal.

I couldn’t breathe for a second. I yanked up the reference overlay, double-checked the calibration, and even swapped in the backup sensor. Same story. Whatever I’d done three days ago, it had changed the game. This was not just proof-of-concept. This was Nobel, if the world was ready for it.

I barked a short laugh, giddy, almost unhinged. Maybe I even swore; I don’t remember. My own hands were shaking now, not with nerves, but with the pure, raw high of nailing something no one else on earth could.

I spun over to my laptop, no wasted movement, no hesitation, and started logging the results in three mirrored files. The numbers poured in: regeneration rate, scaffold breakdown, zero measurable necrosis. Even the side-channel sensors, electrolyte transfer, pH variance, behaved better than any prior test. It was like the thing had grown a brain and decided to win.

The air felt different, charged. My skin prickled with the realization: I’d done it. Not a patch, not a band-aid, but a living bridge, pure and clean, made by my own hands. This was the kind of breakthrough people sold their souls for. All the failures, the setbacks, the late nights and early panic, totally worth it.

I slumped in the chair, burning with adrenaline so sharp I thought I might vibrate through the floor.

Before I could catch more than three breaths, my phone vibrated once, then again, then in staccato. Notifications lit the screen, each brighter than the last, and I knew without looking it wasn’t admin, or a jealous rival.

It was the harem.

First up: Chloe, blue hearts and fireworks stacked around the preview.

Chloe: How’s our genius doing? We’re planning something special for you! xoxo 💙😉

My lips curved without permission. I could picture her: sprawled on the bed in a tiny cami, sunglasses propped on her nose, orchestrating some kind of mischief with Brooke and probably texting with one hand while she taste-tested frosting from her finger.

The next banner slid in, different energy, same impact.

Brooke: Hope you’re ready for the reward waiting when you finish that prototype ;)

No confusion as to her angle. With Brooke, subtlety was for cowards. I read the message again, cock twitching at the memory of her bounce and bite, the way she’d ridden me earlier that morning like the world was going to end.

Underneath, less flashy but twice as potent:

Mia: So proud of you, Noah. Can’t wait to celebrate your success. I love you!

Mia’s warmth glowed through every word, equal parts mentor and lover, her patience and faith the thing that got me through every breakdown the rest of the world never saw. I swallowed, a little tight, feeling the edge of actual emotion push past the sex and adrenaline.

The texts kept coming, piling up in the notification shade. Even Serena chimed in, her words neat and razor-sharp.

Serena: The data stream looks promising from here. Finish strong, lover. The girls are on deck to make you theirs tonight.

I snorted. Of course she’d be monitoring the lab remotely, probably making notes on both my experiment and how she’d dismantle me after.

There were more: Ren, understated as always, sent a single emoji (a paint palette with a heart), and even Rory, who let her walls down only in private:

Rory: Don’t work too hard tonight. The house isn’t the same when you’re gone.

And as if in afterthought - so proud of you, Noah. I knew you could do it.

That made my chest tighten and I fought back tears blurring my vision.

I let the messages stack up, not bothering to type a reply. My hands alternated from the console to the phone, documenting everything: the miracle curve, the stitched tissue, the proof I wasn’t just an impostor in someone else’s lab.

Each notification pinged. Each data point confirmed it.

I was exactly where I belonged.

The rest of the world faded. The old heartbreak, the rumors, the impossible pressure of not fucking up. In the blue glow and the hush of my private war room, it was just me, the scaffold, and the women who’d for some reason decided to build this wild future alongside me.

Somewhere in the background, the chamber beeped, marking the close of the first cycle. The video feed was insane: the tissue gap was gone, replaced by a seamless band of living cells. The scaffold had already begun dissolving, every molecule snapped off in perfect harmony with the new growth. It was, in every scientific sense, impossible.

I screen-captured the hell out of the progress, uploading it to the master file and blind-copying myself on every timestamp. The work wasn’t done, not really (science never was), but for the first time ever, I had something that was undeniable.

For a weird, quiet second, I just sat.

The workstation cast wild shadows across my knuckles. I let the dark and the blue meld, the hum of the lab filling my head like white noise. I could have stayed there forever, suspended between miracle and memory.

I thumbed the phone, running back through the messages. Each one a different flavor: playful, filthy, gentle, competitive. All real. All mine.

I stared at the prototype, still humming in its test cradle, and realized what was happening.

My life wasn’t crumbling anymore.

I’d built something. A future, a love, a legend. The only thing left was to claim it. And from the way the girls were converging, I had a feeling the rest of the night would be a celebration nobody on the coast (or the Board) would ever forget.

For now, I let myself lose ten seconds, just ten, draining in the pride and the possibility.

When I finally went back to work, I did it with a grin, every cell in my body alive with anticipation.

The data was gorgeous, the harem was waiting, and for once, I didn’t have to choose between the two.

Tonight, I’d built the impossible.

And tomorrow? The rewards were going to blow the rest of the world away.


Devoted


Hat Trick


Brooke and I slipped out the side door just as the DOS kitchen erupted in laughter, the scent of scorched crème brûlée trailing us across the marble tiles. I caught her hand and she let me lead the way, but once we hit the terrace, she took over. She always did. Her bare feet padded silent across the flagstones, a streak of red and gold in a sundress that could have made the moon jealous.

The balcony gardens were a fever dream at night, their arches laced with trailing vines, the petals of white roses glowing in the darkness, and somewhere below, the ocean chewing at the cliff like it wanted a piece of us. The air smelled like salt and jasmine and a hint of whatever perfume Brooke had swiped from Chloe’s room. I’d never been so glad for a little California wind to cool my skin.

Brooke spun to face me, blue eyes sharp as a shot of vodka in the moonlight.

She grinned. “Outlier, I was starting to think you’d lost your nerve.” She thumbed the top of her dress, teasing me with every word. “You know, there’s only three rooms left on the list. You conquer this one, and I’ll…well, I’ll tell you what the grand prize is when you earn it.”

Truly, the journey was the grand prize, especially when it came to conquering Brooke’s ridiculous body. “Three rooms in one night. That’s a hat trick,” I said, looping an arm around her waist and nudging her back into the shadow of the bougainvillea. Blossoms brushed her shoulder, but she didn’t flinch. If anything, she looked even more alive out here, framed by moon and flowers and that crooked, dare-me smile.

Brooke didn’t wait. She closed the gap, her lips landing just below my jaw, voice muffled as she breathed, “You know, I don’t think anyone’s ever gotten this far before. Your stamina’s freakish, babe.”

“Blame engineering,” I said, pinning her gently against the stone railing. It was cold, but her skin burned, arms sliding up my back, nails raking through my hair as she yanked me down for a kiss that should’ve come with a warning label.

Her mouth tasted like clementine and sin. My hands roamed freely, charting the steep curve of her ass and the rise of her hips, until the hem of her dress all but begged me to push it higher.

Brooke moaned when I did, the sound soft but desperate as she pressed her thigh between my legs.

“You’re overdressed,” she panted, only half-joking. “Fix it.”

“Demanding,” I said, but I didn’t hesitate. I got her sundress bunched up around her waist and found silk, of course. She’d gone with nothing but a tiny scrap between us, probably for the drama.

I found the edge and traced it away, and she shivered, hips rolling against my palm.

“Fuck, you’re—” I didn’t finish. Brooke was already soaking wet, already clamping her legs around mine.

Her fingers curled behind my neck as I slipped two fingers inside her. She gasped, the vibration traveling from her chest straight through me.

“Oh god, Noah—” Brooke’s head dropped to my shoulder, fiery red hair tickling my throat as I worked her with slow, deliberate circles.

“You’re gonna get us caught,” I teased, grinning as she bit down gently on my collarbone.

“I dare you to keep me quiet,” she fired back, breathless, and I felt her grind shamelessly against my hand.

The garden spun down to just us. Her slick heat, the way her body moved with zero hesitation, and the little noises she tried (and mostly failed) to stifle against my neck. The moon caught the sweat beading on her chest, highlighting every curve, every shudder.

She tightened, thighs clenching as I crooked my fingers and thumbed at her clit. Brooke let out this strangled half-laugh, half-cry of my name.

“You’re such a show-off,” she managed, voice rising with every stroke. “You want everyone to hear me coming, don’t you?”

“Like they did in room eight two nights ago? Yes. I want them to hear you scream my fucking name while you come all over my cock.”

Seconds later, she came undone, legs shaking, body bucking as I kept my hand right where she needed it, drawing every last pulse out of her. She clung to me, face buried in my neck, and I felt her body melt and then spark again beneath my grip.

Brooke didn’t wait for the crash to pass. She was already tugging at my jeans, teeth on her lip.

“Don’t you dare leave me hanging, Outlier,” she hissed, voice ragged. “Fuck me.”

I didn’t. I got my belt open and the rest of my clothes pushed down just far enough, and her hand found my cock, hot, eager, and shaking.

She lined me up and I pushed into her in one controlled thrust. Brooke’s eyes flew open, and for a split second, she looked stunned.

Then she shattered, harder, if that was possible.

Her pussy clamped down so tight I nearly lost it right then. She arched back against the stone, legs locked behind my hips, and the sound she made was all raw, unfiltered awe.

“Oh fuck—oh, fuck!” Her nails raked my arms as she came, every muscle in her body convulsing around me.

I grinned and leaned into her, burying my face in her hair as she rode it out. “Quick Draw McGraw tonight, babe?”

Brooke laughed, high-pitched and wild. “Sexy. Real sexy. I’m a goddamn one-pump chump tonight, aren’t I?”

“Maybe that’s just a record,” I said, not giving her a second to recover before I started moving. Slow at first, then building, pounding into her with the kind of rhythm that dared the whole house to listen. It was all slap and clutch and sweat, the ocean wind on my back and her body swallowing me deeper, tighter, better. Brooke loved every fucking second.

She kept coming, small aftershocks that rolled through her with every thrust.

The garden around us blurred away. It was just skin, her perfume, the taste of her mouth as our lips crashed together again. My hands gripped her ass; her hands never let go of my neck.

Brooke stopped laughing when I really let go. She went quiet, then frantic, hips jerking, body squeezing me with everything she had.

She choked out, “Don’t you fucking stop, Noah, please—just—”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her with everything I had, chasing that dizzy edge.

Her head dropped back and she stared at me, eyes shining with something hot and helpless.

“God, I need to feel you come in me,” she gasped, every syllable a full-body plea.

I slammed forward one last time and the world went white. Every muscle locked, and I felt myself pulsing hard into her, my entire body clenching with the force of it. Her pussy milked me for every drop. It was fucking relentless, a velvet vice clamping down as wave after wave rolled out of me. I could actually hear myself groan, sharp and guttural, echoing into the flower-thick night. For a moment, I knew nothing except the heat of her and the pleasure ripping clean through my spine.

I held her like I was afraid I’d collapse otherwise, arms tight around her waist, face buried in her neck. Brooke’s legs curled around me, toes digging into my thigh, squeezing me so close I could barely breathe. I could feel her heartbeat quick and wild, the whole of her body trembling in aftershocks as I spent myself inside her, every spasm drawing another ragged moan from both of us. Her fingers clawed at my back, knuckles white, and I realized she didn’t just want me; she was trying to fuse us together for good.

Our bodies stayed tangled, pulsing against each other, skin slick and flushed and vibrating with leftover sparks. I could feel the hot spill inside her, the way her walls fluttered and clenched around it, greedy and unsatisfied even as she wrung me dry. The night air cooled my back but did nothing to chill the burning knot where our hips met, where I was still buried deep, motionless and thick.

Brooke’s head lolled against my shoulder, her hair a damp halo, breath coming in little, broken whimpers that finally stretched into a long, satisfied sigh. She blinked at me through the haze, and for a second, the angle of her smile was crooked and raw, so wide it bordered on feral.

She swallowed, then drew my face to hers, kissing me soft and slow, nothing left of the earlier violence except a shared exhaustion that felt holy. Her skin buzzed under my hands, every inch alive with post-orgasmic static. I wanted to say something, anything, but all I could do was hold her, anchoring us both to the moment.

“Stay,” she breathed. “Just…don’t move. I want this for a second.”

We stood there, pressed together on a moonlit balcony, sweat drying in the wind and her smile pressed to my cheek.

I didn’t know what the grand prize was, but I was pretty sure we’d both just won it.

She finally laughed, soft and shaky, and ran her fingers through my hair.

“Babe, you are officially the king of the twelve-room challenge,” Brooke whispered. “God help us if you ever get bored.”

I smiled, still hard inside her, already planning the next location.

Ten down. Two to go. The night was far from over.

***

Far removed from where Brooke and I rushed toward room number eleven on the list, St. Celeste’s old guard schemed and plotted.

If power had a scent, it was money and old oak. That scent was thick in the air of the St. Celeste executive office, three floors above the lives they were about to upend.

The wood-paneled walls soaked up every whisper. On the far side of a mahogany desk, stacks of blueprints and patent filings sprawled like collateral damage from a smarter war. My diagrams. My raw brainwork. For a second, I almost wanted to warn the pages to run.

The first suit, all crow’s feet and cufflinks, flipped through the documents one after another, eyes moving faster than his lips.

“He’s just a student,” he muttered, like that was supposed to be a kill shot.

The other, slicker, younger, with venom in his idle pen-tapping, smirked as he leafed to the legal annotations. Black ink glistened under the desk lamp, every line a threat with the volume turned low.

They were hunting, but not for truth. Only blood.

“It’s right here,” said the penman, tapping a particularly dense contract. “The research assistant clause covers all derivative works, He never had a chance.”

The crow’s feet guy snorted. “Another prodigy, another cautionary tale. By Monday, the university’s name goes on every one of these. He gets a line in the annual report, if he’s lucky.”

I’d built a future. They were about to break it down for parts.

The two traded a look, curt, mutual, not even the courtesy of a smile.

“Clean it up. Strip his name. If he pushes back, we’ll give him a science medal or whatever they do these days,” the older one said, closing the folder with a finality that rattled the glass.

The fountain pen slid into a custom leather case. “You want to notify Legal or should I?”

“Loop them in after we get the draft to Foster. No leaks.”

“Done.”

Pages changed hands with surgical precision, the stack growing thinner as they earmarked what belonged to St. Celeste and what belonged to nobody but themselves. My name faded under redactions. My voice, gone before I even knew to shout.

The only light was the lamp: harsh, uncompromising, exposing every line and lie on the desk.

Outside, the campus kept breathing, no idea the game had already shifted.

Inside, history was being rewritten one clause at a time.

***

Brooke was the first out the door. She was always a step ahead, always making escape look glamorous. She sprinted across the flagstone and didn’t even flinch when the night air hit exposed skin. The clingy sundress lasted about four seconds before she ditched it at the water’s edge and flashed me a grin that was pure challenge.

“Last one in is a coward,” she called, already unclasping her bra and flinging it over the glass railing.

I yanked off my shirt and jeans, barely catching my breath as she dove in headfirst. By the time I swung my legs into the pool, Brooke was waiting, hair slicked to her shoulders, arms resting on the infinity lip like she owned the damn Pacific.

Moonlight sliced the water into strips of silver and navy. It was warm from the day, but cooler where it poured over the far edge and vanished into salt air.

Brooke beckoned with a crook of her finger. “Come here, Outlier. Or do I have to come get you?”

I swam the short length, the world falling away with every kick. When I reached her, she met me chest to chest. Naked skin collided, soft and sharp, familiar and always new.

She locked her thighs around my hips, pressing her pussy flush against my cock. I was already hard, more than ready, but Brooke didn’t rush it. She wanted to enjoy the tease.

Water beaded down her breasts, clinging to every freckle. Her lips grazed my ear as she murmured, “Was that as hot as I think it was? The balcony?”

“Better,” I said, not giving her time to bluff. I kissed her, wet, mouth open, hands on her ass just to feel her shiver.

She loved this: the floating, the weightlessness, every thrust amplified by the churn of the pool. She guided me inside her like we’d rehearsed, hot and slick and impossibly tight despite the water.

Brooke’s body arched. She grabbed my shoulders, using me as anchor, and slid all the way down my cock with a gasp that could have woken every sleeping rival on Sorority Row.

“Jesus, Noah. Fuck yes, baby,” she panted, nails digging in as the water sloshed around us.

I started slow, pushing her up against the infinity edge, both our bodies bouncing with the rhythm. The sensation was unreal. My every thrust met by her hips, the backdrop a blanket of stars and the muted roar of the Pacific just beyond.

We moved as one, desperate and greedy. Her hair clung to her neck, framing a deceptively angelic face that was pleasure and peace and pure, unfiltered need. I gripped her tighter, thrust harder, and she responded in kind, meeting me with every inch, moaning into my mouth even when her breath failed.

The water magnified everything: the sound when our bodies slapped together, the electric snap when Brooke’s pussy fluttered and clamped around me.

She came first, shuddering with a string of breathless cries and a burst of frantic motion. Her legs spasmed around my waist, and she pulled herself impossibly close.

She didn’t even try to hide it. Brooke never did.

“God, you’re so fucking good. Don’t stop, baby. Yes, yes, like that—”

With every wave of her orgasm, I felt myself tipping closer. My arms were shaking, her cunt milking my cock so perfectly I couldn’t hold out.

Brooke’s forehead touched mine, sweat and pool water mixing as she stared at me with those wild blue eyes.

“Noah,” she whispered, “I want to feel you. All of you…”

I let my body take over, driving into her until the rest of the world dissolved, no time, no boundaries, just the two of us tangled at the end of the earth. The pressure was seismic. I felt every nerve light up, molten and immediate, and then I lost all control. My vision went blinding white, a synesthetic detonation, and I unloaded inside her with a force I didn’t know I had left. Everything pulsed and squeezed; every drop of me claimed by the most insatiable, beautiful girl I’d ever touched.

I didn’t move, not at first. She didn’t let me. Brooke scrambled for my shoulders and locked me in place, legs cinched around my hips, forehead pressed to mine. Our heartbeats hammered in sync, fast and frantic, echoing across the water. The infinity pool should have erased every sign of us, let it all drift over the edge and into the Pacific, but in that moment, we were the only thing that mattered. Our bodies locked, fused, her pussy still clenching after every shockwave, holding onto my cock and drawing me even deeper.

I never used to believe in fate or whatever, but I swear the sky was watching just for us. The breeze wrapped around our naked skin, cooling the tripwire of nerves. My chest pressed tight to hers, both of us trembling in the afterglow, neither ready to let go.

She buried her face in my neck and shuddered, half-laughing, half-crying, as I kept her filled and gasping on my cock. The ocean crashed somewhere far below. Here, there was just the wet slip of our bodies, the way she bit down on each little moan like she was afraid to wake from a dream.

I wanted to say something, but I didn’t trust my mouth. Instead, I curled my arms under her thighs and lifted her even higher, folding her over me until there was nothing but skin.

Brooke finally looked up, blue eyes glassy and wide. Her hands mapped my back, tracing every line, as if to memorize the territory for next time.

We stayed like that for a long, greedy minute, the pool gently rocking us, mixing sweat and salt and something rarer. I felt the heat inside her, the slow aftershocks rolling down my spine, and thought I’d never felt so good or so fucking alive.

Brooke exhaled, all tension gone, lips trembling with the aftershock.

I brushed a wet curl from her cheek, the words bubbling up before I could overthink.

“I love you,” I said, voice barely above the rush of water.

Brooke’s expression softened, open, radiant, almost shy. She kissed me, slow and deep, and I felt it everywhere.

She grinned when she finally pulled back. “You’re such a sap, Mercer. I love you, too.”

We stayed locked together, the pool settling around us, hearts thundering in sync.

Somewhere below, the real world waited. But up here, on the edge of everything, we had our own kind of forever.

***

If anything, the night got darker the longer they schemed.

The older administrator, hair so perfectly parted it bordered on retro, paged through a stack of leather policy tomes. His movements were slow, methodical, like he’d done this ritual a thousand times.

He found his spot, tapped the margin, and recited in a voice meant for crowded lecture halls:

“The university owns anything developed using our resources.” His tone didn’t leave room for debate, just a grim finality that sent shivers through every page on the desk.

The younger guy slid over, arms crossed, a hint of a smile as he scanned my enrollment files, tuition invoices, and every last signature I’d scribbled for the fellowship.

“No exceptions here,” the old man continued. “He can tinker all he wants, but the minute he uses our lab, it’s ours.”

The partner nodded. “We’ll need to move quickly before he realizes what he’s created. If he files anything, even an email to Research Affairs, we’re exposed.”

“He won’t. He’s up to his eyeballs in coursework and sorority distractions. We’ll issue the directive first thing Monday.”

“Should we bring in Legal now?”

“After we finalize the claim. No misfires on this one. Only circulate copies through secure channels.”

They hovered over the contract pages, marking the critical lines. Dates, footnotes, the fine print designed for exactly this kind of smash-and-grab.

The air in the office curdled, smelled like ink, dust, and a little bit of nervous sweat.

“Will Ross object?” the younger one probed, voice lower now. “She’s protective of her prodigies.”

“She works here. She’ll back the institution when it counts. Besides, she’ll get named lead after we strip the student. It’s a win-win.”

They both regarded the folder, faces sharp in the glow of the lamp.

“Monday, then.”

“Monday.”

Fingers drummed a final warning on the tabletop. The plan was set.

And that was how they did it. Cold, calculated, not a thought wasted on the kid who’d actually built the thing.

Just paperwork, power, and the pleasure of a clean kill.

***

The sorority house after midnight was a maze, its silent halls lined with secrets. Brooke led me by the hand, giggling as she ducked through the laundry, then yanking a utility key from her bra and flashing it like a badge of office.

“You’ve really been planning this,” I whispered, letting her drag me down the dark stairwell where the noise of the world faded to nothing.

“It’s the last room on the list, babe. And I always finish what I start,” she replied, grinning.

The storage and archives room was a time capsule, dusty shelves, disintegrating boxes of Greek Week trophies, faded scrapbooks with photos of girls who probably ran congress by now. It smelled like vanilla, paper, and a hint of mildew that even the best cleaning crew couldn’t kill.

Brooke slammed the door behind us and was on me before the echo died.

She shoved me against the nearest wall of filing cabinets, arms around my neck, lips everywhere at once.

I caught her waist, hauling her up so she straddled my hips. Her dress went first, down to her elbows, baring both breasts, nipples tight and begging for attention.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” I breathed, and she flushed, blue eyes shining.

“Screw gorgeous. I want you desperate.”

She got her wish.

I lined up, hot, throbbing, desperate myself, and drove into her in one smooth thrust. Brooke’s head fell back, mouth open in a moan that would have sent half the house running if not for the soundproofing in the archives.

She wrapped her legs around me, locking in tight, and started to ride harder than she ever had before. Every slam of our bodies rattled the metal cabinet behind us. There was nothing delicate about it: just sweat, need, and the kind of hunger that made every second urgent.

It was animal, at first, noise and movement and the slick glide of her pussy taking everything I had.

She kissed me, messy and wet, tongue fighting for dominance even as tears pricked the corners of her eyes.

Brooke never backed down, but now, buried in the shadows, pressed between scrapbook history and the only guy who ever tried to really see her, she finally let go.

Her hands twisted in my hair, breath coming in ragged bursts as I hammered inside her.

She broke first. Always did.

But this time, the climax hit different. Brooke’s whole body arched, clinging to my neck as she sobbed out my name, tears streaming hot down her face. The sound, the honesty, made my own heart lurch.

But I didn’t let up. I kept moving, gentling the rhythm, letting the raw edge fade into something softer, deeper. We kissed through the pain and the pleasure; Brooke’s voice went from a scream to a whisper, from “fuck me” to “please, don’t stop.”

When I got close, she cupped my face in both hands, eyes swimming with tears. She kissed me slow, full of surrender.

“I love you, baby,” she managed, voice breaking. “I fucking love you.”

The words hit like a depth charge. I’d heard Brooke say “love you” in passing before. She’d texted it to me at the ends of nights, whispered it as a dare while we’d laughed about other girls who needed to make everything serious, but I’d never heard her say it like this. Never with the rawness that made the entire moment collapse around it, like a building detonated from within. I felt it in my knees, in the white-hot aftershock still rolling through my body, in the way she tried and failed to catch her breath against my collarbone, desperate to hold the world together for one more second.

“I love you, baby,” she whispered again, this time so soft I almost missed it. Her lips brushed my ear and her hands, sweaty, trembling, clutched at the back of my neck as if she thought I might disappear, or worse, that this feeling itself might vanish if she didn’t say the words out loud.

It undid me completely. I let myself fall with her, pouring everything left inside me into her, and for a minute, I thought the universe had decided to simply end right there in the shadowy archives with two naked, half-broken bodies locked together.

I held onto Brooke. Hard. My arms, barely working, wrapped around her waist, steadying her as the intensity of the orgasm ripped through us both. My chest heaved, heart thrashing against my ribs, but her body shuddered even harder like she was wrestling herself from the inside out. She gripped my shoulders, nails digging crescent moons into my skin, and I could feel every little aftershock in the heat of her cunt, in the sweat on her back, in the wild sobbing laughter that started to punch its way up through her lungs.

For a long, suspended moment, neither of us spoke. The only sound was her breathing and the hush of her tears as they hit my neck and trailed down between us. She was still inside the crash, raw and exposed, but she clung to me as if I was the only handhold left at the edge of the world.

I rested my forehead against hers, the both of us slick with sweat, and I brushed my thumb along her jaw, chasing away a tear I knew would only be replaced by another. When I tried to say something back, nothing came out but a half-choked gasp, because every thought I’d had about love, about holding back, about what it meant to say forever, it all felt like child’s play compared to this.

For once, words didn’t matter. I just kept her close, steadying both of us through the aftermath, and let myself believe it could really be this simple.

Brooke melted against me, legs slack, her naked chest heaving with sobs. She buried her face in my shirt, shaking as the tears kept coming.

I stroked her hair and whispered whatever words she needed to hear. When she finally looked up, mascara streaked and shining, her words went straight to the bone:

“I love you, Noah. I have for months—I just couldn’t say it, like, for real. I was so embarrassed. What if you saw the real me? Not the party girl bullshit, but the messy, too-much, never-enough girl underneath?”

She let the silence hang. I cupped her face, forced her to meet my gaze.

“I see you,” I said loud, no shame. “All of you. The messy stuff, the beautiful stuff, the shit you’re terrified to show? That’s what I want. You. Always.”

She dissolved, crying and laughing at the same time.

We hung there, bodies still joined, hearts thudding against the metal and the past.

“Now you’re stuck with me,” Brooke whispered, clinging tighter. “I’m never letting you go.”

“Good,” I replied, burying my lips in her hair, sealing it in. “And you’re stuck with me.”

She let out a deep, satisfied sigh and pulled me close, her arms tight enough that I was sure she’d never let go. Like I was something precious, like if she didn’t hold on, I’d vanish into thin air, gone with the next breath. Her face pressed against my chest, burying in as though she could merge right into me. We huddled together, unmoving, until the dust began to creep up our noses and burn, and the wild rush of adrenaline finally bled away, leaving only the echo of what we’d just survived.

In that tiny, hidden room, Brooke let me break through the last wall. I’d earned my grand prize and it was better than anything I could have imagined.

Neither of us would ever be the same.

***

Brooke’s room didn’t believe in boundaries, or neatness, for that matter. There were two pairs of shoes on the dresser, half a dozen bras slung over the desk chair, and enough perfume bottles on her nightstand to power a small civilization. None of it mattered.

The only thing that mattered was the tangle of sheets and skin in the middle of the bed.

We lay naked, every inch of us pressed together, her ass tucked against my hips and my arm draped lazy over her waist. The window was open, Pacific breeze sneaking in, ruffling the mess, chilling the sweat on our bodies. Moonlight slashed across the mattress, over the outline of our limbs, turning Brooke into something that glowed in the dark.

She was breathing heavy at first, chest rising and falling as we both tried to calm down. But after a while, her breath grew slow and deep, like she’d finally found a place to rest.

I brushed my nose against her hair, catching the ghost of salt and citrus and the memory of her moans from earlier.

She laughed sleepily, shifting closer. “You’re not gonna disappear, are you? Because I’d hunt you down.”

“Not a chance,” I said, matching her tone. “You’d just catch me and drag me back anyway.”

She smirked, eyes closed. “Bet your ass I would.”

We stayed like that, a perfect, tangled knot, until the world tried to break in.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand, a faint vibration against an old sticker that said “Chaos Is Bliss.”

I ignored it at first, but Brooke nudged my ribs with her toes.

“Check it. Maybe you won the Nobel Prize.”

“If I did, I’m telling them to call back,” I muttered, shifting just enough to read the screen.

There it was: Subject line—Urgent progress update.

I didn’t open it. Didn’t even move. Not when Brooke rolled to face me, hair spilled across her cheeks and a look in her eyes that dared trouble to come closer.

“Whatever it is, it can wait,” she said quietly, and for the first time all night, I agreed.

I slipped my arm tighter around her, drew her leg over mine, and let myself drift.

There was a storm coming. I could feel it thrumming in the distance, hungry and cold.

But in this room, behind this locked door, it was just us. Just her heartbeat, the warmth of our bodies, and the knowledge that, at least for now, nothing outside mattered.

Sleep took us, slow and final.

If the world wanted to tear us down, it would have to wait its turn.


The Proposal


The ocean must have seduced the sun, because all the light that morning poured through Brooke’s window in wild, golden angles. Her curtains were barely a barrier, just sheer fragments, barely tethered, letting in sunrise and the echo of salt air from last night’s open window.

I woke naked, half on top of Brooke and half tangled in sheets that smelled like sex, sweat, and citrus. Her hair was a literal halo on the pillow. My thigh pressed up between her legs, and every patch of skin fused to mine felt like an argument against ever leaving this bed.

My brain was slower than my body, which was already registering the sticky ache between my legs and the way my cock was hard again before I’d even opened my eyes. Blame the aftermath: every nerve in me still buzzing with the memory of her moans, the velvet heat of her pussy, the way she’d sobbed out my name like it cost her something vital. Not to mention the three times we’d gone at it after we got back to her room.

Brooke was still asleep, if you could call it that; she sort of vibrated in a post-orgasmic coma, one arm slung heavy over my ribs, her mouth soft against my collarbone. The rest of her? Perfect chaos. Bruises from my hands already inked on her hips. Red marks from the stone balcony. A scrape on her knee from the archive room quickie. She looked like a girl who’d survived the world’s best disaster.

For a while, I just watched her breathe, letting the rise and fall of her chest hypnotize me. The room was a mess, shoes abandoned near the door, half a bra dangling from her ceiling fan, a trail of her lacy underwear and my boxer briefs scattered like fallen petals from the bed to the balcony. The air was thick with the stink of victory and the lingering sweetness of last night’s bodies, salt, skin, her perfume, the faint metallic spike of sex itself.

If I could have frozen time, I’d have lived in that moment forever. But my phone, facedown on the nightstand, had other plans.

It only took one glance to remember. That “urgent” subject line was still right where I left it, waiting like a land mine.

Brooke stirred, lips brushing my shoulder. For a split second I considered just ignoring reality. But nothing good ever came of that.

I grabbed the phone, thumbprint unlocking the device, and opened the message.

St. Celeste University Board of Review

Subject: URGENT REQUEST—Progress Update on BioPrint Scaffold

The text was cold even before I felt it.

Dear Mr. Mercer,

In advance of an unscheduled review of your work, the board requests a comprehensive research update on your BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold project, detailing all progress to date, supporting documents, and any preliminary data. Please prepare summary materials and submit a full-report draft by EOD Friday. Do NOT share this communication with other staff or students until further notice. This is a confidential matter.

Regards,

St. Celeste Board of Academic Integrity

What a joke. They called it a review, but every word was a weapon. The undertone was clear: they weren’t interested in mentoring me or fostering “collaborative innovation.” They were boxing me out. Getting ready to strip my name, my ideas, my future before I even got to defend myself.

My fingers clenched tighter on the phone, so hard the plastic creaked. My jaw locked up. All the heat and sparkle of waking up with Brooke vanished under a fresh wave of cold adrenaline.

In my head, three scenarios ran at once, none of them good.

Powerful, hungry men in suits, picking my work apart.

Vivian Ross, forced to choose between me and her own skin.

The part where I ended up as a footnote in some annual report, my entire life rewritten as a cautionary tale for naïve “Coastal Scholars.”

Brooke’s hand, warm and lazy, slipped down my chest. Her touch startled me back to the room.

“Earth to Outlier,” she mumbled, face buried in my shoulder. “You okay? You’re tense as hell.”

I didn’t answer, not at first. I just stared at the screen like maybe I’d misunderstood.

Brooke peeled herself off my side, sheets falling to her waist. The light hit her skin, turning every bruise, every hickey, every smudge of old mascara into proof we’d existed here, together. She stretched, catlike, and propped her chin on my shoulder, peering over at the phone.

She didn’t ask for details. Just slid both arms around my torso, dragging her entire naked body flush against my back. Her tits pressed flat to my ribs, her thighs tangled with mine. The comfort was instant and absolute. A reminder that even if the world was about to collapse, I wasn’t facing it alone.

“Board trouble?” she guessed, lips close to my ear.

I nodded, throat tight.

She snorted, pure Brooke, part disdain, part amusement. “Whatever they’re planning, they don’t know shit. You’re smarter than all of them put together.” She nipped my earlobe, the tease almost making me smile. “Besides, you’ve got an army now.”

I let out a shaky laugh. Her confidence was contagious. I could almost believe it.

Almost.

But the weight was still there. The threat wasn’t imaginary; it was sitting in my inbox, ticking like a bomb. I could already see the gears turning above my head, how they’d try to break me down by Monday, how the safest move for everyone would be to just roll over and let them have it.

Except I’d finally found something worth fighting for.

Brooke seemed to sense the direction of my thoughts. She squeezed me tighter, her breath hot and steady against the crook of my neck.

“You’re not alone this time, Noah. Promise.”

The words hit deeper than she probably intended.

I put the phone down, letting it thud to the mattress. My pulse hammered in my wrists, every nerve on high alert, but I forced myself to focus on the things that actually mattered. Brooke’s skin. Her heartbeat, a wild drum against my spine. The way her body molded to mine like she’d built herself for moments like this.

“Let them come for you,” Brooke whispered. “You’ll just come harder.”

The line cracked the tension, and I actually managed a real smile. Only Brooke could weaponize sex puns as comfort.

I twisted to face her, pulling her into my lap. Our bodies fit together instantly, like we’d never even left the bed last night. I buried my face in her hair, letting the feel and smell of her override the sour taste of panic.

She cupped my jaw, blue eyes sharp and serious, the farthest thing from the party girl who’d dared me to fuck her in every room.

“Don’t you dare freak out,” she said. “You’re the anchor of this whole fucking family. They want a war? Good. We fight dirty.”

I couldn’t help it. I kissed her. She tasted like sleepy giggles and leftover adrenaline, nothing fake about the way she opened for me.

The world was still ending in my inbox, but right here, in the aftermath of our marathon, there was a kind of peace.

Brooke slid deeper onto my lap, legs straddling my hips, her pussy flush against my cock. I was half-hard, no, definitely hard, and she noticed immediately, grinding down with a wicked smile.

“You always think better when you’re inside me,” she said, voice husky. “Might as well start the day off right.”

She reached between us, guided me in with practiced greed, and sank down in one slow, rolling movement. Her breath hitched, and for a second, she just sat there, relishing the stretch, the fullness, the pure pleasure of being filled.

I groaned, hands on her ass. The morning light carved shadows up her spine, outlining every ripple and scar from last night’s fun.

We moved together, slow and easy, no rush. She rocked against me, lazy and wet and impossibly hot. If you wanted a definition of a power couple, this was it. Two people determined to wring pleasure from even the shittiest morning.

Every thrust drew a soft gasp from her. She leaned in, forehead pressed to mine, her hands braced on my shoulders for leverage.

“You’re mine,” Brooke muttered, voice shaky with intensity. “No board, no bullshit, nothing gets to take you from me.”

I was done for. I pulled her closer, driving into her deeper, letting the world strip away until it was just sweat, the slap of skin, and the sound of her voice whispering me back to life.

Brooke climaxed first, no surprise, her body always running hot and restless, a live wire waiting for any excuse to short-circuit. I felt the tremor in her thighs before she even made a sound; then she locked onto me with both arms, pressing her chest flat to mine and biting down on my shoulder to keep from screaming. Her hips thrashed, wild and beautiful, and the convulsions of her pussy gripped me so hard it was almost a challenge, a dare: follow me, Outlier, catch up if you can.

I was right behind her, swept under by the undertow of her orgasm, my own panic dissolving in the raw pulse of need. I clamped her body to mine and lost myself in the friction, the stickiness, the impossible heat between us, pulsing deep inside her, each load thicker than the last. There was no room for fear in those moments, just the primal certainty that if we made enough noise, if we left enough marks on each other, we could drown out the creeping threat of the outside world. For a handful of wild seconds, that's exactly what we did.

She rode the aftershocks with her whole body, shaking, panting, occasionally laughing in sheer disbelief at how much space we could fill with just skin and sound. I watched her come down from the high, every muscle in her back quivering, her hair a riot across my jaw. She leaned her forehead to mine and nipped my lower lip, a silent thank you and a challenge for next time all at once.

We were a mess, sweaty, sticky, sheets plastered to our backs and thighs, but neither of us moved. Not for a long, slow minute. I stayed inside her, letting the tremble of her body sync with mine, refusing to let go even as the rush faded and the world started to seep back in. For that sliver of time, there was nothing but the two of us, the mess we'd made, and the window full of sun.

Brooke was the first to break the silence. “See?” she whispered, voice still ragged. “I told you, you’re better when you empty your head.”

I could only nod, the words stuck somewhere behind my teeth. She laughed again, softer this time, and ran her hands through my hair, mussing it even worse. I caught the faintest glint of tears in her eyes. She’d never admit it, but she was always the most herself right after she came. No act, no armor, no filter. Just Brooke, the only person who could make adrenaline feel like comfort food.

We collapsed sideways, still knotted together, my cock softening but not leaving her. She wrapped a leg over my hip and buried her head in my neck, inhaling the chemical cocktail of sweat, sex, and the perfume she always claimed was “accidentally” the same as Mia’s. We didn’t talk about the email, or the board, or anything at all. Just lay there, letting the tide of our bodies carry us until reality had no choice but to wait its damn turn.

Eventually, time started again. I felt the ache in my hips, the sting of her fingernails on my back, the ghost of her teeth on my neck. The details of the message returned, and a cold dread threatened to slip in through the cracks. But Brooke was faster; she tightened her hold on me, as if she could sense the gears grinding back to life inside my skull.

“Don’t you go anywhere,” she ordered, lips against my ear. “If I have to, I’ll tie you to this bed until you’re ready to fight.”

I laughed, but the sound was shaky. “You know, that’s not as much of a threat as you think it is.”

She grinned, a flash of white teeth and smeared mascara, then kissed me again with enough force to bruise. “Good. Because the only way we lose is if you let them get in your head. You’re not the same guy who came here last fall. They don’t get to win. Not this year.”

Her faith in me was almost reckless, and for a second, I wanted nothing more than to believe her.

We held each other, breathing hard, her pussy still fluttering around my cock, my hands refusing to let her go.

For a moment, nothing else existed. Not the board, not the deadline, not the knives being sharpened for my name. Just me, Brooke, and the possibility that sometimes, the right person is all the armor you need.

She slumped against me, catching her breath. I kissed her shoulder, still lost in the feel of her.

“Whatever happens next,” I said, “I’m not backing down.”

“Fucking good,” Brooke replied, voice nearly a purr. “Because I like you better when you’re dangerous.”

I glanced at the phone, the threat still looming.

But with Brooke’s arms locked around me, her sweat cooling on my skin, the whole world felt just a little less desperate.

Let them come for me.

I wasn’t going down alone.

***

La Playa Café was always busiest after dark, but tonight, tucked in the corner with the windows steamed up and the world reduced to the low thrum of espresso machines, it felt like a bunker. Mia, Serena, and Ren clustered around the table with me, each of them nursing a drink like it was the only thing keeping their hands busy.

I could read the tension in every gesture. Mia cradled her mug with both hands, fingers wound so tight around the ceramic I worried she’d snap it. Serena kept tapping her phone screen, not looking at the notifications, just wiping her thumbs nervously over the glass. Ren barely touched her latte. Instead she pressed herself into my side, her head on my shoulder, hair hiding her face from the rest of the room.

No one wanted to say it out loud: graduation was barreling toward us with all the subtlety of a demolition crew. By this time next week, everything would be different.

I waited, giving them space. The plan was to listen, not fix. But the dread of losing our accidental family was already clawing at my insides.

Mia was first to crack, which was a shock. I always thought she’d be the anchor, never the one swept away.

She tried to smile, but her expression buckled under the weight. “I spent all morning pretending this was just a normal week,” she said, voice soft. “But it’s not. We’re running out of time, and…I don’t want to.”

Her lip shook, and I watched her struggle to cover it. She set her mug down too quickly and some coffee splashed over the rim, leaving a ring on the table. Her hands trembled.

“I don’t want to lose everyone,” she whispered. Tears welled up, then spilled over, painting shiny streaks down her cheeks. “I really can’t imagine my life without you all.”

Mia almost never cried. Seeing her cry was like seeing rain in the desert, beautiful, but brutal.

The air in our corner thickened. Serena finally set her phone down, shoulders rigid, her usual serene mask gone. She scrubbed under her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing a line of mascara across her thumb.

“I keep telling myself it’ll be fine,” Serena said, barely above a whisper. Her fingers fidgeted with the edge of her napkin, twisting until it tore. “But the truth is, I’m terrified. This…us. It’s been the only thing that’s felt real in years. I’ve never had anything like this before, and the second I do, it’s about to be ripped away.”

The perfectionist who never lost her composure was barely holding it together now. She sniffed, knuckles white, and wiped tears again, as if anger alone could erase the ache of what was coming.

Ren didn’t speak. She leaned all her weight into me, face hidden behind a curtain of black hair. But I didn’t need words to see the wreckage. Her breathing went ragged, shoulders trembling. When I slipped my arm around her, she dug her fingers into my wrist, holding tight. Silent tears tracked down her cheek, soaking into my shirt.

If heartbreak had a sound, it was the space between their words, the way every bit of pain finally filtered up through the carefully-constructed calm.

I pulled Ren closer, letting her smaller frame vanish into my side. It surprised me how much it hurt, this idea that after everything, the fights, the sex, the healing, the weird alchemy that turned strangers into co-conspirators, someone could just flip a switch and scatter us again.

I tried to steady my breathing. My own chest felt crushed, each inhale a fight.

For a while, there was nothing but the low soundtrack of the café and the damp sound of Mia weeping softly into her napkin.

No one wanted to play leader; nobody wanted to lie and say it was all going to be fine.

The thought of not having them? Of going back to the way things were?

It was unthinkable.

I squeezed Ren’s hand, then set my coffee down. The words came out before I could overanalyze them.

“What if we didn’t split up?”

Three sets of eyes landed on me. Mia’s were red-rimmed, swollen, but alert. Serena froze mid-fidget, as if unsure whether she heard me right. Even Ren’s silent weeping slowed.

I took a breath. “I mean it. What if we all just…stayed together? Permanently?”

For a second, I thought maybe the world had stopped spinning. Even the background noise of the café faded out, as if the universe wanted to hear the answer.

Mia let out a shaky laugh that was half sob, half hope. “You’re serious?” Her voice was still raw, but something in her posture straightened, like she’d been waiting for someone to say it out loud.

“Dead serious,” I said. “We don’t need to do what everyone expects. If this works, all of us I mean, why lose it just because a calendar says so?”

Serena’s eyes went wide, blinking away fresh tears. Her hands, still trembling, dropped the shredded napkin and reached for mine.

“You really think we could make that work?” she asked, barely daring to believe it.

“I do,” I answered, feeling the honesty burn all the way down.

Ren didn’t speak. She just nodded into my shirt, trembling less, like the simple idea of belonging was enough to put her back together.

For the first time in months, I saw hope instead of dread in their faces.

It wasn't official, not yet, but the possibility glimmered.

Maybe the world didn’t have to end for us. Maybe we could just…choose different.

That, more than anything, felt like victory.

***

No sooner had the words escaped my lips than Mia was already in motion. Gone was the sobbing, red-eyed version from moments ago; she powered up her tablet like she was prepping for a NASA launch, her focus more blinding than the screen glare.

“We need at least seven bedrooms,” she said, thumbs moving so fast she could’ve moonlighted as a blackjack dealer. “Maybe eight for guests. Nobody is sharing unless they want to.”

The shift in her vibe was electric. Every bit of anxiety melted into full-on determination. If there was a spreadsheet for happiness, Mia was about to break it.

Serena’s tears dried instantly. She slid her chair closer, gaze sharpening as she scanned the listings Mia flicked past at warp speed.

“Saltwater pool, bonus points,” Serena said, voice still shaky but already half in the next chapter of our lives.

“Big kitchen for group dinners,” Ren added, whisper-quiet but smiling through the remnants of her tears.

Mia grinned, nothing cautious about it this time. “What about a home office? Or two. We’ll need one for you and one for Serena, minimum.”

“If it helps,” I said, “I don’t really need my own bedroom. Not when I have the six of you.”

Ren’s laughter popped bright as a flashbulb, and she plastered herself right up against me, not even pretending to play coy. “Damn right. Bed’s big enough for both of us, babe. Every night.”

Serena cocked an eyebrow, a slow, smug ripple of mischief crossing her face. “Get in line. If he’s bunking up, it’s with me.”

Mia’s lips curled in that gentle, clever way of hers. “You really think Chloe’s gonna let you get away with that?”

Ren snorted, little giggles tumbling out. “God, she gets so greedy sometimes. It’s like she wants him all to herself.”

The girls eyed each other, silent sparks flying, and I felt the center of gravity in the room tilt toward me. Suddenly, the idea of my own bedroom seemed completely irrelevant.

The three of them formed a debate team over the tablet. I watched, equal parts admiration and awe, as hope replaced heartbreak right in front of me. Fingers darted, voices overlapped, all of us pointing at photos and floorplans and arguing over whether ocean views trumped walk-in closets. For once, the only tension in the room was the good kind.

“We’re a family now,” Mia announced, laying it down like a verdict. “No one gets left behind. Period.”

The force of her certainty made my chest go tight, but in a way that felt nothing like dread.

I leaned in, letting their energy drag me back from the edge of the earlier darkness. Dreaming about a place for all of us, seven bedrooms, maybe eight, one kitchen table long enough to survive the next wave of midnight confessions, suddenly seemed almost attainable.

Brooke would want a rooftop for stargazing. Chloe, a giant bathtub and sun-soaked balcony. Even the idea of Dr. Ross stopping by for brunch felt less ridiculous than a few minutes ago.

The world was still spinning, but this was the first time it looked like we could actually win.

That’s how fast things can turn.

We were knee-deep in a cutthroat battle over two listings, Serena had her heart set on a modern glass palace overlooking Crescent Bay, while Mia lobbied for a Mediterranean villa with a wraparound porch, when my phone started buzzing. I almost ignored it, until I saw the name on the screen.

Dr. Vivian Ross.

She’d never called me after hours before.

The moment I clicked “Answer,” the mood crashed from fever dream to cold front.

Vivian’s voice cut through the background noise instantly.

“Noah. We need to meet tomorrow. It’s urgent.”

Her tone was low and clipped, the kind where every syllable carried consequences.

“Everything okay?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Not even close. 8am—the pier. Don’t talk to anyone else about this before then. And…be prepared. Please.”

The line went dead before I could say more.

For a second, all I could do was stare at the phone, the shadow of her words hanging over the table like another storm front. The girls fell silent; even Ren’s ever-present smile faded.

Serena’s fingers hovered motionless above the screen. “That sounded bad.”

“Really bad,” I admitted.

But Mia, stubborn as ever, squeezed my hand. “Doesn’t change anything. We’ll just fight harder.”

Ren tucked herself into my side again, whispering, “We’re not going anywhere.”

I looked at all of them, Mia, Serena, Ren. Even in the fallout, they were already closing ranks, ready to take on whatever the board, the world, or my own paranoia could throw at us.

Whatever was waiting for me tomorrow, I wasn’t facing it alone.

The promise of a future was right there, in every pointed glance and woven finger.

This was war.

We’d already chosen sides.

And I wouldn’t let them down, not now, not ever.


Undercover


Dawn on the pier wasn’t some cinematic slow roll of gold and pink. It was a shot of icy brine up the nose, cold slap included. Despite having Serena wrapped securely in my arms, I’d barely slept, riding the twitchy edge between panic and adrenaline. By the time I parked at the bottom of Harbor Road, my hands were still shaking from the board’s email, the words branded across my brain like someone had written them in acid. The phone in my fist felt heavier than it should have. I half-expected it to start hissing.

Walking there, salt mist clung to everything. It painted the empty boats, the battered pilings, even the cuff of my sleeve, thick enough to taste. Seabirds called from somewhere in the gloom, a couple gulls doing flybys just to remind me who owned the dawn. Underfoot, the wood was slick, a patchwork of wear marks and ancient chewing gum, the tide gurgling through the gaps below. Every few paces, a wave slapped the beams and made the whole world shiver.

She was already there. Of course she was.

Dr. Vivian Ross stood at the far end of the dock, right where the rails corroded and the ocean started to mean business. She wasn’t staring at her phone, or pacing like I assumed she would. Instead, she faced the horizon, hands gripping the wood, shoulders squared against the sea as if the world needed a little more discipline.

Except it wasn’t her usual armor.

This was a version of Dr. Ross I’d never seen. For starters, her hair. Always a fortress of pins and perfect geometry, today it was losing the war against the weather. Strands of dark, almost-black silk spilled over her ears and the nape of her neck, turning the careful bun into something wild and kinetic. Her clothes, too. Gone was the usual blazer-and-heels power combo. Instead, she wore a long, pale blue cardigan over a soft knit top and tailored pants. There was a quiet surrender in the way the sweater draped across her curves, the color making her eyes look even sharper.

I stopped a few paces away. The old habit was to wait for her to turn, to invite me closer like a professor holding court. This morning, she just…looked at me. No mask. No lecture. Just a tired, battle-ready woman who’d been up all night fighting invisible enemies.

For a while, we stood without talking. The wind whipped through the loose edges of her hair, the ends lifting in a way I never would’ve expected from the university’s top enforcer. I caught the faintest whiff of her perfume, usually some ruthless, expensive floral, but the salt in the air tamed it, made it seem more human.

“Do you know why I brought you here?” she said eventually. Her eyes tracked a pair of terns slicing through the fog, but I could feel her focus, laser tight on my every reaction.

“Because this is the only place admin can’t bug our conversation?” I tried for a joke, but it landed flat.

Her mouth curved into the ghost of a smile. "You're right. This is the only place they can't hear us." She glanced over her shoulder at the empty pier, then leaned closer. "Because what's about to happen, Noah, is bigger than one research fellowship. And they expect us to play by the rules."

She let out a breath, condensation ghosting in the cold.

“I started noticing it last week,” she said. “Unscheduled document audits. Meeting requests getting intercepted. I’ve spent my whole life reading power plays, and this one is textbook.”

She turned and met my gaze head-on. Her eyes, hazel-green, missed nothing. “They want your work. They want it badly enough to erase you if that’s what it takes.”

I offered her the phone, the email already queued up. “You’re right. They’re not even hiding it.”

She read the screen. As she did, something shifted in her posture. The careful balance of calm and intimidation suddenly sharpened, like a drawn blade. Normally, she’d keep her cards close. Today was all full disclosure.

“They’re going to ghostwrite you out of the project,” she said. “First, they box you in with process, then they claim oversight, and by the time you realize it, the patent filings have already moved through channels. It’s how every prodigy gets neutered by this place. Men, women, doesn’t matter. Especially scholarship talent. If you’re not legacy, you’re expendable.”

A little heat sparked under my collar. “I’m not planning to roll over.”

She looked at me, and the corners of her mouth twitched. Not quite a smile, but the closest thing I’d ever seen to pride in her eyes.

“Good.” Then: “I won’t let them steal what you built, Noah. I promise you that.”

There it was. Not a teacher’s assurance or a bureaucrat’s empty vow. Her words were real steel, filtered through the kind of loyalty that doesn’t come cheap.

“You care that much?” I said, surprised it even slipped out.

Vivian’s jaw flexed. She stepped in closer, voice dropping below the wind.

“More than you know. When I started at St. Celeste, I was you. Hungry, restless. And every time I got close to breaking through, the board reminded me what my place was meant to be. You changed that, for the program, for the girls, for me. I’m not going to let them erase you.”

She gripped the edge of the railing, knuckles paling. Her hair caught in the wind again, this time unresisted.

I watched her, really watched her, and for the first time, the woman underneath the legend made my pulse skip. She was stunning. Not just in the way of professors who owned every room, but in the way of someone on the edge, one mistake from either disaster or true freedom. Her body language was totally different now, shoulders softening, her stare more vulnerable than I thought possible.

She brought a hand up to the back of her head, fumbled two of the pins loose. The movement was shaky, almost shy, if you could imagine the Iron Matron of the Engineering School feeling anything but absolute certainty.

Her fingers lingered on the last pin, then, with a breath, she pulled it and let gravity do the rest.

For a moment, time slowed.

Her hair tumbled down in slow motion, an uncoiling whip of midnight that caught the gray-blue light, framing her face with a kind of reckless beauty. It fell past her jaw, down across her collarbones, the ends curling slightly in the morning damp. She shook her head and ran her fingers through it. The transformation was immediate. Vivian Ross went from power-suited legend to wild, dangerous woman in the span of a heartbeat.

She looked at me, all guard gone. “You’re not alone, Noah. Not now, not ever.”

My throat locked up. I’d never seen her like this, hair down, skin flushed from the cold, eyes burning with something raw and unfiltered. It was utterly intoxicating.

“Is this you, or am I still dreaming?” I asked, because I had to.

She laughed, the sound unpolished, almost girlish. “I suppose it’s both. I’ve been hiding behind structure so long I forgot what it was like to just…let go.”

Vivian moved in, shoulders brushing mine, her hand settling on my wrist where I clutched the phone. Her touch was light, but all the more dangerous for it.

“I’ve been digging,” she said, all business again, but the mask didn’t quite fit now. “Faculty meetings, private emails, even a few calls to old friends. The good news is, the board doesn’t have a single original thought among them. The bad news? They move fast when they’re scared.”

She angled the phone to show the timestamp on the email. “They’re planning to announce their ‘findings’ at the Friday reception. You’ll be the prize whether you like it or not.”

“I take it you have a countermove?” I asked.

Her lips curled, almost a dare. “You have no idea. But I couldn’t make it without you knowing the stakes. From here on out, we’re a team. They don’t get to rewrite history this time.”

I wanted to touch her. I didn’t know if she’d allow it, but the urge was there. A need to anchor myself to this new reality, to her.

She must’ve sensed it, because she didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned on the rail, hair whipping wild, close enough that her breath cut through the ocean chill.

“I’m sorry I didn’t warn you sooner,” she said, softer. “But I was afraid they’d catch a leak and shut us down before we even got a chance.”

Her vulnerability wasn’t weakness. It was defiance, the refusal to let fear dictate her next move.

We stood like that, shoulder to shoulder, letting the rhythm of the waves work through some of the tension.

Finally, she turned to face me, expression softer than the dawn. “I’m counting on you, Noah. Not just to survive, but to show them what happens when you fight back.”

This wasn’t just faculty posturing. She was opening a door. One I didn’t realize she even had.

“I’ve never seen you like this,” I confessed.

She smiled, all teeth and mischief, like someone tasting freedom for the first time. “No one has. Not even my daughters.”

That bombshell hovered between us, charged with meaning.

Vivian stood a little straighter, let the wind tangle her hair again, and for a fleeting second, I saw the younger version of her, the one who used to believe in the rules before they got rewritten by men in suits. She didn’t look a day older than me.

“You’re not their experiment, Noah. You’re the proof that the system can be better. If I have to burn a few bridges to make it happen, so be it.”

There were a million questions I wanted to ask, but the look in her eyes told me to save them for later.

Vivian reached up, and with no hesitation at all, brushed a strand of her hair from my cheek. The contact was electric, intimate in a way that had nothing to do with university politics and everything to do with who we really were, stripped of titles.

She lingered a second longer, then turned her gaze back to the sea, her jaw hard but her hair flying free. I watched her, not sure if this was the start of a revolution or just the end of everything we’d pretended to control.

The board’s email was a poison pill, but Vivian handled it like a seasoned dealer, putting the threat face up but never breaking eye contact. After her hair-down bombshell, I figured the morning couldn’t possibly get more surreal.

I was wrong.

She pivoted from the ocean, walking slow down the planks. I matched her step for step, our boots echoing over the water. It was the first time we’d been physically close without the buffer of desks, doors, or rules. When we reached the halfway point, she tucked her hands into her cardigan, expression going from stormcloud to sunrise.

“About the reception Friday,” she said, voice pitched low. “Early evening—Foundation Hall. The board will strut you in front of donors, journalists, faculty. They want you to smile for the cameras, play the humble prodigy, maybe even cut the ribbon on your own legacy.”

She snorted, the sound pure contempt. “If they think you suspect anything, they’ll lock it down even faster. So, for the next forty-eight hours, you’re just another grateful beneficiary. Can you handle that?”

I grinned. “I’ve had years of practice faking gratitude. I’ll even wear a tie.”

Vivian flashed an approving side-glance, lips parting in a real smile. “Good. Because this only works if they don’t see you coming.”

As we walked, our shoulders brushed, sometimes on purpose, sometimes on accident, but neither of us pulled away. The mist was thinning, morning light warming the far end of the pier, catching sparks in her loose hair every time she tipped her head toward me. It was a small thing, but it felt loaded, like we were recalibrating the distance between us every few steps.

She let out a slow, deliberate breath. “You’re not the only one with a lot to lose, Noah. The girls, especially Mia and Serena, have built their entire future around what happens after graduation. And Ren…she’s never even talked about what she’d do after this year. The uncertainty was eating them alive.”

She stopped walking, turning to face me. The cardigan slipped off her shoulder; she didn’t bother to fix it.

“I know how it feels to live in fear of losing what you love,” she said, blunt and unvarnished. “So I did something about it.”

Vivian reached into her bag and pulled out a folder. It was thick, glossy, official. She set it in my palm, her fingers brushing mine. Except she didn’t let go right away; her hand lingered, warm and steady, for a count that went past “professional” and knocked right on the door of personal.

Inside was a one-year lease, already signed and notarized, with floorplans and glossy photos: a Pacific Heights townhouse, big enough for a full harem and then some. Balconied bedrooms, dual kitchens, ocean view from the master suite, even a home gym. La Playa Café was literally three blocks away.

I tried to process it, but my brain forgot how.

“You did this for us?” I asked, voice rougher than I meant.

She nodded. “Especially for them. Mia, Serena, and Ren weren’t just worried about jobs, they were terrified they’d have to scatter, lose each other…lose you. The townhouse is neutral ground, halfway between Ashbourne and St. Celeste. Discreet, high-security, no prying neighbors. You can move in as soon as you want.”

For a second, all the armor in me cracked. I looked at the folder, then her, then back again.

“Vivian, this is…I don’t even have the words.”

She finally let go of my hand, but not before squeezing my fingers. “You don’t need words. Just take care of them. The rest is my job.”

We resumed walking, slower now. Her hair swung in the breeze, wild and radiant, and her stride was looser, hips moving with a composure that belonged to someone who’d finally cut the anchor off their own ship.

She glanced over, softer this time. “You’re the nucleus, Noah. What you do next sets the tone for all of them. They look to you for leadership. I want you to start picturing what happens if you win. Not just for the project but for the family you built.”

The word hung in the air like a challenge and a benediction at once.

I tapped the folder against my thigh, still shell-shocked. “We thought we’d be stuck navigating Craigslist for a shoe-box and fighting over closet space.”

Vivian’s laugh was low and, God help me, gorgeous. “Not anymore. I know my girls, Noah. They’re not meant to settle. With you in their life, they won’t have to. You’re every bit the man I imagined for them but never dared to hope for.”

We reached the end of the pier, where the wood turned slick and birdshit painted the rails every couple feet. She stopped, looking out at the water, the wind blowing her hair across her face.

“I want you to act normal at the Foundation Hall,” she repeated. “Smile for the cameras. Make the board think they’ve already won. When the time is right…trust me.”

“Always.”

There was nothing more to say, but neither of us moved to leave.

Vivian turned, took my hand, actually took it, both palms warm and sure, and squeezed.

“We’ll face them together,” she said.

A promise, plain and perfect.

She let go, smoothed her hair behind one ear, and headed up the pier. I watched her walk away: hair down, step unhurried, moving through the sunlight like she’d shed every chain the university ever put on her.

She didn’t look back.

I stood there, folder in hand, heart pounding, not sure if I should laugh, cry, or start planning which bedroom Chloe would claim first.

The future had a new address, and for the first time, it actually felt like ours.

***

The sorority’s meeting room always felt like a tribunal waiting to happen. This morning, it was still, too still, like the moment before thunder.

Mia, Serena, and Ren were glued together on the loveseat. Even from the doorway, I could read the tension in their posture, shoulders hunched in, hands woven tight, eyes locked on the rug instead of each other. Graduation was two days away. The unspoken dread sucked all the air out of the room.

Brooke perched on the armrest, legs crossed, a study in restless power. She didn’t make eye contact, just scanned the room like a bodyguard waiting for trouble.

Rory and Chloe stood by the window, opposite sides, but their glances flickered in sync, equal parts curiosity and “please don’t let today be another disaster.”

I stepped in, folder in hand. Rather than waste time with a speech, I tossed it onto the coffee table, letting the cover photo, Pacific Heights Townhouse, sunlit and sprawling, do the talking.

Ren was the first to react, head jerking up. “No way,” she whispered, as if someone might snatch the papers away if she spoke louder.

Mia snatched the folder, flipping it open. “Wait…are you serious? This is…is this real?”

I nodded. “It’s ours, as long as we want. Bedrooms for everyone. Two, if you want a studio or office. Kitchen, view, the works. Vivian set it up for us. La Playa Café is literally around the corner.”

Serena leaned over Mia’s shoulder, scanning the floorplans. Her eyes widened, lips parting. “This—this solves every problem we had. I—I can’t believe it.”

Mia started laughing. Actual, honest-to-God laughter after two days of silent meltdown. “Brooke, look at this! Seven bedrooms, three floors, a rooftop patio! Oh my God. This solves everything!”

Brooke slid off the armrest, snatching the folder from Mia so fast it was almost rude. Her eyes blazed. “Holy shit, Outlier. This place is insane. Look! Walk-in closets, soaking tub, wet bar. Who do we have to kill to move in early?”

Chloe stole the folder next. She didn’t just look, she devoured every page, blue eyes going big as beachballs. “Babe, I am obsessed. The balconies! The private driveway! It’s so…us.”

Rory hung back, scanning me, her arms folded but her expression softer than usual. “What’s the catch?”

“Other than sharing a house with six women who could run a small country?” I deadpanned. “There isn’t one. Vivian wanted us safe, together, and able to focus. It’s a gift, no strings except keeping it in the family.”

She blinked. I could see gears spinning. But, for once, the skepticism faded to a kind of vulnerable hope I’d never seen from her before.

Ren passed the folder to Serena, who zeroed in on the map, instantly going into project management mode.

“It’s perfect,” she said, voice rising. “And it’s so close to the Innovation Lab, Noah. Ten minutes door-to-lab if traffic’s light, fifteen tops even on game days. Plus, the gym is two blocks from here and the cafe’s right there—” She tapped the page, eyes shining. “We could have breakfast together every morning.”

Mia’s hand trembled as she skimmed the lease agreement. “We don’t have to split up,” she whispered. “Not now, not after…everything.”

Brooke glanced around, read the room, and before I knew what was happening, she looped an arm around Serena’s neck and yanked her close. “Hell yes, we’re not splitting up. Group hug, now, or I start crying and nobody wants to see that.”

Like a tidal wave, all six girls converged, arms tangling, laughter cresting louder than any of the nerves that came before. They pulled me in dead center. My chest hit the press of Mia’s body, Serena’s hair tangled with my chin, Ren wedged in on my left, Chloe giggling against my shoulder, Brooke clutching my waist, and Rory, surprising us both, wrapping in from the back, her cheek pressed to the hollow of my neck.

We stood like that, messy, fused, a soft brawl of limbs and perfume and laughter, long enough to fool the universe into thinking this was normal.

“I call the room on the south corner,” Ren declared, breaking the huddle. “Best light for painting. Non-negotiable.”

“Technically, the master suite is on the third floor. I claim the tub and Noah, on nights ending in ‘y’,” Chloe shot back, grinning wickedly.

Brooke groaned, but her smile could have powered the city. “You can fight over him after I christen the rooftop. Pool party, day one, and yes, I’m already shopping for a bikini.”

Mia finally looked up, eyes wet, but she was smiling for real. “We can start moving in right away?”

“As soon as I sign the last form,” I said. “Vivian said we could take possession tonight. But if you want time to pack—”

Serena shook her head. “Packing? With this crew? We’ll be ready by sunset. Don’t be surprised if we show up out front with a U-Haul and a blender before you even finish lunch.”

Rory, who’d been quiet, loosened her grip on me just enough to meet my gaze. “Thank you, Noah. You always promised us a future, but I never actually believed it. Until now.”

She let the words hang. Nobody tried to fill the silence. For once, it wasn’t awkward; it was earned.

The next ten minutes were full chaos. Assigning rooms, arguing over who would stock the fridge, even planning which coffee shop would be our “official” hangout. For the first time since graduation loomed, nobody flinched at the word “tomorrow.”

Brooke, unable to sit still, started pacing. “We need to throw a housewarming. Like, immediately. Champagne, sushi, and no clothes after midnight.”

Chloe high-fived her. “We should do a reality show. Who wants to make Noah wear an apron and nothing else for the first breakfast?”

Ren grinned, eyes crafty. “Only if you let me document it. Nude breakfast with babe: season premiere.”

I took the ribbing in stride. Their happiness was an anesthetic against everything coming our way. The board’s power play, the looming reception, even the stress of moving, it all felt distant, disarmed by the riot of hope in this room.

Somehow, I’d landed in the center of a six-woman storm, and all I wanted was to keep them close, keep them safe. Maybe family wasn’t blood or legacy or even tradition. Maybe it was just this: messy, loud, beautiful chaos wrapped around a promise that no one was leaving, not anymore.

We left the meeting room with arms still tangled, voices overlapping, plans morphing into inside jokes. For the first time, the future wasn’t a threat, it was pure possibility.

And with these six women on my team? I figured the wind could take us anywhere.


Harem House


The Pacific Heights townhouse didn’t wake up quietly. It exploded.

The first rays of sunlight turned the front windows into an aquarium of gold, striping every hallway and open door with dazzling bands. The marble foyer glowed; the floating staircase threw wild shadows all over the walls. Even the unpacked moving boxes looked prettier, shot through with the kind of light you only get in the movies.

We’d made it. Seven weirdly-matched souls, officially upgraded from sorority row to the kind of place people drove by just to see how the rich lived. The sheer size of the house was enough to make you dizzy. Three floors, a rooftop terrace, ocean on three sides, and more bedrooms than I’d ever set foot in at once.

Brooke was the first through the door, of course. She high-kicked the welcome mat and sprinted straight for the kitchen, arms overhead like she’d just won a marathon. “Dibs on the biggest bedroom that isn’t primary!” she yelled, echoing through the empty house. “Also, this fridge is so big I could hide three of you in here. Outlier? Don’t test me.”

The others followed in a stampede. Mia clutched a tray of potted succulents like they were newborns. Serena carried a literal suitcase of reference books, her practice heels clicking on the tile. Chloe bounced from foot to foot, blue eyes huge as she spun in place to take it all in.

Ren drifted in last, black hair swinging, arms loaded with wood panels and charcoal pencils. She didn’t say a word, just took a deep breath, like she was smelling the paint already.

Within ten seconds, the girls scattered like birds released from a net.

Chloe squealed as she dashed up the main staircase, almost tripping over her own shoelaces. “Corner room, corner room, corner room!” she chanted, disappearing around the landing. I followed the thud of her feet, the little yips of laughter, all the way down the hallway.

She flung wide the door to a sun-soaked bedroom, then spun to face me, hands on hips. “Babe, look at this! The sunrise comes straight in. Can you even imagine sleeping in? Or, you know, not sleeping at all?” The look she shot me was pure mischief.

The room was a Chloe daydream: bay window with a built-in bench, walls painted a soft blush, and enough space for a mini dance party. She was already tossing pastel accent pillows onto the seat, trailing a thread of baby blue tulle out of a moving box. I swear, if you let her alone for five minutes, the place would wind up looking like an Instagram ad for “cozy but hot.”

Her joy was contagious. She kept spinning, arms wide, letting her hair catch the light.

“What’s your first addition?” I asked, leaning against the door.

Chloe grinned. “Easy. Fuzzy blankets everywhere. Like at least four, one for each limb if you want to get creative.” She winked, then ducked into a box, emerging with a rainbow stack of throw pillows. I watched her line them up along the window ledge, tongue sticking out a little in concentration. If perfection had a mascot, it would be her doing home décor at warp speed.

Meanwhile, down the hall, Ren had staked her claim.

She chose the smallest bedroom, but it had two entire walls of windows and a slice of sky you couldn’t buy anywhere on campus. Within five minutes, she was hauling a battered easel to the brightest spot, sneakers already tracking paint on the pristine floor.

Ren surveyed the sunlight, critical. “This angle is wild,” she said, eyes narrowed as she did math in her head. “I could work all afternoon and never lose the shadows. It’s obscene how good this is.” She started propping canvases against the far wall, each piece more intense than the last. Jagged colors, bodies in motion, and a portrait of what looked suspiciously like the back of my head. I pretended not to notice.

She didn’t fill the space with junk. One chair, one battered mug of graphite pencils, and she was home. Already in artist mode, already on a different frequency from the rest of us.

Across the landing, Serena got clinical. She swept into the next room, snapped open a tape measure, and started plotting furniture placement like she was prepping for lab inspection.

“This one,” Serena said firmly. “It’s got the built-in bookshelves, and the closet is deep enough for my entire fall wardrobe and then some.” She eyed the window treatments critically, then reached into her box for a jeweler’s loupe, no joke, and started swapping the hardware on the drawer handles. Most people would call her high-maintenance; I called it efficiency. She had a system for everything, down to the way she stacked her blazers by color.

She parked her stack of textbooks on the window ledge, then pointed to the chair in the corner. “If you need me, I’ll be reading for the next six years. Unless you have a better idea, stud?” She tossed that last word like bait.

“Never interrupt a genius at work,” I shot back.

“Smart man.”

Serena flashed a smile, then turned her attention back to the endless alphabetizing.

Midway through the hall, Rory took the next-door approach. No fistfights, just a careful assessment of the view. She opened the door, crossed her arms, and stared at the ocean like she was daring it to blink first.

“Elegant,” she said, almost to herself. “Classic lines, unobstructed view, enough closet space to survive a nuclear winter. I like it.”

She didn’t unpack right away. Instead, she moved to the French doors, stepped onto the private balcony, and just…stared. It was all blue and silver and possibility. If anyone could make beachside glamour look like a boardroom, it was her.

I joined her for a second, just to watch the sun arc over the horizon. Rory didn’t say much, but her hand found mine, squeezing once before letting go.

“You know this is crazy, right?” she said, voice low. “Six women, one man, and a house with soundproofing so good it ought to be illegal.”

“I thrive under pressure.”

She grinned, sharp and perfect. “I’m counting on it, Outlier.”

Meanwhile, Mia’s room was National Geographic with a side of Martha Stewart.

She popped the cork on a box of plants, succulents, ferns, one spiky cactus with a pink bow and a “do not touch” tag. Within minutes, the entire windowsill was a mini jungle, every surface covered with a different breed of green.

She stacked fluffy throws on the bed, hung a string of fairy lights, and arranged her yoga mat by the sunniest spot on the floor.

“This is perfect,” Mia said, surveying her work. “It’s like a sanctuary. Quiet, warm, safe…” She eyed me with a look that suggested I better keep it that way.

“Need help assembling the reading chair?” I asked, nodding at the box in the corner.

She smiled, soft. “Just keep me company, and I’ll have it done in five.”

She did, too, breezing through the assembly with the same calm that had gotten us through every drama on sorority row.

Downstairs, I could hear the open warfare as Brooke hustled to outpace everyone else.

She found the biggest bedroom short of the primary, and declared it her “command center.” Within seconds, she’d dumped her duffel on the bed, kicked off her shoes, and flung open the window to air out the perfume bomb she’d set off on arrival.

“Someone tell Chloe I’m not above using the water gun on her this time,” Brooke called, voice ricocheting off the marble. “Also, dibs on the hot tub and the first shower. Anyone disagrees, challenge me at sunrise.”

She made a big show of lining up her makeup and perfume bottles on the vanity, then sprawled on the bed, texting what was probably the start of a group meme war.

Every room got its owner.

I wandered, clipboard in hand (kidding—just two boxes and a duffel), watching as the girls settled into their new worlds.

It didn’t take long for the chaos to transition into comfort. By ten a.m., the floors were a patchwork of moving blankets and sweaters, someone had already installed a disco ball in the upstairs rec room (thanks Brooke), and the kitchen was hosting an impromptu mimosa fest.

I ducked back to the corner room, the one that already smelled like Chloe and hope and a dozen shades of pastel.

She didn’t notice me at first. She was struggling with a set of linens, fluffing pillows, trying to make the sunlight hit the blanket in just the right way.

I set my box down and just watched her for a second, heart flipping over itself.

She caught me staring.

“Oh my god, are you judging my pillow game right now?” Chloe asked, mock horror on her face.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “It’s award-worthy.”

She stared at the heap, then back at me. The act crumbled in one blink. Suddenly she looked twelve kinds of vulnerable, the kind of open you never show unless you already trust the other person with your life.

She stepped closer, voice so quiet I almost missed the quiver. “You’re really bringing your stuff in here? With me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Where else would I be?”

She blinked, and for a second, the bright blue of her eyes went glassy. “You—” Her voice caught, and she laughed, embarrassed. “This is so lame, Noah. I can’t help it. I just…I’ve never been first. Not really.”

She wiped at her eyes, but the tears won anyway. They pooled, then spilled down her cheek, shining in the sunlight.

I set the box on the floor, closed the gap, and just pulled her in.

She shook, breath hitching, but she let go, arms around my neck and face buried in my shoulder. She sobbed, but it was pure happiness, the kind that comes out when you’ve spent years holding your breath. I kept her there, hands on her back, ignoring the outside world until she calmed.

“It’s you,” I whispered, lips to her temple. “You’re the love of my life, Chloe. You always have been.”

She looked up, cheeks wet and radiant, and fumbled through a smile. “You mean that?”

“Every word.”

She squeezed tighter, and the second she trusted her voice, she let out a little hiccup laugh.

“I love you so, so much. Someday, I want to build a family together,” Chloe said, barely above a whisper. “This isn’t the end, baby. It’s just the beginning.”

I kissed her, soft and slow, letting the whole world fade out except for her heartbeat, her warmth, and the way she clung to me like anchor and life raft all at once.

We stood like that for maybe a minute, maybe an hour. No one interrupted, no one knocked. Just the low, golden wash of morning and our bodies tangled in the center of it.

She sniffled, wiped her nose on my shirt (not that I cared), and looked at me again. This time there was no sadness, just hope.

“You think the others will mind?” she asked, voice small.

“Not a chance. Besides, I think they’re a little busy winning the domestic Olympics right now.”

Chloe giggled, eyes finally dry. I never wanted to see her cry again unless it was pure joy.

I kissed her again, this time deeper, letting the connection punch right through any doubts.

She tasted like hope and home.

Before things could get any mushier, the alarm sounded. Brooke’s voice, volcanic and smug, drilled through every wall in the new house.

“Mandatory tour, nerds! Get your asses out here or I’m coming in with a GoPro and zero shame!”

Chloe pulled back, grinning. “That’s our cue. You think Brooke would actually record us?”

“She already has. It’s probably live-streaming.”

We laughed, still tangled, as we followed the sound of Brooke yelling down the hall. Her voice echoed off marble, glass, and whatever dignity we had left.

Chloe took my hand as we left her room. Our room. I glanced over my shoulder, just for a second, and caught the sunlight painting the bed, the pillows, the corners of the blankets.

There in the bright light and open boxes, I saw a future worth fighting for.

Let the tour commence.

***

The kitchen, if you could even call it that, looked more like the set of a reality show than any place I’d ever lived. There was a twelve-foot island, two fridges, and ceilings so high you could launch bottle rockets without hitting the sprinklers. Boxes littered every surface, half of them already torn open for “essential supplies”, basically coffee pods, snack packs, and three bottles of champagne standing like trophies in the center of the island.

Brooke spotted the champagne first. She didn't wait for an audience. Popping the cork was basically an Olympic event for her. She gave it a twist and a shake, then aimed over her shoulder.

A tiny, stunned moment. Then—pop! The cork ricocheted off a cabinet, narrowly missing Serena, who caught it cool as ever and grinned like she’d expected nothing less.

“Jesus, warn a girl!” Serena laughed, tossing the cork to Mia, who caught it with one hand, no sweat.

“Consider it a christening,” Brooke declared, waving the bottle like an old movie star. “Nothing says ‘welcome home’ like a little gunfire and unlimited carbs.”

Mia, who was already at the sink prepping glasses (“real glass, not Solo cups—this is an upgrade, ladies”), arched an eyebrow. “Nobody’s bleeding, so I’ll call it a win.” With grace that could probably balance a tray in a hurricane, she poured six perfect flutes, then set them out in an even row.

Chloe wriggled in next to me, arm looping loosely through mine, her head barely reaching my chin. “I should not be trusted with open liquids on Day One,” she confessed. “I’m like ninety percent sure I’ll spill it all over Brooke’s shoes.”

“Noted,” I said. “But if anything, it’ll be a design improvement.”

Ren slid in on my other side, eyes fixed on the rising bubbles. “Who was the genius who thought three bottles would be enough? There are seven of us. Can you even do math?”

Brooke pointed. “Outlier does the math. I do the magic.” She filled her own flute too full, letting the foam spill onto her bare wrist. She licked it off without even blinking.

We gathered, all of us, at the island. Seven glasses, a couple mismatched mugs for the sober crew, and a crash of morning sun through the glass doors.

Mia lifted her glass. “To friends who are family. And to not killing each other before the first rent payment is due.”

Chloe hooted, “Preach!”

The girls clinked flutes, the glass ringing off the marble like bells. The first sips went down easy, everyone pretending they weren’t already tipsy on hope.

That’s when it happened. The softening. The moment where celebration got real.

Serena started it. She set her glass down and leveled a look at me, then the group. “Okay, real question. How are any of us supposed to work with this much chaos? I’m heading into grad school this summer. If I get derailed by round-the-clock pool parties, don’t be shocked if I start sleeping in the gym just to catch up.”

Brooke snickered. “No such thing as too many pool parties. You just need a better planner.”

Serena gave her a look, then deadpanned, “If I catch you in my room with a Super Soaker, you’re a dead woman.”

Ren finished her champagne in a gulp, then shrugged. “Everyone jokes, but for real? I need some actual quiet if I’m gonna finish my next commission. I love you guys, but if you see a sign on my door that says ‘Do Not Disturb—Art Emergency,’ please, for the love of God, respect the sign.”

Chloe made a zipping motion and flashed a salute. “We can totally respect artistic boundaries. As long as you respect my right to play Taylor Swift at full volume during closet clean-outs.”

Brooke jumped back in, her hair still wet from the earlier shower race. “Speaking of boundaries, and I mean this literally, we’re gonna need a bathroom schedule. Unless y’all want to see me naked way more than you already do.”

Rory, perched at the edge of the stool, finally chimed in, eyes glancing out toward the street. “Does anyone else worry the neighbors will figure out what’s going on here? This isn’t the old sorority. There’s real adults with real jobs out there. We’re not exactly subtle.”

Brooke shot her a wicked grin. “What, you don’t want to be the hottest scandal on La Playa Avenue?”

“If it comes with a security detail and a PR consultant, I’m in,” Rory shot back, but she didn’t look totally convinced.

Mia, who had been refilling glasses and picking up empty bottles without fuss, finally found her voice. “I just wanted a garden. Somewhere to grow real stuff, herbs, strawberries, something that needs sun and water and, like, isn’t plastic. You think the landlord would mind me digging up a patch out back?”

Chloe leaned in, beaming brighter than the pendant lights above the island. “Yes to everything. Also, I want us to last. Like, for real. No drama, no running away. I know it sounds dumb, but this is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

She let the words hang, then sipped her champagne with both hands, blue eyes shining a little more than usual.

Brooke raised her glass one more time. “To the weirdest, wildest, sexiest family anyone ever cobbled together. Let’s not fuck it up.”

We toasted again; even Serena managed a smile. For a moment, the world felt small enough to manage.

I set my glass down and looked at them; one loud, gorgeous engine of hope and ambition, already plotting color schemes and dinner parties and where to stuff the overflow of shoes. They were loud and honest and completely unstoppable. I didn’t even bother saying anything, because everything I wanted to say was right there, fizzing in the air above the last round of toasts.

It didn’t take long for the energy to crest. Within ten minutes, Chloe and Brooke were tangled up in a mock wrestling match over the last sliver of coffee cake, Mia was plotting a plant heist on the patio, and Ren was already texting herself ideas for a sunrise mural on the hallway wall.

Serena quietly slipped back to her room with a stack of files, muttering about “intellectual survival,” while Rory lingered at the edge of the kitchen, arms crossed, nerves flickering just below the surface.

I caught her eye. “Hey. You remember we have to be at the St. Celeste event tonight, right?”

She groaned, but there was a spark in her smile. “Can’t we just say we’re sick? I’d rather organize Ren’s paint supplies by color than go stand there for three hours listening to old men talk about endowments.”

Brooke cackled. “That’s what she said.”

Rory shook her head, grinning despite herself. “You’re all drunk.”

But she was already turning, already thinking about what she’d wear, how she’d walk into that boardroom with her head high.

The party wound down. The laughter faded, replaced by the low hum of the ocean and the sounds of girls launching into the business of really living.

Sometimes, family wasn’t what you expected. Sometimes, it was better.

***

If you ever want to see how the rich eat their own, find a university reception.

Foundation Hall was drenched in so much candlelight and glass it looked like a movie set. Ornate ceilings, chandeliers fat with crystal, tables groaning with silver trays and enough shrimp cocktail to feed an army. The noise was pure money. Laughter you heard with your teeth, women in dresses that cost more than my car, and a background hum of ambition waiting to pounce.

I thought I’d feel out of place, but with Rory on my arm, I walked in like I owned the place.

She absolutely owned it. Her dress hit somewhere between “billionaire’s yacht party” and “please ruin me in the coat room.” Deep blue silk, just tight enough to make the deans lose their train of thought, her hair pinned up to show off the line of her neck, and heels that could’ve doubled as weapons. The moment we hit the entrance, conversation paused and every set of eyes tracked her as if she ran the board.

She seemed to love the attention. I caught her smirk, a flicker of old pride, old power, but it wasn’t armor anymore. She was soft at my touch, so aware of my hand on her waist she leaned into it every few steps.

“Stop staring,” she whispered as we crossed to the bar.

“Impossible,” I whispered back. “You could destabilize governments in that dress.”

She didn’t fight the compliment. Just blushed, then stood taller.

We mingled. The usual suspects: professors, donors, bored Trustees’ wives trading stories about their nightmare kids. I nodded, smiled, kept my mouth shut. The goal tonight was to blend in, not topple the empire. Still, I knew from the second we walked in, the chess pieces were already in motion.

Dr. Harrington made his move at the refreshment table. He was taller than I remembered, hair slicked back, voice tuned for the kind of backroom deal that never made it onto university letterhead. His handshake was a fraction too tight; his smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“Mr. Mercer,” he said, tongue heavy on the title, “I’m glad you could join us. Your work has certainly sparked conversation around campus.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m honored the Board is following the project so closely.” I let my tone go soft, deferential, not a hint of threat.

Rory hung back, eyes locked on the action. I could feel her stare even as I set down my glass.

The board chair took a sip from his own drink, watching me over the rim. “Genius is a funny thing, isn’t it? We like to imagine it’s unique, but in practice, most innovation is the sum of many hands. Collaboration, oversight, institutional guidance. Wouldn’t you agree?”

I nodded, not giving him anything. “It’s true. Every page of my protocol is covered in the fingerprints of people smarter than me. I couldn’t have lifted this off the ground without the resources you’ve provided. I suppose that’s the deal.”

He blinked. Didn’t expect me to play the humble prodigy.

“Still, you understand the importance of credit. Intellectual property is a delicate thing. One misstep, and all those accolades…vanish.” The smile got colder. “I would hate to see a promising young man get caught in the crossfire of administrative priorities, especially when he’s so valued by this university.”

I shrugged. “I just want the work to matter. Whoever puts their name on it, if it helps someone in the real world, I’ll feel pretty fortunate.”

He waited, just long enough for the tension to simmer. “That’s a mature approach. I trust you’ll keep us in the loop regarding all correspondence and documentation moving forward. The Board likes to be proactive.”

“Very proactive,” I said, keeping my face blank. “Would you recommend a particular contact on your team? I have a few technical questions about the patent office. Things like timelines, disclosures, best way to get through the bottleneck. I’d hate for my inexperience to slow down the process.”

The question caught him off guard. For a millisecond, his mouth twitched, the gears grinding, trying to figure out if I was genuinely naïve or carefully playing dumb.

His answer was syrupy, almost indulgent. “You’re in excellent hands with Dr. Ross. But I’ll send my Chief of Staff your way, just in case. We know these things can be…difficult to navigate for those new to the field.”

“Thank you. I appreciate the support.” I raised my glass, all smiles.

Dr. Harrington’s eyes narrowed for a beat, but he smiled back, then vanished into the crowd, already plotting his next move.

I caught a reflection in one of the mirrored columns: Rory, arms crossed, face lit with this look I’d never seen before. Not jealousy, not hunger, not pure old-school pride. It was something deeper, almost electric: “That’s my man, and I dare you to try him.”

I crossed to her, but she grabbed my wrist before I could even get a joke out.

“Holy shit,” she whispered. “I don’t think you even realize what you just did. You played him so hard.”

I shrugged, but my pulse was racing. “He wanted a show. I was only following the script.”

She shook her head, jaw clenched, like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to throttle me or drag me into the broom closet. “You were terrifying. In a good way.”

We did the rest of the rounds: polite conversation, faculty introductions, a few staged photos for the press. The whole time, I could feel Rory watching me. Every toss of her hair, every time she shifted in her heels or touched my hand, it was like she was marking me out, staking her claim in ways only I would notice.

By the time we got back to the car, her entire vibe had changed.

The second the doors closed, the air snapped. Dark, close, full of static. Rory didn’t look at me; she just stared out the windshield for a second, chest rising and falling in slow, deliberate breaths.

At the first red light, her hand landed on my thigh. Warm, soft, fingers tracing the seam of my suit.

She didn’t look over. Just kept her eyes on the road, voice ragged and low.

“Take me to bed.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice.

We peeled out, the city lights blurring past, already hungry for what came next.

***

We didn’t even make it halfway down the hall before Rory pulled me in for a kiss that left my thoughts scattered behind us like dropped coat buttons. She didn’t bother with pretense. The second the door to her room snapped shut, it was just hunger and hands and the sound of silk sliding over skin.

Her new bedroom looked like the kind of place an heiress would seduce a spy. Windows open to the ocean, deep blue accents everywhere, even the bedding crisp and perfect. For a second, Rory just shivered in the frame, fingers trembling as she set her clutch on the dresser.

The dress? Gone in one move. She reached behind her neck and let the entire thing pool to her ankles, kicking it aside. Underneath, she wore nothing but navy lace, and the set barely counted as underwear. She looked like a sin you’d swear was good for you.

She stalked toward me, eyes blazing. “If you let that man go through with his awful scheme, I’ll kill him myself.” The words came out harsh, but her hands were already gentling, working my tie loose, peeling my shirt off, mapping the lines of my chest with nails and then lips.

I got my hands on her hips and squeezed, drawing her in, matching her heat stride for stride.

She smirked, letting herself melt into me, lips at my ear. “You have no idea how bad I need you right now.”

We tumbled onto the bed with her on top, straddling my hips in nothing but those dark blue panties. The sight did damage; I was already hard, already pressing up through my boxer briefs, and she noticed.

Rory slid down my body in a blur of hair and heat, pausing only to nip the ridge of my abs. She yanked my pants off, buttons popping, belt clattering to the floor, and then dropped to her knees beside the bed.

She didn’t waste time savoring, not tonight. She gripped my cock at the base, spit pooling on her tongue before she took me deep, nearly gagging herself on the first go. Eyes locked on mine: raw, unfiltered need. The next stroke went even deeper, her lips tight, cheeks hollowed, hand pumping in tandem with her throat.

Every time her mouth sank down, I lost a little more control. She knew exactly how to work me, slow at first, then faster, then stopping just long enough to let the threat of orgasm hang in the balance. She made a show of swirling her tongue around the head, lips slick, then taking all of me in again, choking just a little, eyes watering with the violence of it.

“Let me see you lose it for me,” Rory whispered, voice hoarse, before she dropped her mouth around my cock again.

She kept me teetering on the edge until my fists balled in the sheets and my entire body shook. Seconds before I would have unloaded down her throat, she pulled back, grinning, wiping her mouth with a wicked flick of her wrist.

She slid up to straddle my lap, soaking wet, panties dark with want. “Not yet,” she repeated, smile slipping into something almost shy.

Rory reached behind her back, her movements unhurried, and unhooked her bra with a subtle, practiced motion that seemed to cast off hesitation as much as fabric. Her breasts came free: high, perfectly rounded, the flawless skin flushed with a warm glow. Swollen dark pink areolas crowned her curves, nipples rigid with need, drawing my eyes like a magnet.

She caught my gaze and a slow, teasing smirk curved her lips. I could tell she relished my attention, the way I drank in every detail. With a quick twist of her fingers, she somehow loosed her glossy hair, letting it spill in lustrous chocolate-silk waves down her shoulders and over her bare skin. “You like what you see, baby?”

My mouth went dry. “God, Ror. You have no idea.”

Need overrode hesitation. I reached up, hands cupping her breasts, savoring the fullness and warmth of her skin. My fingers pressed in, thumbs circling and teasing her nipples, feeling her soft flesh yield and spill between my spread fingers. Hips shifting, I pressed against her, cock grinding against the damp satin stretched tight across her slit. The friction was electric, and I could feel the pre-cum smearing between us, slickening her panties.

She arched away just enough to slip free of her underwear, tossing the scrap of fabric aside. My breath caught at the sight of her, bare and glistening, arousal shimmering on the soft folds of her pussy.

The ache in my cock grew almost unbearable as Rory grinned down at me, lowering herself to slide her slick center along my rigid length. A tremor went through her, a soft whimper, a look of pure feeling as her eyes met mine and held. “Baby, I love you so much.”

She reached between us, lined me up, and slid down onto my cock in one long, slow movement. Her pussy enveloped me like liquid silk, impossibly tight, scorching hot, and so slick I nearly lost consciousness. Every ridge and texture of her inner walls gripped and pulsed around me, sending electric currents from my spine to my fingertips as she took me to the hilt with a soft gasp against my neck.

She started riding me, pace lazy at first, rocking her hips in slow, languid figure-eights, letting my cock stretch her, fill her, push her to dizzy heights. She leaned back, palms flat on my chest, and moved like she wanted to break me.

Every time I thrust up to meet her, her pussy clenched tighter, milking me, daring me to last. The slap of skin, the tangle of sweat-slicked limbs, the perfume of sex and expensive soap. All of it collapsed to a single point where her body took over mine.

She sped up, desperation breaking through the usual surface calm. Her breath came out in broken gasps, curses peppered with my name.

“That’s it, Noah, fuck—just like that, oh my god—nobody’s ever made me feel like this.”

Her hands clawed at my shoulders, nails raking lines down my back. She surrounded me: wild hair in my face, tongue in my mouth, legs locking around my waist.

I felt her come, hard, pussy convulsing in tight, fast waves that nearly bucked me off the bed. She rode the aftershocks with everything she had, hips grinding, mouth open in a soundless scream.

When the orgasm faded, she didn’t stop. She went softer, needier, letting her body melt into mine. She curled forward, resting her forehead against mine, her eyes bright with tears, neither sad nor embarrassed, just cracked wide open.

She moved on me, slow and deep, the pressure building again, more emotional this time. Every thrust felt like a confession.

We circled each other in that spiral, teetering at the edge, bodies trembling. When Rory cried out, the sound splintered in the air, a gasp torn open, her voice cracking as she fought for breath. Then she simply stopped, perched perfectly atop me, her body quaking with the aftershocks of her second orgasm, her eyes glossy and electric. A single tear rolled down, catching the light as it trembled on her cheek; her chin shivered, raw and unguarded.

I managed to sit up, just enough to haul her into my arms, keeping myself deep inside her as if letting go would break the spell. My thumb swept away the tear, gentle against her flushed skin, and I stroked her chin. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

A choked laugh tumbled out of her; the tears kept coming. Rory shook her head, overwhelmed, words spilling out in a ragged rush. “I’m just happy.” She collapsed against me, arms tight around my neck, lips finding mine in a trembling, impossibly soft kiss.

I grinned and cupped her ass, burying my face in the crook of her neck, breathing her in. “Me too, Rory. I’m glad our story has a happy ending.”

She guided my face upright, hands framing me, and locked her gaze on mine. There was an intensity there, a fierce, open longing that pinned me in place. She kissed me again, tender, slower this time, and when she spoke, her words came straight from the center of her soul, naked and blinding.

“I’ve loved you since we were eight years old. I never stopped. Not for a single second of a single day. Even when I hurt you, even when I thought I hated you, every man after, I just wanted them to be you.”

The words detonated inside me. I grabbed her hips, pulled her flat to my chest, and fucked up into her with everything left inside me. The pleasure built so fast it was almost scary.

“You’re everything I ever wanted, Rory,” I admitted, voice ripped raw from the inside. “I’m only me because of you.”

She kissed me, hard, nothing pretty or poised, just raw, aching possession, and the taste of her tears was salt on my tongue. She ground her hips down, driving me impossibly deeper, and the world snapped out of existence. There was only the furnace heat of her body, the wild tangle of her hair clinging to our sweat-slicked skin, and the sound of our gasping breaths, desperate and animal.

I felt the orgasm build in both of us at once: the shudder that started in her thighs, ran up her stomach, and seized her whole frame in a violent, beautiful chain reaction. Her pussy clamped down around my cock, squeezing like she wanted to brand me inside her forever. That’s when I lost every last bit of control. The rush of it was ferocious. I came so hard I thought my vision would white out, the first pulse shooting through me in a spear of heat, then another, and another, each one wrung out by the spasms of her cunt milking me to the hilt.

The pleasure was a total body wipeout. My spine arched, arms locked around her waist, dragging her flush against me so I could unload everything I had. Time fractured. My hips bucked up to meet her with each surge, pushing past the threshold of pleasure into something that bordered on pain. I didn’t care if I left nail marks, didn’t care if I was loud enough for the neighbors to hear; all I wanted was to fill her until she couldn’t take any more, until every inch of her remembered who put her back together.

She was right there with me, collapsed over my chest, hair in her mouth, sobbing out a string of broken, wordless sounds as the aftershocks kept hitting her. I felt her come again, smaller but sharper, like her body refused to let go. My cock twitched inside her, still hard, still leaking, and the mess of it smeared down my shaft and onto the sheets.

We stayed like that, neither willing to break the seal, both clutching at each other because if we let go, we might shatter. The silence that followed was so heavy it felt holy. I counted the beats of her heart, the slow ebb of my own, the way her arms refused to loosen from my back.

She started laughing, this shaky, delirious giggle that sounded like relief and surrender. I kissed the side of her face, catching another warm tear on my lips, and all I could think was that if this was what it felt like to be destroyed and rebuilt, I wanted to do it for the rest of my life.

We collapsed together in a mess of tangled sheets and sweat, neither of us able to speak for a long minute.

Rory was the first to move. She curled against my side, hair wild, cheek pressed to my chest.

“I meant it,” she whispered. “I want you forever, Noah. Even if we share, even if it looks crazy from the outside. You’re home for me.”

I stroked her back, trying to calm the echo of my own pulse.

“We’re making a new home,” I said. “One we could never have built alone.”

She nodded, and for a while we just lay there, talking in lazy, drifting circles about our first dance at homecoming, the summer we snuck out to catch shooting stars, the letters she wrote me.

“So much wasted time,” she whispered. “But maybe that’s what makes this worth it.”

I didn’t argue. I just held her and let her words fill the empty space between us.

Eventually, we drifted off, her thigh thrown over mine, both of us wrung out but more alive than ever.

***

Across town, Dr. Harrington sat in his office, the only light a sickly glow from the city skyline.

He picked up the phone, no hesitation in his hand.

“We need to accelerate the timeline,” he said into the receiver. “The patent needs to be filed as soon as possible. I don’t care who does it. Just make sure Mercer never sees it coming.”

A pause.

“Good.”

He ended the call with a sharp click and turned to the folder open on his desk.

He tapped the cover once, like sealing a tomb.

The game was on.


MVP


The world woke up slow and perfect.

The Pacific Heights townhouse glowed from the inside out, every window banded with yellow-white sunlight, the kitchen bathed in a warm haze that made the marble look like it belonged in a museum. The place was finally quiet, no high heels on tile, no Brooke’s war cries, not even the echo of late-night laughter. Just the subtle sound of pencil scratching across paper, and the hiss of eggs hitting hot oil.

That, and the steady rhythm of Ren’s breathing as she sketched me from across the breakfast table.

I poured coffee into a pair of ceramic mugs, the kind you buy in sets of twelve and still lose half by semester’s end. The smell helped finish the job that sunlight started, shaking off the last fog of sleep as I plated a mess of eggs, toast, and strawberries. I snuck a look at Ren while I worked. She sat cross-legged on the high stool, art pad balanced on one knee, deep brown eyes pinned to the page. Her hair, a waterfall of black silk, spilled down both sides of her face, but every few lines she’d tuck a stray strand behind her ear, brush graphite dust from her knuckle, and go right back to work.

You could mistake her for being lost in her own world, but Ren never missed a thing. Even when she didn’t look up, I could feel her seeing me, not just my face, but the way my hands moved, the way I leaned on the counter or fidgeted with the jam jar between sentences.

She never told you to pose. She simply watched, picked the right moment, and caught it with savage accuracy.

“You know, this is starting to feel like an interview,” I said, sliding her coffee within reach. “You’ve barely blinked for the last twenty minutes.”

Ren smirked, not breaking stride. “Sit still and I won’t have to erase you.”

There it was: the soft sarcasm, quick and dry, not showy like Brooke’s but lethal if you were paying attention. I liked that about her. Ren didn’t fill the air with noise; she made each word count.

I set her plate down. One slice of rye toast, edge-toasted eggs, four peeled strawberries in a row. She’d never asked for it that way, but I’d watched her enough times to know she liked her breakfast precise. She rewarded me with a tiny nod, eyes crinkling in approval before she attacked the next line on her sketch.

I tucked into my own toast and let Ren’s portrait session continue. For a while, there was nothing but the sound of her pencil, the aroma of coffee, and the sunlight making a mockery out of every shadow in the room.

She worked in phases: fast outlines, then slow, careful shading, then a sudden burst where her wrist blurred and the rough sketch turned three-dimensional. It was mesmerizing to watch. Every now and then I caught her glancing up from beneath the curtain of hair, scanning my jaw, my shoulders, the way my arm flexed as I reached for the butter. Each time, she locked in on something I didn’t even know I was doing.

“You always focus this hard?” I asked, unable to bite back my curiosity.

Ren shrugged. “If you want to see people, you actually have to look.” Her lips curled. “Not just the surface. The small stuff.”

I laughed. “You make it sound like a science experiment.”

She set her pencil down for a split second, surveying her work. “Sometimes it is. Each face is a different equation. You change the light, the mood, everything shifts.” Her gaze flickered back to me. “You’re harder. You never sit the same way twice.”

That caught me off guard. I’d never thought of myself as anything other than predictable.

“I could say the same about you,” I said. “One day you’re everywhere, painting at dawn, then you’re gone for hours, sketching in the garden, not a sound.” I pointed at her mug. “But you always finish your coffee before it goes cold.”

Ren smiled without showing her teeth. There was something magnetic about the way she did that. It made you feel like you’d won a rare prize just by earning the expression.

We let the silence breathe. This was the antithesis of a sorority breakfast: no war for attention, no performative flirting, just the low glow of two people who could share space without needing to fill it.

She ate with her left hand, drawing in short bursts with her right. The toast disappeared in three bites, the strawberries vanishing one by one as she lined them on the edge of her sketchpad. I almost didn’t want to break the rhythm, but there was too much energy trapped under the calm.

I decided to test the water.

“Give me a preview. How bad did you mess up my nose?”

Ren cocked an eyebrow, spun the pad around.

My first reaction was shock. She’d drawn me in profile, hips forward in the chair, one hand braced on the table, the other swirling coffee in slow circles. The resemblance was uncanny. She’d even caught the way light sliced under my brow, the way my lips curved when I was plotting a joke. But it wasn’t just technical. The whole thing felt alive, as if the next move was already building between us.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. “Is that…really how you see me?”

She didn’t flinch. “Sometimes. Depends on the morning.”

A rush of something like pride, or maybe just the thrill of being observed this closely, burned low in my chest. “If you’re not already submitting these to a gallery, you’re wasting your time.”

She shrugged. “I do it for me. And for…” Ren’s gaze slipped away, suddenly sheepish. “…the people I care about.”

It was easy to forget, sometimes, that she could be shy. You saw the girl with the killer body, the sarcasm, the art talent, and you missed how hard she was fighting not to let the world knock her off balance.

I let the compliment hang in the air, giving her space to own it. She rewarded me by tucking another strand behind her ear. A nervous tic, or maybe a shield.

“Breakfast passes muster,” she said, rerouting the conversation before I could press. “You finally learned how not to burn the eggs.”

“Hard to mess it up when you’re staring at me like that,” I said, savoring the moment.

She snorted, a little louder than usual. “You mean judging you from afar? It’s my superpower.”

I liked this version of her, a little open, a little playful, but still unwilling to give it all away. The others in the house had their own brightness, their own drama; Ren was the quiet riptide beneath, and you only noticed the current when you let yourself get swept.

We finished the meal, plates cleaned, coffee cooling in the mugs. I watched her pencil blur through the final details, a few quick strokes to capture the tension in my jaw and the way my hands curled around the spoon.

When she signed her initials at the bottom, she did it with a flourish, as if putting a period on the morning.

I couldn’t resist.

“Let’s take tonight off,” I said, pushing my mug aside. “No labs, no deadlines, no sorority schedules. Just you and me somewhere no one’s watching.”

Ren paused, pencil mid-air. For a second, I wondered if I’d startled her.

She blinked, eyes wide, then looked away, back at the drawing and then the window. The sunlight caught the edge of her cheekbone, highlighting the tension there.

“You want to go out?” she asked, the words soft but loaded.

“Yeah. Why not?” I let my voice drop, coaxing her to meet my gaze. “You’re always playing backup at home. Let’s make it just about us.”

There was a beat of hesitation. Ren’s fingers curled around her pad, knuckles pale, as if she was bracing for a punchline.

But there was no punchline. I meant every word.

Slowly, she let out a breath, the corner of her mouth twitching upward. “Okay. I’m in. As long as we don’t end up at a karaoke bar.”

“No promises,” I deadpanned.

She rolled her eyes, but the smile was real now, wide enough to show a row of perfect white teeth.

“Alright, Noah. Take the quiet girl on your weird date. But I’m not dressing up unless you give me fair warning.”

“You’ll look stunning no matter what.”

Her face went a shade pinker, but she didn’t argue.

We cleaned up together, plates stacking in the sink, movements tuned to each other’s rhythm without even trying. Ren rinsed; I loaded the dishwasher. She wiped down the counter, careful around the scattered art supplies. Our arms brushed, elbows bumped, but there was no awkwardness, just the low voltage of two people who understood the value of space, and the promise of what might fill it.

Once the kitchen was back to museum-level tidy, Ren lingered by the window, sketch pad hugged to her chest.

She looked at me, expression softer now, and let the silence say what she couldn’t.

In that minute, I realized this was her version of intimacy. Not the loud confessions or the bold claims, but the steady, deliberate way she let you in, inch by inch.

I wanted to make this night memorable for her.

More than that, I wanted her to see herself the way I did.

“Six o’clock,” I said, giving her a mock salute. “Dress code is whatever lets you breathe easy.”

She flashed a sideways grin. “See you at six, then.”

Ren padded down the hall, ass impossible to resist, hair bouncing, bare feet silent on the hardwood.

I watched her go, heart thudding a little faster than it should.

In a house full of stars, the quiet ones always kept you guessing.

And right now, there was no mystery I wanted to solve more.

***

The place I found for our date was so perfectly off-the-radar, I had to double-check the address twice driving up. From the street, it looked like a leftover from Old Pacific Heights, whitewashed wood, faded awning, a single string of patio lights barely visible from the road. But inside, it was warmth and shadow, every table a little island ringed by the glow of candles and the hush of ocean just beyond the thick glass windows.

Ren hesitated at the entrance, eyes wide as she took it in. This wasn’t the staged glam of sorority row, or the loud-and-proud personalities of the house; this was a secret built for two, and from the jump, I could tell it fit her like a second skin.

We got a booth by the windows, the ocean so close you could taste the salt in every breath. The server handed us menus and vanished before small talk could even begin.

Ren slid into the velvet seat, all curve and intent, her black hair swinging down to frame her face. She’d dressed light but elegant. A pale green wrap dress, soft at the collarbone, cinched at the waist, slicing just enough high on the thigh to make you guess. Her legs were bare, crossed tight under the table so the hemline threatened to expose even more if she leaned forward.

I didn’t bother hiding my stare.

She caught it and gave me a wry, silent smile, the kind that said “I see you, Outlier. And I don’t mind.”

We picked at antipasto, poured wine as the sun bled out behind the horizon. It felt like we existed at the edge of the world, no roommates, no texting, no deadlines. Just us, orbiting each other at whatever pace we wanted.

Ren did what she always did. She watched. Me, the room, the flicker of the candle as it warped the shadows on her hands. Sometimes, she’d trace absentminded patterns on the tablecloth, lost in the motion, totally unaware of how magnetic it looked from my side.

We kept the conversation light, at first. I told her about my first year at Ashbourne, how the dorms always smelled like burnt coffee and testosterone. She countered with stories from her old art program, nights in the studio when time didn’t matter, the smell of turpentine, her first piece accepted into a gallery.

There was zero pressure to impress. We sipped, leaned closer, sometimes tuning out the other diners altogether.

The food arrived, a mess of grilled fish, garlic bread, citrus salad so fresh it made every other meal that week seem like a bad joke. I let her have the first forkful, and she chewed slow, savoring it, eyes fluttering shut just long enough to make me want to cross the damn table for a kiss.

The wine hit both of us by the second glass. I felt my tension drop away, replaced with a lazy, hungry happiness that buzzed every time Ren looked up from her plate. God, she was so fucking beautiful it hurt.

After a while, the space between us went soft with possibility.

It was Ren who finally broke the silence.

“You ever notice,” she said, tracing another invisible pattern onto the tablecloth, “how easy it is to disappear in a group?” Her voice was low, barely audible over the surf hitting the seawall.

I frowned, genuinely confused. “You disappear?”

She nodded, still swirling her finger. “Sometimes I feel…overshadowed by the others. They’re all so vibrant and demanding of attention.” She kept her eyes pinned to the linen, as if the words might shatter if she risked looking up. “I know it sounds dumb. But in a house full of big personalities and extraordinary women, being the quiet one is like…wearing camouflage.”

That hit me harder than I expected.

“Ren,” I started, but she went on, the confessional momentum too strong to stop.

“It’s not that I want to be the loudest. I just…” She trailed off, then started again. “Part of me worries nobody actually sees me. Not the real me. I blend in. Even with you. Especially with you.”

Any words I’d rehearsed for date-night smoothness died right there. She’d surprised me. Knocked the breath out of my chest with her honesty.

“Hey,” I said, reaching across. I caught her hand, blunt and real, fingers stained from last night’s graphite. She tensed, just for a second, then let me lace our hands together.

“You see things in me that no one else even notices,” I told her, voice raw because it was true. “You don’t just look, you perceive. Every time I talk to you, you know exactly what I’m not saying.” I squeezed, let the pressure hold. “You’re the only one who’s ever caught me thinking, even when I’m trying not to. I’d be lost without that. And, for the record, you’re impossible not to notice.”

Ren’s face went soft. Her lips parted, but whatever reply she had got stuck behind the emotion.

We hung there, candlelight flickering off the wine bottle, both of us staring at the point where our hands connected.

Eventually, she squeezed back.

“Thanks,” she said, voice barely a whisper. “I needed to hear that.”

We finished the meal at our own speed, each turning the outside world down until it was just the rush of shared story. She relaxed. I poured the last splash of wine, and we sat tangled in the afterglow of the food, the honesty, the sense that for once, nobody was pretending.

When it was time to go, Ren rose first, wrapping her shawl around her shoulders and tucking her purse under one arm. She looked lighter, her skin glowing in the blue wash of the exit light. I held the door, and for a second, she paused in the frame, silhouette outlined by streetlamp and the sound of the ocean a hundred yards away.

Then she slipped past me, walking slowly, as if she wanted the night to last.

We crossed to the beach, the sand cold and fine between our toes. Shoes dangling from my hand, I walked beside her, matching the slow, deliberate pace Ren always used when she was thinking hard.

The moon hung fat and gold over the water, turning the incoming waves into a scroll of shifting silver. Ren said nothing for a long time. She just watched her feet touch the water, then the sand, back and forth, deliberate, like she was calibrating herself for the next big move.

When she finally spoke, the words caught me off guard.

“I think I fell for you the very first night,” she said. The wind snatched some of her words, but I heard every one. “When you walked into the sorority dinner hall. All awkward, pretending you weren’t watching everyone, analyzing every detail.”

She stopped, toes at the edge of a small tide pool, and turned to face me.

“I knew right then. But there was so much electricity flying between you and the others, I was afraid if I said something, it would mess up the way we all fit together.”

Her voice was so honest it actually made my heart hurt.

“I didn’t want to disrupt the family we were building, even if it meant pretending for a while that I was fine just watching from the side.”

I reached for her without thinking, hands sliding into her hair, tilting her face up so she had to look at me.

“You’re not on the sidelines,” I said, blunt and direct. “Never were. You’re the glue.”

Ren blinked, and I saw she was fighting tears. Nothing dramatic, just a soft shine in her eyes that made me feel like the luckiest bastard alive.

She pressed her forehead to mine. We stood there, wave spray stinging our ankles, lost in the hush of the world.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I always have. I just never thought I deserved to be in the middle.”

I kissed her hard, pouring every bit of truth I had into the night air.

“You do. You always did. I love you too, Ren.”

We stood there, tangled and trembling, until the wind threatened to chill the confession right off our skin.

Ren pulled in close, burrowing into my chest, and I wrapped both arms tight around her.

The ocean crashed behind us, nothing else existing but the warmth we made out of fragments and stubborn hope.

When she finally looked up, her mouth quivered in a smile.

“Okay, Noah,” she said. “Now what?”

I grinned.

“Maybe we start by going home.”

She nodded, then caught my hand and didn’t let go the whole walk back.

If the world wanted to break us, it’d have to find us first.

***

The walk home from the restaurant was a slow burn.

Ren’s fingers never left mine, not even once crossing the avenue or climbing the townhouse steps. There was a different rhythm to her now, every step deliberate, like she was trying to memorize the texture of the night. Neither of us spoke. We didn’t have to. You could slice the tension with a palette knife.

Inside, the house was silent, every corridor lit by the thinnest sliver of moon coming through the west-facing glass. Most nights, there’d be ambient chaos: girls in towels, late-night kitchen raids, at least one argument about whose shoes were blocking the stairs. Tonight? Nothing. Just the dull hush of midnight and the creak of floorboards underfoot.

Ren led me as far as the living room before turning back. Her face was half in shadow, lips parted, like she’d just realized we both wanted more, way more, than soft confessions and romantic beach walks.

She looked ready to dart away, but I caught her wrist and reeled her in.

She crashed against my chest, just like that. We froze, then laughed at the same time: the nerves, the absurdity, the absolute inevitability of it all.

I cupped her jaw and kissed her, pouring every stray heartbeat from the night straight into her mouth.

She stiffened, surprised, but then her arms wound tight around my neck and she let go. The taste of her, red wine and ocean wind, a trace of citrus from the mousse she’d nibbled, lit up every nerve I had.

Our lips locked and fought, tongues tasting, teasing, then deepening until her whole body started to melt against mine. Her hands were everywhere, tugging at my shirt, running through my hair, pulling me closer like she thought if she didn’t, I’d disappear.

I wanted to devour her.

Ren broke the kiss, panting, eyes wide with something close to awe. “You’re different tonight,” she whispered.

“I was in love with you before, but tonight…I can’t get enough of you,” I shot back.

She grinned, soft and shy, then started undoing the buttons on my shirt.

Her hands shook a little, but she got the job done. I helped, peeling myself free, never once looking away from her face.

When the shirt dropped, she pressed her palms against my chest, mapping the skin, nails raking gentle arcs from collarbone down.

I’d never seen her like this. So unguarded, hungry, like every filter she’d ever worn was in pieces on the living room floor.

She bit her lip, then reached for her own wrap dress. The belt gave way with a hush, fabric spilling open to reveal the fantasy beneath: Ren, half-naked, no bra, legendary breasts swaying as she let the dress slide off her shoulders.

I sucked in a breath. Her tits were god-tier. Big, full, round, impossibly perfect, the nipples deep rose and stiff. Her hips flared wide, thighs sculpted but soft where it counted, her whole body moving with that subtle dancer’s grace that made her every curve a work of art.

She kicked aside the dress, now clad only in tiny black panties that left nothing to the imagination.

I was hard instantly.

If I’d been standing, I might have knocked the air out of myself. She noticed. Her smirk returned, this time, sly and a little powerful.

I let my eyes roam every inch of her: the light catching high cheekbones, the graceful neck, the breasts that bounced with every breath she took.

“Fuck, Ren. You’re dangerous.”

She looked down, suddenly bashful. “You mean it?”

I grabbed her hand and placed it over the tent in my pants. “Does this look like I’m joking?”

She laughed, then melted again, her lips finding mine.

We kept kissing, deeper, more frantic, our bodies slotting together until something had to give.

Ren was the first to act. She dropped to her knees, kneeling on the plush rug, her artist’s hands making quick work of my belt and zipper.

She looked up at me, eyes huge, vulnerable and wild. “I need you to understand what you mean to me,” she whispered.

Then she freed my cock, stroking it with both hands, as if she was sculpting pure desire.

Her touch was practiced, obsessive, strokes alternating between feather-light and tight enough to drive me insane. She teased the head, swirling her tongue, then licked the shaft from base to tip, never breaking eye contact.

When she took me in her mouth, I actually staggered. The wet heat, the precision, the relentless speed as she bobbed up and down. She was a machine, a goddess, an absolute addiction. Her cheeks hollowed, her lips a velvet vise, saliva mixing with pre-cum as she dove deeper.

Ren moaned, sending shockwaves through the length of my cock. She pumped the base with one hand, fast, deliberate, while her mouth worked in perfect rhythm. The visuals alone nearly sent me over: jet-black hair tumbling over her bare shoulders, tits jiggling every time she sucked me down.

I wanted the world to last forever in that moment.

She kept going, switching up the pace, deep, choking thrusts, then shallow flicks with her tongue, then back again. She was painting a fucking masterpiece, and the canvas was my self-control.

My vision started to grey out. I grabbed the back of her head, not to force, but to anchor, to keep from flying clear off the planet.

“Ren—fuck—I’m so close,” I managed.

She didn’t slow. If anything, her mouth went harder, more insistent, until my hips jerked and I exploded.

The orgasm was nuclear. Wave after wave, my cock shot thick, desperate pulses down her throat. She swallowed every bit, milking the last drops as her hand kept working, making sure nothing went to waste.

It was pure, savage ecstasy.

Ren let me go with a pop and grinned, licking her lips. There was a streak of triumph across her face, an artist satisfied with her work.

But I wasn’t done.

I needed more, needed her, needed to make her feel as wrecked and claimed as I did.

I yanked her up and kissed her, tasting myself on her tongue, then scooped her into my arms, bridal-style, and marched toward her room.

She squealed, laughing, legs kicking as we stumbled up the stairs.

We left clothing behind like breadcrumbs: her panties snagged on the banister, my pants discarded in the hall, a trail of evidence mapping our delirium.

Her bedroom was an art gallery bound by moonlight. Canvases and sketches lined every inch; the bed was unmade, pale sheets tangled, the whole place perfumed by paint and skin and something bright I couldn’t label.

I tossed her onto the mattress and crawled over her before she could catch her breath.

She pulled me in, her legs already split, thighs hugging my hips.

The heat between us was volcanic, no room for hesitation anymore.

I nuzzled her breasts, sucking one nipple, then the other, until her back arched and she gasped. Her hands raked my hair, keeping me pinned to her chest.

The sensation of her tits, so full, so soft, nipples so fucking stiff, drove me mad. I devoured them, trading lips and tongue and little bites, marking her as mine.

Ren whimpered, hips grinding up to meet my cock, smearing her arousal over my shaft.

“Please, baby—just do it. I need you inside me,” she whispered. The words hit with the force of a sledgehammer.

I didn’t bother teasing either of us.

I lined up, pressed blunt against the slick entrance of her pussy, and pushed forward.

The first slide, hot, tight, all gripping velvet, nearly cost me my mind. Ren cried out, hips jerking up to take me deeper. Inch by inch, I sank in, bottoming out until our bodies were flush.

Her pussy milked me, sucking, pulsing, so fucking wet I thought I’d drown in her.

We started out desperate, rough, Ren clutching my shoulders, her thighs locked around my waist. Every thrust drew a wild moan; she clung to me like I was the last lifeline in a storm.

We fucked like the world was ending and we were intent on leaving nothing beautiful behind. The bedframe rattled against the wall, no, it shook, an earthquake made of our slamming bodies. Ren’s hair, black as wet paint, snared itself in my fingers as I gripped the back of her skull and drove her mouth to meet mine again and again, devouring sounds she’d never admit to making. She wrapped her thighs around my waist, locking me in, her heels digging into my ass, urging every thrust to go harder, deeper, until all that existed was the relentless slap of skin and the slow-cooked crescendo of sweat and heat and breathless swearing.

With every pump, my cock slipped in and out of that impossible vise. Her pussy was greedy, liquid silk that squeezed and tugged at me, spasming tighter whenever I slowed to savor the drag. But savor wasn’t in the cards. A need had taken over her, a raw, wild thing, and she wanted to be filled up, used, maybe even ruined. She clawed at my back, raked my sides, bit my lip until I tasted copper. She bit the pillow and screamed my name so loud the ocean itself might have swallowed the echo.

She came first. Hard. Her whole body went rigid, shuddering under me like a live wire, then slammed into me, pelvis to pelvis, as if she could fuse our bones together. Her pussy convulsed around my cock, spasming through the longest, most violent orgasm I’d ever felt. She sobbed my name again, voice raw, almost angry with need, and for a second I thought she’d twist my head off my shoulders if I tried to pull out.

I kept fucking her. Now she was hypersensitive. A single stroke set off an aftershock, her body jackknifing every time I bottomed out. She clawed at my chest, then my shoulders, then locked both arms around my neck as if she could keep herself from falling apart.

I was close. So close it hurt. But I didn’t want to lose the feeling of her, the way her tits bounced against me with every thrust, the way her breath hitched every time our hips smashed together. I wanted to memorize the pressure, the taste, the sound.

But it was her, Ren, face flushed, hair a wild mess, tears streaking the corners of her eyes from coming so hard, whispering “please, fuck me, don’t stop, don’t stop,” that broke me. I pistoned into her, frantic, desperate, and when the orgasm hit, it was nuclear. My whole body tensed, every muscle sluicing with heat. I pulsed deep inside her, jets of cum emptying in long, urgent bursts. Ren gasped at the sensation, the warmth, the fullness. She clung to me tighter, milking every last drop with her fluttering cunt.

I collapsed into her, arms like dead weight, chest heaving against her tits. She didn’t let me go. I pressed my forehead to hers, just breathing, our shared heat fogging up the little space between us. For a minute there was nothing but the sound of us, fucked-out, spent, triumphant.

She giggled, delirious, and ran her hands over my back, tracing the angry scratches she’d left. “I think I broke you,” she murmured, voice dreamy.

I rolled us over so she was sprawled on top, her head pillowed by my chest. She looked down at me, hair dangling in a curtain, then started to laugh, a wild, unfiltered sound that made my heart light.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” she said, voice hoarse.

I grinned up at her. “I can.”

She playfully nibbled my lower lip, then slithered down, licking her lips, collecting the sweat and sex and salt from my skin. Her mouth planted lazy, possessive kisses down my chest, over my abs, down to my navel.

She lingered there, tracing the line of my hip with her tongue, and I realized she wasn’t even close to satisfied. The hunger had shifted: not desperate now, but exploratory, hungry for something deeper, some next level of intimacy.

Ren propped herself up on one elbow, looking into my eyes. “Noah, can I ask you something?”

I nodded, still catching my breath.

She hesitated, actually hesitated, the flush creeping from her cheeks down to her chest. “Did you used to think about me? Before?”

The question, so out of place and so sincere, caught me off guard. I cupped her jaw, sweeping a thumb across her lips.

“Every fucking night,” I said because it was true. Ren was a goddess and any man with eyes could see that in an instant. “Especially when I knew I shouldn’t.”

She melted. The exhale was visible, her entire body relaxing into mine, and she pressed her face to my neck, breathing me in.

She pulled herself up to straddle me, hands bracing on my chest. Her pussy was still soaked, still clutching the outline of my cock nestled in her slit. She slid along my stomach, teasing herself, then rocked back against my thigh, moaning at the friction. Even with the afterglow, electricity sparked everywhere she touched me. I hardened again, instantly, cock rising against my belly.

Ren watched it happen. She grinned, all teeth, and grabbed my new erection with both hands, squeezing the shaft. “God, I love how fast you recover,” she whispered, voice reverent.

She ground down on me, slick and hot, smearing my cum where we joined. The sensation, her pussy lips sliding over my cock, sticky and wet and eager, nearly made me blow a second time. I barely kept it together.

Ren leaned forward, hair falling around us like a shroud, and kissed me, slow and deep. When she pulled back, her eyes were glassy, vulnerable in a way I’d never seen.

“You know,” she said, “I always thought I was the quiet one. But with you, I feel…fucking reckless.”

I grabbed her hips, holding her steady, and looked up with all the sincerity I had. “Let’s be reckless, then.”

She laughed, short, sweet, honest, and, without warning, rose up and positioned my cock at her pussy. She guided the head in, inch by inch, impaling herself until she was flush against my hips.

We both groaned at the same time.

She started to ride me, slow at first, savoring the length, the stretch, the friction. But soon she picked up speed, slamming down on me, tits bouncing, sweat making her skin shine in the moonlight. I reached up and took a breast in each hand, squeezing, kneading, thumb circling the fat, perfect nipples.

She threw her head back, moaning so loud I thought she might wake the whole house. Her body was a temple, and she was tearing it down, brick by brick, to offer up the ruins.

She set the rhythm, and I matched it, bucking up into her, watching my cock disappear into the plush heaven of her cunt, again and again and again.

We were animals, fucking, rutting, desperate not just for orgasm but for something that might last once the sweat dried and the sheets cooled.

I reached for her clit and found it already swollen, slick with her own arousal. I circled it with my thumb. Instantly, she convulsed, thighs trembling. She grabbed my hand, locking it in place, and ground down, chasing the high.

Her pussy clenched, milking me, and I was barely holding on. “Ren, fuck, I’m gonna come again—”

“Do it,” she hissed, eyes burning. “Come in me. I need it. Need all of you.”

Her orgasm hit first, strong as the first one but deeper, more shattering. She collapsed onto my chest, gasping, hips never stopping as she milked my cock for everything I could give her. I exploded inside her, the second orgasm almost painful in its intensity, and for a second I was sure I’d blacked out.

She slumped against me, every muscle jelly, both of us slicked with sweat and cum and the last dregs of self-control.

I held her for a long time, stroking her hair, her back, the curve of her ass. Her breath slowed, became regular, and I thought she might be asleep when she mumbled, “You’re the best thing that ever happened to me.”

I kissed her temple. “Back at you.”

We held each other, letting the silence rebuild itself around our ruined bodies.

Amazingly, we weren’t done. She had channeled her inner Serena and seemed ready to go all night.

After a pause, just long enough to breathe, Ren rolled me onto my back and straddled me. Her tits bounced as she impaled herself on my cock, grinding slow and deep, squeezing with every inch.

We went again, slower this time, exploring each other like we had all night.

Her hands mapped my chest, my arms; my fingers dug into her ass, guiding her up and down.

We kissed, lips bruised, tongues sliding slow and lazy, savoring the afterglow.

Ren set the pace, long, rolling thrusts, panting as her clit rubbed against my pubic bone, each grind drawing her closer. She looked down, hair wild around her face, breasts heaving, and for the first time ever, I saw her break completely.

The orgasm rolled through her in a tidal wave. She gushed over my cock, soaking us both, hips bucking as she tried to ride every ounce of pleasure into infinity.

I joined her, coming again as her pussy wrung me dry, every spasm drawing more cum into her greedy heat.

Time stopped. For a while, we barely moved, just held each other, the haze of sex and sweat and tears keeping the world at bay.

Eventually, exhaustion set in. We slipped under the covers, panting, sticky, spent.

She curled against my chest, the kind of closeness that made you forget there was ever an outside world.

Ren whispered, voice hoarse from hours of moaning.

“I never thought I’d find anything like this. That anyone would want me, need me, like you do.”

I stroked her hair, lips at her temple.

“You’re the harem’s secret MVP,” I teased. “Always clutch in the last seconds.”

She laughed, snorting into my chest. “Guess I’m built for overtime.”

We held each other, letting the laughter fade into something softer, something almost sacred.

Without thinking, I said the thing I never let out, not even with Chloe or Rory:

“I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost you, Ren.” The words tumbled out, raw and ugly. “Seriously. The thought makes me…sick.”

She went quiet, clinging tighter.

After a minute, she whispered, “You’re not losing anyone, baby. Not tonight. Not ever. I love you, and I’m happy right here in your arms.”

We let the darkness close in. The only sound was the soft thud of our hearts, beating wild in sync. I sank into her warmth, refusing to let go, not even for sleep.

But as the world faded, a cold blue light flickered across the pillow.

It was my phone. Another email from the Board, subject line in all caps: IMMEDIATE ACTION REQUIRED.

I stared at it, the threat hovering above us like a storm cloud.

This was the war.

But in my arms, Ren was real, and ready, and the only proof I needed that the world couldn’t break us without getting through her first.

She burrowed closer, and in the calm between battles, I let myself believe, even for one night, that love was enough.

Let them come.

We were ready.


Chloe Comfort


Pacific Heights looked like something out of a dream.

Chloe and I sat shoulder to shoulder on the upper balcony, feet tangled on the lounger, a bottle of wine between us. Sunset drenched everything in gold, slicking her bare arms and legs until she practically shimmered. Below, the ocean stretched flat and empty, orange sunlight ricocheting across the water. Out past the rooftops, the curve of the bay twinkled with the first hints of city light, pinpricks of promise blinking on one by one.

I could have stared at her for hours. Scratch that. I did stare, drinking in every detail. Chloe wore one of those tiny sundresses that laughed at the concept of modesty. Lemon-yellow, hitched high on her thighs, the top snug enough to threaten a wardrobe malfunction if she so much as blinked. Her hair was a spill of gold over her shoulders, the tips catching the breeze and sending sunlight flying in every direction.

She dangled her empty glass between two fingers, blue eyes reflecting the whole sky. She was calm. Not the perform-for-crowds Chloe, but the version she only let out around me: soft, happy, a little tipsy from the wine and maybe a little drunk on having me all to herself.

I watched the planes drift far over the water, the pulse and stutter of their lights faint against the darkening sky.

Chloe leaned into me, bare knee braced against my hip. “If I die right now, I’ll haunt this balcony forever,” she announced. “Promise you’ll leave my ghost some Pinot Grigio.”

“You’re more of a tequila girl when you’re haunting,” I said.

She giggled and nudged my thigh with hers. “I’d want you to have fun with it. Scare the new tenants, rearrange the pillows at three in the morning. Maybe make out with each other so I don’t have to be jealous.”

She faked a pout so exaggerated I almost choked on my own laugh.

“You’d haunt me just to watch me get laid?” I said.

“Absolutely. You seriously think I’d miss a second of you naked?” Chloe set down her glass and knotted both hands in my t-shirt, tugging me closer. Her voice dropped to a hush. “You’re like the sun, baby. I want to watch you light up every room you walk into.”

The compliment landed with a thud in my chest. I kissed her, soft, tasting the wine on her tongue, letting the world narrow down to just the press of her body and the salt from her damp hair.

We broke apart. Chloe curled up against my side, content. A little sigh escaped her lips, the kind of pretty noise girls make in movies, only it was raw and real and all mine.

I let myself relax, just for a second. No board. No deadlines. No wolves at the door.

Just this, her skin warm against mine, the city waiting for us to invent the future.

It didn’t last.

A soft footstep sounded on the tile behind us. I froze, pulse jittering. Chloe didn’t move, but I watched her posture go taut, like muscle memory. There was something different in the air, not threat, not warning. More like a sudden, impossible shift you felt in your bones.

Vivian Ross stepped onto the balcony.

And nothing, not a single thing, about her was the way I remembered.

She looked like a woman who’d just walked out of a magazine shoot having set the place on fire.

Her hair, always corralled in some severe bun or power twist, now tumbled loose around her shoulders. It was jet black with streaks of blue that caught the dying sun and threw it back like a prism. She wore a soft lilac blouse, the neckline cut low enough to prove she’d picked it for tonight, not a lecture, not a disciplinary hearing, but this. Her skirt looked painted on, hip-hugging, with a sharp slit that showed off a flash of muscular calf as she moved, heels clicking like the prelude to war. And on her face? Not the careful, controlled mask, but a real, devastating smile that made her look ten years younger.

Hell, she could have passed for Chloe’s older sister, not her mother. If there was ever a personification of “fuck you, I make the rules now,” it was Vivian on that balcony.

In her left hand, she carried a folder. The minute I saw the St. Celeste seal, my mood nosedived.

Vivian surveyed us, eyes missing nothing, but she didn’t draw attention to the way Chloe clung to me or how my hand curled around her bare thigh. She set the folder on the iron railing, propped both hands beside it, and looked directly at me.

Her gaze crackled. If she’d shown even a sliver of this confidence in faculty meetings, half the men on the board would have run for the hills.

But in that moment, she was all business.

“It arrived at my house half an hour ago,” Vivian said. “Hand-delivered, so you’d have as little warning as possible.”

I took the folder. The top sheet was heavy, official, the kind that had “legal” pulsing from every line.

I read the first paragraph. I should have been ready, but the words hit like a sledgehammer.

Effective immediately, the university is placing your “intellectual property contribution” under review. Questions of authorship and protocol violation have triggered an Emergency Board Evaluation, with all project access restricted until further notice. Pending review, no presentations, publications, or outside communication is permitted.

The rest was legalese, but the intent was clear: They were going to erase me. Not just my name, my work, my future. The whole fucking thing. They were stealing my life’s work for themselves.

I felt the heat crawl up my throat. Adrenaline stabbed at my arms. I wanted to punch a hole through the glass door.

“They’re moving to steal it.” My voice was flat, but inside, I was shaking with rage. “They waited until the last minute, then ambushed us. Fuck! This is exactly what we were afraid of.”

Chloe read over my shoulder. Her hand found mine, squeezing so hard her knuckles went white.

Vivian stayed calm. Unbelievably, impossibly calm. She let the storm rage inside me, but didn’t so much as flinch, just waited for the explosion to burn out.

I started pacing, the folder crumpled in my grip.

“This is textbook gaslighting,” I spat, barely able to get the words out. “They’ll nail me on some invented process error, claim group discovery, and then bury my name in the press release. I’d be lucky if I even got a footnote in their patent. Jesus, how do we fight that?”

Vivian watched me pace. There was a sly, almost wicked confidence in the way she tracked my every move. Like she was the only one in the room who knew the punchline.

“They’ve made their move,” she said, voice low and unhurried, “and now I’ll make mine.”

That stopped me dead.

She stepped closer, laying a hand on my arm, not possessive, not even motherly, just an anchor, something real to keep me upright. “Don’t spiral,” she said. “This is exactly what they want. They’re banking on you detonating, suing, or walking away so they can paint the narrative any way they please.”

I forced myself to wheel back and face her.

“There’s only one way to win,” Vivian said, her grip tightening. “You let me fight for you. I’ve been working on this for weeks. I have every email, every shady memo, every ‘off-the-books’ directive they sent. The moment they tried this, they tipped their hand. Our lawyer is already prepping paperwork for a federal injunction.”

Inside, I went from frantic to frozen. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hug her or just keep swinging until the world made sense again.

Chloe hadn’t moved. She sat on the lounger, knees pulled tight, jaw set in a way I’d never seen. There was a cold, burning clarity in her eyes. For once, she didn’t make a sound. Just watched, absorbing everything.

Vivian turned to me. “You cannot, under any circumstances, contact the university or the press. Until legal makes first contact, you’re just the model citizen. Let them think you’re scared, outgunned, on your back foot. It’s all theater, and the next act is ours.”

I stared at the folder, willing it to catch on fire.

She saw the question in my eyes. “You’re not alone, Noah. I won’t let them destroy what you built. Not now, not ever.”

The conviction in her words shook me. For a second, my voice failed. I wanted to believe that loyalty still counted for something in a world built on leverage and secret boardrooms.

I exhaled, the anger filtering out, leaving exhaustion and the slow rise of gratitude in its wake.

Chloe broke the silence. “What can we do?”

Vivian’s smile returned, sharper this time. “Just keep doing what you’re doing. Stay deliberate, stay unified, and show them you’re more than the sum of your parts.” She aimed this last bit like a missile directly at Chloe. “And keep him from shattering when the pressure’s highest.”

If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed how much passed between them in that heartbeat. Vivian’s eyes were glassy-bright, and there was something like pride, also a naked, silent plea there in the way she locked onto her youngest daughter.

Chloe nodded once, slow, and I could tell she understood: this wasn’t just about paperwork or patents; it was about protecting the core of what we’d built. Family.

Vivian turned back to me, hair shining in the last beam of sunlight. “The board expects to win this by morning. I expect to have the injunction on their desk by midnight. I’ll text you when it’s done. In the meantime, no fighting, no drama. Let their arrogance work for us.”

She squeezed my arm again, her fingers surprisingly strong. “I’m proud of you, Noah. More than you know.”

A lump caught in my throat. The words I wanted to say were too raw to risk.

She let go, straightened her skirt, and, just like that, the mask came back on. Not the old mask, but something richer, grander. Vivian Ross in full command, hair down, face radiant, striding off the balcony like she’d just won a war nobody else even knew had started.

She paused at the door, glanced over her shoulder, and met Chloe’s eyes one more time.

The connection was pure voltage, a passing of the torch, or maybe a dare: Don’t let him down. Keep him whole.

Then she vanished inside, heels tapping a staccato victory march as she disappeared down the hall.

I stood there, balancing on the edge between terror and relief, the ocean roaring pink and silver below us, the entire future swinging on whether Vivian’s plan actually worked.

Beside me, Chloe was quiet. She slipped her hand into mine, squeezing, her thumb tracing over the pulse in my wrist.

For a while, neither of us moved.

The world out there wanted to rip us apart, atom by atom, but up here, in the dying gold of sunset, I clung to the one thing that made sense: Chloe, skin warm against mine, her heartbeat steady, her blue eyes full of unspoken promises.

I didn’t know if we’d win. But after what I’d just witnessed, I was damned sure we’d go down swinging together.

***

The instant the door clicked shut behind Vivian, I barely held my shit together.

I stared at the folder again, hoping I’d somehow misread it. But the words didn’t change. The Board wasn’t bluffing. They were coming for everything. Every hour in the lab, every email, every line of code and data I’d bled for. Gone, if they got their way.

The peaceful balcony moment? Dead and buried.

I started pacing, prowling the balcony like a caged animal. The sky was full night now, city lights glaring up, bright and cold. I pounded my palm on the iron railing so hard the metal stung, but it didn’t even scratch the itch under my skin. My head wouldn’t stop spinning. Every worst-case scenario flickered by, each more fucked-up than the last.

“They’ll freeze access at the patent office,” I muttered, running the math in my head. “Leak the protocol, claim I plagiarized, reassign my department email, maybe even fabricate a funding violation. God, it’s so easy to erase someone when you control the narrative. They could spin this a hundred ways and I’d never see daylight again. Jesus, Jesus, what if Viv gets steamrolled too?”

I slammed my fist again, teeth clenched. The old scars on my knuckles throbbed, a reminder that sometimes breaking things was the only way to feel real.

Chloe sat and watched. She didn’t say a word, and for a minute, I forgot she was even there.

But when I ran out of balcony to pace, she moved.

Chloe stood, still barefoot, dress clinging to her curves, and crossed to me. She didn’t try to argue, didn’t talk me down. Just slipped her fingers through mine, the touch gentle but absolute, and tugged.

I let her pull me inside, the glass door almost weightless in her hand. She led the way down the hall, past the dark kitchen, past our collection of unpacked boxes, all the way to our bedroom. Her hips swayed, hypnotic, every stride more confident than the next.

The world faded at the threshold. In here, the air was still and sweet, the only light coming from the city outside. Chloe shut the door, locked it so the world had to stay out.

For a second, she just looked at me. Not with pity, but hunger and something close to worship.

Then she went to work.

She snapped her fingers, and the bedside lamps snicked on. Soft gold flooded the whole room. She grabbed a pack of candles from her stash in the top drawer, the ones she saved for “emergencies,” which apparently included emotional meltdowns. A dozen little flames sprang up along the windowsill and chest of drawers, each one painting the walls with shadows.

She picked up her phone, swiped a playlist, and let the music drift in: some lazy, bass-heavy pop, nothing but hush and heartbeat.

Next, she crossed to the picture window, drew the heavy curtains closed, and twirled back to face me. Now the world outside was gone. Just us and the slow flicker of candlelight.

My mind was still at war with itself. I started listing aloud, the fear refusing to be caged.

“If the Board gets this through, I lose the patent. No journal will touch my name. Even if Viv gets the injunction, they’ll smear me through leaks. The next step is gutting my funding or, fuck, what if they pull my degree retroactively? I don’t have a backup plan. I—”

Chloe put her finger to my lips.

“No more,” she whispered.

She approached, step by step, and began to unbutton my shirt.

With every click of a button, the panic drained away, replaced by something steadier, warmth, gravity, the certainty that at least here, with her, there was no way I’d ever get erased.

She undid my cuffs, folded the fabric off my shoulders, and let it slide to the carpet. Fingertips smoothed over my chest, tracing every scar, every muscle, every shaky breath. She hooked her thumbs in the waistband of my jeans and slowly worked them down, not rushing, just peeling away the last layers of armor.

Her gaze never left mine.

She took my hand again and pulled me to the edge of the bed.

“Sit,” Chloe said.

I sat.

She stepped between my knees, her own dress riding up, and for a moment she just stood there, fingers in my hair, brushing my jaw, stroking away the leftover tremor. Then she leaned in and kissed me, light, teasing, the wine still on her lips, always tasting like summer.

The next part felt like a spell.

She shimmied out of her dress in one move, straps slipping down her shoulders. The fabric dropped to her ankles, leaving her in a lacy butter-yellow bra and nothing else. Her tits looked unreal in the soft light, bouncing as she moved, the swells of tan skin crowned by the deep curve of her cleavage. I stared. Anyone would have. My little brother was right. She was the single most beautiful woman on the planet, and it wasn’t even close.

She smiled, that Chloe-smile that could crack concrete. “You’re home now, babe. Just us.”

She reached behind her, popped the clasp, and let the bra fall away. Her breasts were perfect. Round, high, big and full, swinging as she crawled onto my lap. Her nipples were thick and flushed, the color of fresh strawberries, begging for my mouth.

I groaned, wrapping both hands around her bare hips. The need was still there, but it wasn’t panic anymore. It was pure want, sharpened by everything she’d just done.

Chloe guided my face to her tits, and I took one in my mouth, sucking, kissing, worshipping her. She gasped, riding the sensation, fingers tangled in my hair.

While I sucked her nipple, she reached between us and stroked my cock through my boxers. I was rock hard, the ache so intense it almost hurt.

She wriggled down, off my lap, and tugged my underwear off, freeing my shaft. It sprang up, swollen and weeping, the head purple with need. Chloe stroked the length, slow, savoring the weight of it in her hand.

She didn’t go for the quick finish.

She just crawled back up, straddled my hips, and pressed her slick, bare pussy against my cock, grinding up and down the length, so my shaft slid between the puffy lips and smeared itself with her arousal.

I leaned back, eyes fluttering closed. Her body in my lap, tits in my face, pussy flooding my cock. This was all it took to put the board, the threat, every fucking fear on mute.

Chloe cradled my face in both hands, kissing me deeper, tongues tangling, soft sighs rising up as the pleasure took over.

Between kisses, she whispered it, over and over.

“They can’t take away who you are. They can’t touch what we’ve built.”

Her hips kept rocking, the rhythm lazy and perfect. She aligned my cock with her entrance and, holding my gaze, sank down, inch by inch, until I was buried to the hilt inside her.

The first drag was heaven: so hot, so wet, it stole my voice. Chloe sighed, settling on me, letting her ass rest on my thighs, her whole body vibrating as I filled her completely.

She started to move.

Slow at first, each bounce long and deep, tits swaying, her hands braced on my chest. She rolled her hips, squeezing me inside her, milking every inch, every pulse of my cock.

There was nothing else. No threat, no noise, no possibility of defeat.

Just Chloe, fucking me with all the focus in the world, her pussy gripping my cock like it had been designed for this and only this. I was the only man she had ever made love to, so maybe it was.

We moved together, not racing, just drawing out every sensation.

Chloe leaned in, lips dragging along my jaw, her voice a velvet whisper:

“You are more than a project. You’re my future. My forever. You’re my always, Noah. I love you more than anything they could ever take away.”

If I hadn’t been holding her, I might have lost myself right then.

She kept up the pace, drawing my cock out to the tip, then slamming down again, taking me to the root. Her pussy was slick and greedy, clenching with every downward slide. My hands roamed everywhere, her ass, her back, the bounce of her breasts as she rode me.

Every time I touched her nipples, she gasped, pussy spasming tighter around me. The sight of her tits bouncing, the shudder in her voice, those did more to fix my brain than a year of therapy ever could.

She dug her nails into my shoulders, anchoring herself, chasing her own pleasure as much as mine. The pace quickened, her body turning frantic, sweat breaking out along her collarbones, hair sticking to her slick skin.

“Don’t ever let go,” she moaned, hips slamming onto me, “don’t you dare.”

I went harder, meeting her thrust for thrust, cock pistoning inside her, the slap of our bodies echoing over the music and the candlelight.

She came first, as always. Her body locked up, thighs shivering, pussy clamping down on my shaft in rolling waves of velvet heat. She gasped my name, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes, nails raking my chest as she rode out the quake.

I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. By then, every last piece of me was hers and there was nothing left to hold back.

I locked both hands around that impossible, perfect ass, the way I imagined doing since the first time I met Chloe Ross before I even knew what her voice sounded like or that she’d ever want me back. I gripped her so hard it left red marks, maybe bruises, but Chloe wanted it that way. She always liked proof afterwards. “Reminders,” she called them.

I thrust up into her, not gentle, hips slamming into her over and over, each impact making her tits bounce and her breath hitch. The messy, obscene sound of our bodies colliding filled the room, louder than the lazy playlist she’d started. My cock pistoned, deep and desperate, and every time I bottomed out, Chloe’s pussy milked me even tighter, her inner muscles gripping like she was scared I’d leave.

She rode me perfectly, taking every savage stroke, her face locked in pure, animal pleasure. Her hair was wild, sticking to her cheeks and forehead, her mouth wet and half-open, eyes glassy with the kind of need that didn’t care about anything but now. She was everywhere, sweat and heat and scent, driving out every trace of fear from a minute ago and replacing it with the clarity of her body, her voice, her absolute presence.

I could feel her clench every time I pulsed inside her. Her hands were in my hair, on my back, fingers digging for leverage. She was whispering my name with every bounce, but she didn’t want slow anymore, she wanted to be filled, ruined, left so sore in the morning she’d need to lie about the reason to her sisters.

It was always this way with Chloe: what started as comfort always ended in chaos, the two of us tangled and desperate, bodies chasing something neither of us could name. Maybe it was love. Maybe it was annihilation. Maybe those weren’t even different things.

I leaned back a little, angling my hips, and she let out a cry so raw it could’ve shattered glass. Her whole body started to tremble, the muscles in her thighs locking up, her pussy convulsing around me with every stroke, and I knew she was going to come again, harder than before.

She clamped down, the inside of her so wet and slippery I almost lost it before I was ready. I watched her face as she came, eyes rolling back, mouth open in a silent scream. Her nails raked down my chest, sharp enough to draw blood, and the pain just made the pleasure brighter. She collapsed forward, her tits pressing to my face, and I buried my mouth in the soft flesh, biting down just enough to make her gasp.

I kept fucking her through the aftershocks, unrelenting, cock throbbing, every nerve ending lit up and screaming for release. Chloe didn’t ask for a break or beg me to stop, she just held on, riding every wave, letting me use her the way I needed.

The feeling built, slow and then all at once, a tidal wave I couldn’t outrun. I knew I was babbling her name, telling her how good she felt, how much I loved her, how there was nothing in the world but this. Her, me, the sweat and the heat and the darkness and the candlelight. Chloe knew I was close. She grinned, a wild, wicked thing, and squeezed down hard with her inner walls, milking every last drop of control out of me.

And then it hit.

The world snapped white. My entire body seized up, every muscle pulling tight, and I shot inside her, cock pulsing and jerking in endless waves. The first blast of cum was so strong it made her cry out, and the next, and the next. I kept pumping, kept unloading, every spasm pouring more of myself into her until I could feel it spilling out, leaking around the base of my shaft and soaking the sheets.

It was beyond pleasure. It was obliteration. I’d never come harder in my life. I was nothing but sensation, pure and ragged, the only thing holding me to reality the grip I had on Chloe’s body and the sound of her voice in my ear, telling me I was hers.

The orgasm lasted forever, or maybe just a few seconds, but when it ended, I was shaking, heart pounding so hard I thought it might explode. My vision blurred. Chloe slumped against me, her whole body limp, panting like she’d just run a marathon and won.

I stayed buried in her, not wanting to leave the heat, the wetness, the afterglow. I never wanted to leave her at all.

We clung together, trembling, breathless. Sweat dripped down both of us. I could feel the mess leaking out around my cock, soaking her thighs and the sheets below.

Chloe didn’t let me go. She buried her face in my neck and whispered, “You are my whole world, baby. Never forget that.”

And, for once, I didn’t.

We stayed tangled, fucking slow, tiny aftershocks running through us both, until finally, spent, we collapsed sideways, never breaking the seal between us.

There, in that candlelit haven, the rest of the universe was just static.

She’d rebuilt me from the ground up. And this time, nothing could break me again.

***

We stayed wrapped together in the dark, our skin still sticky from the afterglow. Chloe always insisted on keeping me inside her long after we finished even after she fell asleep. She told me it made her feel connected to me.

Chloe’s heartbeat thudded against my ribs, steady at first, then slowing as the last aftershocks of orgasm gave way to a lazier, heavier kind of bliss. Her hair, wild and damp, spilled over my chest in tangled gold. I stroked her back, feeling every vertebra, every line of sweat, her ass pressed tight against my hip.

Candles guttered along the desk and windowsill, flickering shadows over the mess we’d made of the sheets. Beyond the glass, the city glittered. Pacific Heights was all blue and silver and midnight gold, like someone had scattered a million tiny stars over the cliffside.

It would have been perfect if I hadn’t felt utterly, deeply unworthy.

I kept my hand in Chloe’s hair, twirling the strands, clutching them tighter than I meant to.

Chloe nuzzled my chest, lips brushing over my skin, her legs tangling with mine as if she could hold me together through sheer will.

Her eyes found mine in the darkness, quiet, sure, so full of hope I wanted to cry.

I cracked first. The words slipped out, rougher and realer than I ever planned.

“What if this is all an illusion?” I whispered, voice shaking. “What if I let you down? Or Viv, or Brooke, or any of you? What if they take everything and I’m left…nothing?”

The confession landed hard. I felt her flinch, just a little. Chloe’s hand slid up my chest, palm splaying over my frantic heartbeat.

She stared at me, not blinking, not running.

“You want to know the truth?” she said.

I nodded. I was helpless to do anything else.

Her touch traced a lazy spiral above my left nipple, the heat of her body fusing us together. She never looked away.

“You gave us something nobody could ever take away,” Chloe said, her voice a soft thread in the dark. “You didn’t just give us love or sex or a house. You made us a family. You made me believe I was enough. You made all of us see what we could be if we stopped caring about the world’s stupid rules.”

She paused, and I heard the faint, impossible edge of emotion hitching her breath.

“You’re our anchor, Noah. You’re what makes this real. Even if tomorrow sucks, even if the board burns your work to ash, you’ll still be you. And you’ll still be ours.”

Tears welled in her eyes, glassy in the flicker of candlelight. She didn’t bother to hide it. The emotion shivered through her body, every inch shivering against me.

I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even move, except to wrap my arms around her and hold her so tight the world fell away. I kissed her forehead, her cheeks, the damp trail below her lashes.

We stayed that way, huddled together, until the candles burned low and the city outside faded from fireworks to lullaby.

It was Chloe who broke the silence, voice still trembling with feeling.

“Promise me you’ll never give up on us.”

“I’d die before I let anyone break this,” I said.

She smiled. The tears didn’t stop. Her body shook with it, like the gravity of what we’d survived was finally settling in.

I stared at her, the delicate, perfect curve of her jaw, the freckles hidden until the light found them, the wild, stubborn hope that refused to die no matter how many times the world tried to crush it.

I didn’t think. I just said it, straight from the guts.

“I want to marry you, Chloe. Not just in promises, but for real. Every way that matters. I want you, forever.”

She covered her mouth, a laugh-sob bursting loose, the sound pure sunlight.

“Oh, baby… I’ve been yours since the day we met,” Chloe said.

She climbed into my lap, my cock still buried inside her. She coiled her legs around my waist, pressing every inch of her body to mine. The shivers rippled down her arms, her spine, even her thighs, like the emotion was too much to hold.

“You really mean it?” she said, voice just a breath.

“With everything I am.”

Chloe’s eyes glowed, shot through with tears and raw, bright love. She kissed me, soft at first, then hard, the kind of kiss that goes straight through your memories and into the future. Her lips tasted like hope, need, and the wild promise that tomorrow would belong to us if we just kept fighting for it.

Our bodies wrapped tighter, hips moving out of instinct, but this wasn’t desperation. It was sealing the vow with skin and heat and something the outside world could never touch.

The city lights watched us from the window, silent witnesses to the next forever.

We made love again, slower this time, moving together in perfect trust, both of us trembling from head to toe.

When the last candle guttered out, I curled her into my chest, fingers in her hair, the warmth of her breath on my neck.

No more doubts.

No more fear.

Just the certainty that whatever came next, we’d face it as more than lovers.

As family.

As everything.


Sunrise


Ilet the silence hang, waiting for Chloe’s breath to even out. It was barely five a.m., the world blanketed in hush. The whole house felt like it was holding its breath, waiting for the next big reveal. I lay beside her and counted the seconds until I was sure she’d dropped back into REM sleep. Only then did I untangle myself from Chloe’s limbs and slide out of bed.

My first mission was stealth: don’t wake the sleeping goddess, and definitely don’t let her see what I was up to. I grabbed the pile of supplies I’d stashed inside the utility room, fairy lights, two dozen white roses, a battered utility knife, and the little wooden altar I’d stained with three coats until my fingers smelled like sawdust and varnish. The box with the altar was heavier than expected. A couple times I nearly dropped it on my naked foot.

Old habits die hard. Every ten steps, I reached for my pocket to check if the velvet pouch was still there. It was. Two simple silver bands, tucked away since yesterday, the biggest purchase I’d ever made that wasn’t for a research grant or pizza. I had five more rings just like these two, each waiting for the right moment, but I had always planned Chloe first.

My heart thudded, ridiculous, as if I was about to pitch a billion-dollar idea to a panel of angry venture capitalists.

The house was dark and deliciously silent, except for the faint echo of ocean outside and the creak of the floating staircase as I climbed. By the time I hit the third floor, adrenaline had burned away any last trace of sleep.

Rooftop access was at the far end of the hall, past Brooke’s “command center” (no movement, she’d probably be dead to the world for another three hours). I took it slow, not risking a single heavy step. The last thing I needed was six curious women poking their heads out and ruining the plan before sunrise.

On the terrace, the first edge of sky was barely washed grey, but I could already see the ocean stretching out, endless and waiting, all possibility. The air was maybe sixty-five Fahrenheit, damp with marine breeze, but it didn’t even register. I kicked into setup mode.

The first order of business was the lights.

I laid the string of fairy lights along the main railing, looping it from post to post, then back again for double density. Each bulb was the size of a marble, the wire thin and almost invisible, so the whole thing looked like a ring of stars suspended over glass. Once plugged into the portable battery, it flared to life: warm gold on blue, an accident of chemistry I wished I could bottle for later.

The roses came next.

I borrowed a trick from Chloe’s Instagram feed. Using the utility knife, I chopped a hundred stems to two-inch lengths. Then I started lining the wood deck in geometric bursts, circles, lines, a little trail leading from the door straight to the altar. I tucked blooms between the fairy lights, made little scatterings along the banister, and arranged six clusters, one for each woman in the harem, anchoring them at the corners of the platform. There was a logic to it, a pattern that felt like the inside of my own head: symmetry, purpose, and just enough chaos to keep things pretty.

Finally, the altar.

It wasn’t fancy, but it was mine. I’d built it Saturday morning, fingers dusty, measuring and re-measuring until the joints lined up perfect. Just a simple wood slab, dark stain, squared edges, and a raised groove at the top to hold two rings. I hauled it to the edge of the terrace, turned it so sunrise would be dead center, then fussed with the angle for what felt like an hour. (It was four minutes, but perfectionist is as perfectionist does.)

I checked the velvet pouch again. Still there.

I stepped back to admire the scene. Lights, roses, altar, and the whole Pacific as backdrop. A little wild, very extra, but if there was ever a moment to go all in, this was it. The nervousness hit in a wave. What if it looked stupid? What if Chloe laughed? What if she hated stuff like this and just wanted coffee and pancakes and not declarations at sunrise?

I shook off the panic. The risk was the point.

I killed the battery on my phone taking a dozen test photos, then deleted all of them because they didn’t do it justice. The real magic was in the air itself: breeze in the roses, hint of salt, the faint static of morning about to break open.

I checked the time. Twenty minutes to sunrise.

I headed back down, careful as a burglar in my own house.

Chloe was still curled in the same spot I’d left her, hair spilled over the pillow in lush, golden waves. Her back was bare, skin glimmering like sun-washed marble. She looked so peaceful it hurt.

For a second, I just stood there, memorizing this future I almost never believed I’d get.

The temptation to scrap the plan and crawl back into her arms was strong.

But she deserved the world.

I knelt by the bed, leaned in, and brushed her cheek with the back of my hand. She stirred, lashes fluttering. I pressed my lips to her temple, then along her jaw, trailing slow kisses until her breath went from sleep to dream to real.

She blinked into wakefulness, blue eyes matte and a little unfocused, but the second she saw me, she smiled. The smile was everything: sleepy, trusting, like I was the only force in the universe that made sense at this hour.

“Morning, babe,” she mumbled, voice wrecked with sleep.

“Shhh. I’ve got a surprise.”

She squinted. “Are you kidnapping me? Because if you are, my ransom starts at four mimosas.”

I laughed, nerves surfacing as a smirk. “No ransom. Just trust.”

I produced the silk blindfold. Pale blue, soft as sin, still smelling faintly of the perfume Chloe always used on her lingerie drawer. She eyed it like she was one second away from either making fun of me or melting on the spot.

“What’s this?” she asked, voice going sly.

“A leap of faith.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, the blankets slipping to her waist and nearly destroying my focus. Even half-asleep, her tits looked like they’d just woken up for a Vogue shoot.

She stretched, then sat up, letting the sheet pool around her hips. “I’m so fucking curious right now. You know I’m terrible at surprises.”

“I know. That’s why this is worth it.”

“Babe, I’m naked,” she said, glancing down at her bare breasts before looking back up, her eyes bright with mischief. “Do I need to get dressed for this surprise?”

The question got a laugh out of me. “Probably a good idea. I picked out a sundress for you. It’s my favorite.”

She was already smiling, already sure. “The blue one?”

“You know me too well.”

She pulled on the sundress, no bra, no underwear, then spun to face me, radiating anticipation. “Okay, baby. What’s next?”

I let the silence stretch before holding up the blindfold.

Chloe bit her lip, debating, then grinned and nodded. “Alright, boss. I trust you.”

She slid off the bed, hair wild around her shoulders, and presented herself, hands behind her back, chin up like a cartoon heroine about to be swept away.

“Do your worst,” she said.

I tied the blindfold around her eyes. She giggled at the feather-light touch, and when I whispered “ready?” in her ear, she just hummed, leaning back against my chest.

I took her hands in mine, thumbs stroking the backs of her knuckles.

“Follow my lead.”

I walked her out of the bedroom, careful to keep the carpet soft under her bare feet. She didn’t stumble. Not once. Every step was a trust fall, and every time I squeezed her hand, she squeezed back, electric with anticipation.

We took the stairs slow. I held her so close she could probably feel every tiny jitter of my pulse. At least three times, she tried to guess what I was up to.

“If there’s a mariachi band up here, I’m dumping tequila on your head.”

“Noted.”

“If you splurged on a kitten, I get naming rights.”

“No kittens. Promise.”

Outside on the terrace, the world had flipped from slate-blue to rose-gold. The fairy lights glowed, chasing the last traces of night off the edge of the world. The roses caught the new sun, petals throwing tiny shadows across the deck.

At the threshold, I paused.

Chloe inhaled, scenting the air. Instantly, her entire body went still.

“I smell roses,” she whispered, almost reverent. “Is this for—”

But I didn’t answer. Not yet.

I kept both hands on her waist, steadying her at the brink of everything.

The sun was seconds away from breaking over the ocean.

My heart hammered.

Chloe’s lips trembled with the smile she was fighting to control.

I took a breath, both of us barely daring to move, afraid a single word would shatter the magic.

This was the moment I’d built for her. For us.

We waited on the edge, together, between what was and what could be, every sense tuned to the promise of morning.

Next stop: the world’s most reckless, beautiful sunrise.

***

I eased Chloe forward, careful with every step. She was barefoot and trusting, the silk blindfold making her seem about twelve times more innocent and about a million times more desirable. The morning air wrapped around us, cool with a hint of salt, the hush so deep you could hear every tiny clutch of breath.

The instant I stopped her at the center of the terrace, she cocked her head and inhaled again. “It smells incredible,” Chloe whispered. “Like…flowers and the beach and you.”

I smiled. “Ready?”

“Always.”

I untied the blindfold and let the silk slip free.

Chloe’s eyes fluttered as if she was scared to open them, like the light might be too much or the dream might vanish. But when her lashes lifted, the effect was atomic.

She gasped, loud, raw, hands flying to her mouth as the rose petals, fairy lights, and altar came into focus. For a beat, she didn’t breathe.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Baby… you did all this for me?”

Her eyes welled instantly, tears glimmering but not falling just yet.

I steadied her with a hand at her waist. “For us.”

The sunrise was just cresting, spilling gold over the railing, setting every petal and bulb on fire. The whole world looked like it had been designed just for this one, impossible moment.

Chloe blinked, tears slipping down her cheeks now, no filter, total meltdown.

“Babe, it’s… it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she managed, voice shivering on the edge of laughter and sobs. “You did this in, like, an hour? How the hell—”

I grinned. “I had help from insomnia and a really sharp utility knife.”

She laughed, then immediately started crying harder, like her emotions couldn’t pick a lane.

I guided her to the altar, walking slow so she could take everything in. Her bare feet brushed over rose petals with every step. She stopped in front of the altar, blinking up at me with this look of hunger and hope and total disbelief.

She wiped her tears with her knuckle, a half-sob escaping. “What is this?”

“It’s a promise,” I said, voice going thick. “And it’s long overdue.”

I took both of her hands in mine. She stared at our fingers, trembling, the first hint of sunrise painting her hair as if the morning had elected her queen.

I took a shaky breath, letting the words tumble out.

“I’m in love with six women,” I said, not even bothering to pretend otherwise. “And I can’t legally marry all of you. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t my first love, my heart. You’re the reason I even know how to say any of this, Chloe.”

She burst into fresh tears, clutching my hands tighter.

“I’m not good with vows,” I admitted, the nerves making my voice break. “But I needed you to know, I choose you first, every time. I always have. I always will. No matter how crazy our life gets, no matter how many beautiful, brilliant women invent ways to distract me, you’re still the one I’d build my future around.”

Chloe let out a breathless, watery laugh. “Even when I’m a hot mess and crying all over your romance novel moment?”

“That’s when I love you most. Unfiltered.”

She lost it, sobbing with a hand over her mouth, shoulders shaking as the sun caught the tears on her cheeks. She stared at me with so much adoration it almost hurt to see.

She found her voice, but just barely.

“I don’t know words for this,” Chloe said, dashing away tears with both hands, even though they kept coming. “But you’re my always, Noah. You’re the only man who’s ever seen me, not just the fun, perfect, fake version, but me. I don’t care if I have to share you forever, as long as I get this. You. Before the sun, the ocean, and whatever gods might be watching.”

She let the vows hang; for a second, the world felt like it was holding its breath.

I reached into my pocket for the velvet pouch. My hands shook so bad I almost dropped it.

Chloe’s eyes went wide. “Wait—what are you—”

I popped the pouch open, revealing the rings. Just simple silver bands, brushed matte, sized perfect for our fingers. Nothing fancy. No diamonds or engravings. Just two circles built to catch light and never let it go.

“These aren’t wedding rings,” I whispered, nerves finally turning to adrenaline. “Not yet. But I wanted you to have something that proved we’re not just accidentally doing this. They’re promise rings. You and me, before anything else tries to break us. You are my everything Chloe, and I won’t walk another day through life without you at my side.”

Chloe covered her mouth, shaking with tears. “You’re going to ruin my mascara before breakfast.”

“You look beautiful,” I said, voice croaking.

We both fumbled with the rings, hands trembling, barely managing to get them out of the pouch.

I slid Chloe’s onto her finger first, the metal cool against her tan skin, the fit so exact it felt preordained. The second the silver touched her hand, she shivered and squeezed her eyes shut, sobbing breathless for a beat.

She grabbed the other band, her fingers slippery with tears, and pushed it onto my hand. She actually had to stop mid-slide to catch her breath, then finished the job with the tiniest shake of her chin.

The rings caught the sun, flashing bright, proof we’d actually done it.

Chloe stared at our hands, both of us matching, both of us claimed.

Neither of us spoke for a few seconds. Not because there wasn’t more to say. Just because it felt holy.

She looked up, glassy blue eyes locking onto mine with a kind of fierce devotion.

“Seal it, babe,” Chloe whispered. “Please.”

I kissed her.

It wasn’t a polite, stage-managed wedding kiss. It was desperate and deep and perfect, a collapse into the center of everything we’d risked. Her lips were slick and salty from tears; she opened for me without hesitation, letting the whole world blur into heat and hunger.

Chloe climbed into my arms, pressing every inch of her body to mine. The kiss escalated, fierce and tender all at once, hands locking around my neck, her hips grinding into my lap like the universe owed us this moment.

The world spun, fairy lights above, roses underfoot, the ocean roaring approval below.

The promise wasn’t words anymore. It was skin, and hunger, and the metal gleaming on our fingers.

Chloe broke the kiss just long enough to pant, “Nobody’s ever loved me like this, Noah. Nobody. Not even close. I’m yours forever.”

“Forever,” I echoed, voice shaking.

I cradled her face in both hands and kissed her again, softer this time, letting the vows sink beneath the surface.

The sun broke fully over the horizon, spilling daylight across the terrace.

The silver rings blazed in the light.

We stayed locked together, lips and hands and history, until the rest of the world found a way to catch up.

This wasn’t just a ceremony.

It was the start of everything that mattered.

For a long moment, the only sound was our breathing: Chloe gasping for air, her body shaking, me barely steady enough to hold her upright. The sun crept higher, igniting the fairy lights and roses so everything sparkled the way my head felt.

Chloe never took her eyes off the ring, twisting her hand in the morning, letting the band flash silver and then shadow.

“Married,” she whispered, then laughed. “Not officially. But baby, that was better than a thousand churches.”

I dropped my forehead to hers. “No priest could keep up with us.”

She grinned, wild and wet-eyed, then captured my mouth in a kiss that was pure promise. The taste of her, salt and sweetness, made my knees go weak.

There was nothing else to do but collapse together.

I pulled her down into the blankets I’d stashed behind the altar. They were thick and soft, a patchwork of borrowed throws and my old hoodie, all layered so the hard deck wouldn’t bruise her. The second her knees hit fabric, Chloe lost all hesitation.

She pressed against me, chest to chest, naked need radiating off her skin like fever. Her hands found my hair, then my jaw. “I’ve dreamed of this,” she whispered, mouth trembling. “You and me and the world finally ours.”

“Yours,” I corrected. “Start to finish.”

Whatever hesitation she had evaporated. Chloe straddled my lap, sundress bunched around her hips, bare beneath as always. Her skin was golden in the sun, the shadow between her legs already glistening, proof she’d been wet for me since the minute our eyes met.

She pawed at my shirt, dragging it up and over my head with no concern for the buttons. I helped, tossing it aside, and she was on me instantly, fingers raking down my chest, nails biting in, then softening at the line of my ribs.

I grabbed her ass, lifted her just enough to align us, cock bobbing hard against her slick, open lips.

She lowered herself onto me in one slow, perfect motion.

The heat of her body nearly ended me then and there. Her pussy was pure velvet, swallowing my cock inch by inch, each slide tighter than the last, wetness running down my shaft to puddle on my balls.

Chloe locked eyes with me as she bottomed out, both of us shuddering at the connection.

“God, you feel so fucking perfect,” I said, voice already shaking.

She started to move, rolling her hips in slow, deep figure-eights, milking every inch, pussy fluttering around me as if she could pull me apart molecule by molecule.

Even after nine months together and all the nights we’d held each other, this felt new. Every sense was sharper, nerves set to max, every drag of her skin over mine sending fresh bursts of need through both of us.

She rode me slow at first, savoring, her tits bouncing with each gentle drop. I cupped them, squeezing her perfect breasts, worshipping the weight and heat. She arched her back, presenting herself, nipples flushed and stiff, begging for my mouth.

I leaned in, taking one nipple between my lips, sucking hard enough to make her moan. Her hands dropped to my hair, holding me there, her breast filling my mouth while her pussy milked my cock.

The whisper that followed nearly broke me.

“I love you,” Chloe breathed. “Always. Forever. Even when the world says I shouldn’t.”

I groaned against her skin. “You’re my everything, Chloe. My reason.”

She picked up the pace, bouncing harder, driving me deeper. The collision of bodies was a drumbeat; skin slapping, hearts pounding, the air filling with the scent of sex and roses and ocean.

The breeze caught her hair, flinging gold streaks across her face. She looked wild, elemental, more alive than anyone had a right to be.

I let her ride, let her use me, let her chase the lightning building in her body. Every time I bottomed out, she gasped, shuddered, lost a little control.

Her orgasm built slow, then hit all at once.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck—Noah—” she gasped, voice breaking.

Her pussy clamped down, muscles convulsing in rolling waves. She screamed my name, arms locked around my shoulders, using me as her anchor.

I didn’t slow down. I met every bounce with a thrust from below, hammering her so deep she could barely breathe. I could feel my cock swelling, the ring on my finger catching light as I squeezed her ass and pulled her flush.

We came together.

The world went white, pure, endless sensation. My cock exploded inside her, thick jets of cum flooding her desperate heat, each pulse magnified by the vise of her orgasm. Chloe’s cunt rippled and quaked, drawing every drop from me, her body shaking with aftershocks so raw she couldn’t stop moaning.

The pleasure was endless, a tidal wave that left both of us spent and breathless.

Chloe collapsed against my chest, still impaled on my cock, both of us trembling with the afterglow.

Sun washed over us, warming our skins even as the ocean wind cooled the sweat on our bodies.

For a while, we didn’t move. Just kissed, slow, lingering, all gratitude and worship.

“Tell me you’ll never leave,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

“Never,” I whispered back.

She rolled to her side, tugging the blankets so we could nestle together. My cock slipped out, making a mess between her thighs, but she didn’t care. She buried her face in my neck, arms locked around me like she was afraid I’d vanish.

The rings gleamed on our hands, a promise made flesh.

We lay there, tangled in each other, the golden light of morning making everything look shot through with hope.

I traced her face, jaw, cheek, the line of her brows. Chloe watched me, eyes glassy with devotion.

After a while, her breath slowed. She curled tight to my chest, falling asleep with a smile on her lips and her hair wild across both our faces.

I held her, refusing to let go.

Above us, the fairy lights still flickered, a constellation built just for two.

The roses perfumed the air, even as the wind threatened to scatter them.

The sun kept rising, warming our skin, making the rings on our fingers blaze brighter with every hour.

We slept, dreamless and safe, sealed by vows stronger than any law.

The world could burn.

Up here, in our secret heaven, nothing could touch us.

***

But across town, Dr. Vivian Ross was busy making sure the rest of the world couldn’t touch us, either.

At seven a.m., her office at St. Celeste already looked like ground zero for a hostile takeover. Papers everywhere, legal pads full of her deadly sharp handwriting, drafts of affidavits, highlighted journal printouts. Her laptop ran three monitors, each loaded with a different kind of threat: patent forms, faculty bylaws, and a spreadsheet probably designed to give a finance major nightmares.

The air was thick with caffeine and focus. Three coffee cups, one lipstick-stained, two empty, would have told me she’d been here all night.

And Vivian herself? Not the icy, controlled professor from last year. This was a woman in the middle of transformation. Her hair was loose, pouring over her shoulders in inky waves, streaks of blue catching the fluorescent lights like war paint. Instead of the usual power suit, she wore a soft lilac blouse under a cashmere wrap, sleeves rolled to bare her wrists, and a pencil skirt that somehow looked more dangerous than formal.

She was on a call, voice cool and surgical:

“No. We need the filing at the federal courthouse by ten. Yes, I’ve reviewed the chain. Better triple-check the signatures before the board tries to backdate.”

A pause as she listened. Then, a thin smile:

“Trust me, Jeff. I want their fingerprints on every page.”

She hung up, thumb drumming on the desk in a silent countdown.

That’s when her phone buzzed: EMERGENCY BOARD MEETING—FOUNDATION HALL—NO ADVISORS ALLOWED

Her lips twitched. Not fear. More like satisfaction.

“So that’s how they want to play it,” Vivian murmured. Her eyes went sharp, old stone and stars.

She crossed the office, heels clicking soft on the tile, and paused in front of a framed painting. A muted seascape, something sentimental, I would have guessed, because who else would hang this here?

She swung it aside to reveal the real masterpiece: a wall safe, flush with stainless and a digital keypad.

Vivian entered the code, wrists steady, movements precise. The door shuddered open. Inside was a thick file, labeled in block print: CONTINGENCY.

She pulled it free, weighty enough to double as a weapon. She set it in the dead center of her desk, then flipped it open. The contents were a war chest of secrets:

- High-res printouts of board emails with time stamps circled in red.

- At least six memos that started “OFF-RECORD” but ended with signatures.

- Two thumb drives, each labeled with legal case numbers instead of names.

- A stack of audio transcripts in dark blue folders, private conversations, committee meetings, probably more than a few threats.

- Full copies of the original patent protocol, with detailed side-by-side comparisons to the “doctored” version the board tried to push through the system.

- And, cherry on top, a batch of certified letters, all ready to serve with a single text.

Vivian spread them out, categorizing like a chess master arranging the endgame. She checked the patent filings on her laptop, then cross-referenced them against the timestamps in the board’s own emails. Every move documented, every false trail accounted for.

She made one more call, this time to her legal team.

“Confirm the filings,” Vivian said. “And get the hard copy to Judge Ellerbee’s clerk by noon. If the board stonewalls, we’ll force a public records request. Yes, I’ll handle the press statement. Tell Harrington’s secretary I’ll see them in Foundation Hall at one.”

She ended the call, exhaled, and allowed herself a fleeting moment of silence.

For a few seconds, Vivian just watched the papers, evidence fanned out like a fortress around her.

She looked, honestly, like she’d never been more alive.

The wolves could circle all they wanted. She’d already built the fire.

With a smirk, she started labeling folders, organizing the battle in the order she’d unleash it.

The sun was up now, light slashing through her window, scattering rainbows off the crystal paperweight the board had given her last Christmas. Vivian eyed it, then flicked a finger, sending it spinning.

“They think they’re several moves ahead,” she whispered, stacking the last of the evidence in perfect order, “when they don’t even know what game we’re playing.”

She closed the CONTINGENCY file with a snap, locked it back in the safe, and texted her attorney: ALL SET—SEE YOU AT THE WAR.

Vivian planted both hands on the desk, head bowed for a beat, then straightened, hair wild, eyes brighter than ever.

She was ready.

And out in the world, anyone who thought otherwise was about to get burned.

***

The first thing I registered was sunlight, bright, hot, and golden. The second was the weight of Chloe pressed against me, her hair a tangle of summer all down my chest, her breath warm on my neck.

We’d drifted off after making love, wrapped in borrowed blankets and the aftermath of something that felt bigger than either of us. Now, as the day sailed past ten, we lay on the rooftop, the sky cloudless, the world humming quietly beneath our perch.

Chloe woke with a sigh, eyelids fluttering, the blue of her eyes more dazzling than the ocean spread out below us. She stared at me, no hesitation, no fear, just that full-strength adoration that always made me wonder what I’d done to deserve her.

Her fingers found mine, lacing tight. The silver bands we’d given each other caught the light, matching, a secret only we knew.

“Still married?” she murmured, teasing.

“Even more than before,” I whispered back.

We lay there, tangled together, watching the world go by. I traced her jaw with a finger, then the tip of her nose, committing every freckle to memory.

“What are you thinking?” she asked, voice small and soft.

“That someday, this is going to be normal. Waking up together, no drama, just sun and you and a million ordinary moments.”

Chloe smiled, the kind that made her whole face go soft. “I could live with that.”

We stayed that way, swapping wishes and dumb jokes, fingers still intertwined, until the heat of the sun became almost too much.

When she dozed off again, cheek on my chest, I stared at the sky and let hope take over.

Down below, Pacific Heights buzzed with life, but up here, the whole universe was simple: one girl, one promise, and a future I wasn’t about to let anyone steal.

***

Across town, Dr. Vivian Ross was putting the final nails in the Board’s coffin.

Her desk had gone from apocalypse to perfect order. Every page in the CONTINGENCY file was labeled, color-coded, and stacked in attack sequence. She scanned the spreadsheets, checked her patent filings one last time, and then dialed her lawyer, running down the checklist in a voice so calm it was almost chilling.

“Yes, the transcripts are certified. Yes, the timeline’s airtight. We file before noon, serve the board at one, and drop the press statement after they try to stonewall.”

She ended the call, snapped the phone shut, and gazed at the fortress of evidence she’d built.

With precise, deliberate hands, Vivian locked the file, slid it back into the safe, and reset the code. She wiped imaginary dust off the top, then smoothed her hair—long, wild, and loose, just the way she liked it now.

A slow, wicked smile crept across her face.

She settled behind her desk, queen at the center of the chessboard, and waited for the first idiot to make a move.

***

On the rooftop, Chloe rolled over and blinked into the light.

She nuzzled in, pressing her body close as she brushed a feather-soft kiss across the tip of my chin. I felt her breath and the brush of her lips, a barely-there caress that sent a ripple through me even before she spoke.

“Babe? I need to talk to you about something.”

Her voice hinted at trouble, tension coiling under her soft tone like a wire wound tight. Instantly, my guard spiked, a warning in my bloodstream, primed for bad news. “Chloe, what’s wrong?”

She twisted the slender silver band circling her finger, skin glimmering in its reflected light. A fleeting, uncertain smile played on her lips. “I love you more than life, you know that, and this ring? I love it too, every bit as much.”

A knot began forming low in my gut. “Why am I suddenly worried?”

Chloe shook her head, golden hair catching the light. “No, no, not that. You and me—we’re sturdy. We’re unbreakable.” She dropped her gaze, brow furrowing as she gathered her thoughts, piecing together something delicate and difficult. “You remember the other night? The Bachelor finale—the final rose ceremony?”

“Yeah,” I said, replaying the memory. “He picked the blonde girl, right?”

“Alex. Right.” Chloe inhaled, searching my eyes. “But think about the other girls, the ones who didn’t get a rose. Did you see their faces?”

Shattered. Those girls were gutted, you could see it in the set of their mouths and the tears slicking their cheeks. I caught her meaning in an instant. “You’re worried about the others not getting bands?”

Chloe nodded, her fingertips ghosting over her ring. “I know exactly how I’d feel if you showed up wearing a wedding band for Ren or Serena or anyone but me. Leaving me out.”

The thought of hurting Chloe sent a chill through me. “Baby, I would never do that. I love you.”

She rose onto her toes and found my lips, kissing me with a slow tenderness that curled heat through my veins. “I know you do, baby. That’s why this matters so much.” She lingered, her forehead touching mine. “But you love Rory, Serena, Mia, Brooke, Ren. Do you love them enough to give them bands too? And if you don’t, what are you really saying about where they stand? I’m not asking for an answer. Just…think about it. In the meantime, I don’t want to wear these rings in front of the others. Not until you’ve figured it out.”

“Of course I love them, Chloe. You don’t need to worry about the other girls. They’re getting bands too, but I wanted you to be first.”

Chloe’s smile surfaced with a rush of affection, and she leaned in for another kiss, a deeper one, full of heat and tongue and the kind of passion that always left me reeling. When she pulled back, her eyes were warm and certain. “Which is why I’m so hopelessly, absolutely crazy for you. Promise that' you’ll make their moment just as special as ours? They all love you just as deeply as I do and every other girl is just as hooked.”

The weight of her words pressed down on me, settling into my bones, unmoving. I’d considered all of it, the other women in the house, my feelings for them curling around the edges of my thoughts, every bit as deep and impossible to uproot. “Their moment will be just as perfect as yours. I promise.” The words tumbled out, soft but sure, because I meant it.

The answer seemed to satisfy Chloe and she settled against me with a contented sigh. Her hand found mine, our fingers locking together. Our rings caught the light, twin flashes of silver, proof of our bond.

She eased back, eyes meeting mine, focus sharp as a blade. “You and Serena leave for Florida on Wednesday?”

I nodded. “Afternoon flight, right after we celebrate their graduation.”

“And Mia? You’re taking her to wine country when you’re back?”

“You didn’t tell her, did you?”

Chloe shook her head, giving me a wry half smile. “Of course not, babe. Just let me know when it’s safe to wear my ring around the other girls. After that, I’m never taking it off.”


Serena 2.0


The moment Mia, Ren, and Serena tossed their caps into the air, graduation split our crew’s familiar rhythm like a clap of thunder, a jolt that left the townhouse echoing with laughter and the chaos of luggage zippers. We celebrated with the usual abandon, every hour dissolved into the next, while somewhere upstairs, Serena flitted through her bedroom, packing for Florida with the single-mindedness of a woman starved for sun and freedom. The countdown for this weeklong escape had possessed her since January, and now every brush of fabric over suitcase lining was a promise about to be delivered.

We left the rest of our circle behind, the ache of parting tugging at us even as excitement surged beneath our skin. Together, Serena and I threaded through the airport, found our gate, boarded the flight. Beside us were Rachel and Anna, Serena’s friends, sisters by way of DOS, ready for anything with eyes alight and voices that carried. The cross-country haul felt like a single exhale, anticipation flickering between us as the plane punched through clouds.

Florida, when we reached it, was a different kind of world: humid, bright, alive with the scent of salt. Our car rental gleamed like a fresh start. We tore down roads toward Panama City Beach, wind in our faces and Serena's restlessness vibrating through the seat. The rented beach house waited for us, a sun-drenched promise nestled against the coast, ready to swallow us whole. There, Rachel and Anna would share the space with us, along with their boyfriends, Zach and Eric. A week carved out of real life, just for us.

Serena hadn't stopped talking about this trip for a month straight, every conversation a ripple of anticipation. Now, tickets punched, luggage in the trunk, we tumbled forward into the adventure, the shoreline calling us on.

The trip down to Panama City from the airport felt like a victory parade with more backseat bickering and less actual confetti. I drove, as usual. Serena called shotgun, legs propped on the dash, sunglasses perched low on her nose. Rachel and Anna took up the rear with their boyfriends, the car packed so tight you’d think we were smuggling a full lacrosse team instead of just Zach, Eric, and enough swimwear for a month.

The whole way, Serena clung to my arm, playing with my fingers or toying with the hem of my t-shirt, and if I didn’t know her better, I’d have thought she wanted the others to see. She kept glancing at me, each look a dare, like she was waiting for permission to break all the rules at once.

The house appeared at the end of a palm-lined drive, three stories of glass and sun-bleached wood facing the ocean, the kind of place you booked if you wanted Instagram to lose its mind. The front door opened straight into a blinding wall of daylight. Living room, kitchen, and balcony all fused together, with ceilings so high you could probably play volleyball indoors. Every window screamed ocean view. The salt air hit you the second you stepped inside.

We hit the door with bags, armfuls of towels, and a shrieked debate about room assignments before I’d even put down the keys. Rachel dug in first, racing Anna for the top floor suite. Zach and Eric pretended not to care, but their fake-casual jog up the stairs said otherwise.

Serena and I peeled off, claiming a room on the second floor that opened straight onto a wide, shaded balcony. The place was all pale wood, crisp white sheets, and sea glass accents lit up by the blue outside. If romance novels did beach houses, this would be the cover.

Serena dropped her bag in the entryway and did a slow spin, hair catching the light. She shot me a look, pure goddess mode, hungry and full of intent.

“We fucking won the lottery,” she declared, surveying the view like she owned it.

I grinned. “You’re even hotter than the house. I thought Rachel was going to shiv Anna over the master suite.”

She pounced, dragging me in for a quick, deep kiss. There was nothing shy about it; she bit my lip and pulled away with a smirk, like she wanted to lay claim before the paint had even dried.

Down the hall, Rachel’s cackle signaled her victory, master balcony, king bed, and probably enough closet space to run a Versace pop-up. Anna trailed her, resigned but laughing, with Eric playfully yanking her into their room. Even Zach managed a decent-natured groan, making a big show of how little he cared, which fooled exactly no one.

Unpacking was chaos, the air alive with the sound of luggage slamming, doors opening, and the faint pulse of surf through the open windows. Serena insisted on organizing our closet, tossing swim trunks and lingerie into piles with zero logic but maximum velocity. Every so often, she’d stop, press herself to my back, and whisper some absolutely filthy promise about what she’d do to me once the sun set.

The energy in the house was unfiltered. Summer vacation, sex on the tip of every tongue, nobody worrying about grades or deadlines. Just pure, uncut freedom.

Within an hour, the fridge overflowed with guac, beer, and more fruit than anyone would ever admit to eating. The balcony table was instantly buried in shot glasses and fashion magazines. Rachel and Anna tried on outfits like it was a sport, parading through the living room in crop tops and microdresses, soliciting votes from their peanut gallery of men.

Serena, though? She didn’t just play to the crowd. She played to me.

Every hand on my arm, every brush of her body against mine, was intentional. If she wanted to make Zach’s head spin, (who was so obviously into her I wondered what Rachel thought) mission accomplished. The first time she plopped herself in my lap in front of everyone, tipping her mouth to my ear for a slow, lazy kiss, I caught Rachel’s jaw hanging like she’d just watched live porn. Anna turned beet red, then stifled a nervous laugh. Even Eric grinned, raising a brow at Zach, who just stared straight ahead, face like granite.

We rallied for dinner, but nobody bothered with home-cooked. Instead, we hit the strip, bare feet in sandals, girls in dresses that barely made it past their hips, and the air vibrating with the sound of a hundred rival parties. The bar Serena picked glowed so bright you could see it from the next zip code: neon pink and lime green, windows flung open to blast surf music out into the world.

Inside, every wall pulsed with colored light. College kids everywhere, all sweat, sunburn, and cheap cologne. The bartenders wore less than some of the girls, shots flowed like water, and the dance floor looked made for bad decisions.

Serena stuck to me like a second skin. She laced our fingers together, her nails tracing lazy circles on the back of my hand. When we grabbed drinks, she pressed herself along my side and kissed me, slow and unhurried, the kind of kiss that made time slow down and the crowd blur.

By the second drink, she was in my lap at a patio table, braid down her back, thighs bare and smooth, lips wet from the cherry vodka she’d swiped from my glass. She didn’t care who watched; in fact, she seemed to relish it. Every time I thought she might dial it back, she went harder, nipping at my neck, catching my fingers and sucking on them for the briefest second before flashing her perfect little smile.

There was no hesitation. Instead, I welcomed it, letting myself fall into the gravity of Serena Bennett. If a goddess like her wanted to fling herself at me, who was I to deny her? I took the invitation, hungry and willing, surrendering to the momentum as much as the want itself. Serena was relentless, all fire and focus, and I matched her intensity beat for beat, refusing to resist. This wasn’t a battle, it was a perfect collision, and I leaned in, letting the heat of her presence crash over me without restraint.

Rachel kept shooting side-eye, her phone out to document any hint of scandal. Anna, perched carefully on Eric’s knee, just watched with wide eyes, unsure if she should intervene or cheer us on.

Zach? That dude looked like he wanted to demolish the table with his teeth.

Serena noticed. I could feel her glance flick off his clenched jaw, then back to me, a little wicked thrill behind the cool confidence. It was a show, but it was also real: her hands on my thigh, her lips grazing my ear, the occasional whispered filth that would make even Chloe blush.

By the time the group moved closer to the dance floor, the lines had blurred. Serena and I were a package deal, inseparable. We danced, bodies pressed so close you couldn’t wedge a lie between us. She ground against my cock, arms looped around my neck, daring me to pull her in and claim her with the whole world watching.

I did. The kiss was volcanic, my hands cupping her ass, her hips working slow circles against my lap. The crowd didn’t matter. The music didn’t matter. It was just Serena and me, fusing time and space to our own rhythm.

When we finally stumbled away, breathless, Rachel and Anna stared like we’d just rewritten the rules of gravity. Even Eric looked impressed.

Zach, though, had gone silent, his glass empty, his stare fixed somewhere past the door.

I led Serena to a side patio, slipping us out of the roar of the main crowd. The air out here was thick with salt and citrus, the neon lights softer, the music a thrum in the bones instead of a scream in the ears.

She leaned against the railing, dress riding up, legs gleaming in the colored glow. For a second, I watched her just breathe, profile sharp, eyes turned to the waves.

“Not that I’m complaining,” I said, wrapping my arms around her waist from behind, “but since when are you the queen of PDA? That’s normally Chloe’s thing.”

She smiled, but there was a twitch in her jaw, a tell.

She spun to face me, locking her arms around my neck, pinning me with her gaze.

“You want the truth?”

“Always.”

Serena’s voice dropped, softer than I’d heard it all night. Her posture was pure confidence, shoulders back, tits out, chin lifted, but her eyes shimmered with something almost shy.

“I spent years pretending I was above it all,” she said. “The perfect girl. The smart one. The one who never wanted too much, or loved too hard, or made a scene.” She held my face, fingers tracing my cheek. “But today, walking across that stage, I realized I’m done hiding. I want you. All of you, as much as I can get. And I want the world to see it. Chloe’s right, and I’m stealing a page from her book. From now on, the world will learn that you belong to me.”

The words hit with the force of a thunderclap.

Serena went on, voice breaking around the honesty.

“I’m sick of acting like my feelings belong in a box. You make me feel reckless. Alive. You make me want to tell every single person here that you’re mine. I love you, Noah. I love you so much, I want to scream it at the top of my lungs.”

She gripped my shirt, knuckles white.

“I know it’s not who I used to be. Hell, it’s not who you thought I was, either. But I want it all. A life with you, without compromise. No more mask. No more secrets.”

I stared at her, the perfect curve of her jaw, the tears she was fighting to keep inside.

Out on the deck, the night was just for us. Private. Sacred.

“Okay, baby. I’m all in, and just so you hear me say the words out loud, I’m madly in love with you too.”

Her grin lit up her face, and she yanked me close, erasing any space between us. The next second, her mouth crashed onto mine, her kiss hard and deep, a clear claim staked as boldly as her words. She tasted like promise and challenge, her hands tangling behind my neck, holding me there. Every line of her body pressed against me, nothing left unsaid. I was hers, plain and simple. She knew it, and now the world would too.

She melted into the kiss, body trembling, need sparking between us like a live wire.

When we broke apart, Serena rested her forehead against mine. “I love you, Noah. I want everyone to see.”

I ran my hand along her leg, squeezing her thigh.

“Let them watch,” I said. “As long as I get you, I’ll play the villain in anybody’s script.”

She laughed, a sound caught between relief and joy. “You’re not the villain, baby. You’re the happy ending I never thought I’d get.”

I held her there, wrapped in the blue and pink light.

Inside, the bar kept spinning, life moved on, but for that moment it was just us. Two people sick of hiding, finally ready to see what happened when you risked everything.

Serena took my hand, squeezed once, and grinned. “Ready to go home and show the rest of them what real love looks like?”

I let her lead. For once, it felt right to follow.

And as we walked back through the bar, every eye in the place found us, locked together, unstoppable, future written in bold neon and nothing left to lose.

Whatever tomorrow brought, it was going to know our names.

And I was ready for it.

***

We barely got the bedroom door shut before Serena tackled me onto the bed, raw appetite burning in her eyes. She stripped off her dress with one practiced flick, tits bouncing as the fabric pooled around her ankles. For a split second, she just grinned, animal and beautiful, then pounced.

The window was wide open. The roll of ocean waves filled the room, lazy at first, then pulsing faster as the tide came in. Serena dragged me to the edge of the mattress and dropped to her knees, yanking my shorts and boxers down in one hungry rip.

My cock sprang to life, thick and swollen, and the sight of her, gold hair everywhere, face flushed, lips parted in need, almost ended me then and there.

She licked from the base of my shaft to the tip, tongue tracing the ridge, then plunged my cock into her mouth, moaning as she took me deep. I braced a hand against the wall, every nerve ending lit. Serena devoured me, alternating between sweet torment and wild, desperate shoves. She wanted me to know exactly who I belonged to.

“God, you taste like sex and adrenaline, baby,” she gasped, between sucks. “You always manage to get even bigger and harder for me, don’t you?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she pumped my cock with both hands, saliva slicking the length, before swallowing me to the back of her throat. She choked herself on the last few inches, eyes watering, jaw working, as the room filled with the obscene music of her wet, greedy mouth.

When I finally lost control, hips bucking, she pulled off and smiled, still stroking me. “Not yet, baby,” she teased. “I want you to feel you explode inside me.”

She crawled up, straddled my lap, and used two fingers to line my cock up with her bare, dripping pussy. The slide inside was pure heat, no resistance, just velvet and vice, her walls squeezing me in a slow-motion chokehold.

Serena rode me like she never wanted it to end, hips grinding in wild, tangled circles, tits bouncing with every slam. The headboard rattled against the wall. She tossed her hair back, moaning my name so loud that I was pretty sure the next zip code could hear.

I grabbed her ass, digging my hands into the flesh, thrusting up to meet every bounce. The sound of skin on skin, the soak of her wetness as she rode me, the shift from slow grind to frantic hammering, I gave myself to the rhythm, lost in the chaos of her.

She leaned forward, big round breasts swinging, sweat dripping down her temple, and kissed me, hard, teeth and tongue and everything she’d ever wanted to say. I matched her, desperate, pulling her down, never letting her off my cock for a single second.

Her pussy started to convulse, rippling in tight, greedy waves. She cried out, nails digging bloody half-moons into my shoulders as she came. The clench nearly finished me, but I held on, wanting to memorize every quiver of her body.

She didn’t break stride. If anything, she chased the next orgasm harder, grinding on my cock, milking every inch. Her eyes locked on mine, wild and shiny.

“Fill me,” she demanded, voice ragged. “I want to feel you inside me all night.”

That was the only invitation I’d ever need.

I grabbed Serena by the hips and drove up into her, raw and reckless, any pretense of control obliterated by the way her eyes bored into mine. She moaned, nails leaving new furrows in my shoulders, her body matching me, daring me to give her everything I’d ever held back. The bed rocked beneath us, echoing the rhythm of our bodies, and every thrust seemed to pull her closer, until she was fully molded to me, skin-to-skin, twin heartbeats thundering in our chests. I couldn’t hold back, not with the way her pussy clung to my cock, not with the way sweat beaded between her breasts and ran in rivulets down the length of her body, gleaming in the low moonlight.

My orgasm came on like a freight train, impossible to resist or even slow down. I arched up, burying myself in her as deep as I could go, and came hard, cock spasming, balls tightening, shooting pulse after pulse of hot cum into her. Serena dug in her heels and pressed down, locking me inside, her own body trembling and spasming as my release set off another orgasm for her. She screamed, not my name but something primal, a noise so raw and beautiful it made my vision go white for a second.

I watched her lose herself, head thrown back, hair wild around her face, every muscle tensed as she milked every drop from me. I could feel her pussy convulse, rippling in greedy, desperate waves, and the pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain. I wrapped my arms around her waist, held her there, kept her impaled on my cock as I rode out the aftershocks.

She collapsed onto my chest, breathing in broken, hungry gasps, her body still shuddering with each fading tremor. I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the smell of skin and sweat and salt, the noise of the ocean bleeding in through the window, but muted now, as if even the sea had paused to watch us.

Every inch of my body was alive, tingling, like I was being rewired from the inside out. I could feel the mess between us, her slickness, a river of cum leaking out around the base of my cock, drenching my thighs and the sheets beneath. I didn’t care. If anything, the evidence of what we’d done made it hotter, more real.

Serena propped herself up, hands braced on my chest, and stared down at me with a look that was half triumph, half disbelief. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, her mascara streaked, but I’d never seen her look more beautiful or more herself.

“God, I love you,” she whispered, like it was a confession and a victory at the same time.

I reached up, cupped her face, and pulled her in for a kiss. It was slower now, sloppy but sweet, tongues tasting every bit of what we’d just done. She giggled into my mouth, the sound softer, almost girlish, so at odds with the way she’d just fucked me into oblivion.

We broke apart, grinning like idiots, and she flopped to my side, rolling onto her back, one leg still hooked over my thigh. I could see the marks I’d left on her hips, faint red handprints that would turn to bruises by morning. She traced lazy circles on my stomach, her fingers sticky with sweat and cum.

I turned toward her, propped myself on an elbow, and studied the wild, beautiful wreckage we’d made, tangled hair, twisted sheets, the shine of our bodies in the moonlight. Serena’s pussy was still leaking my cum, the slickness pooling and trailing down between her thighs, painting her in evidence of our need.

She glanced over, caught me staring, and didn’t bother to hide her pride. “You still with me?” she teased, voice ragged.

“Barely,” I admitted, and she laughed again, softer this time, her hand finding mine and lacing our fingers together.

Neither of us spoke for a while. We just lay there, tangled and ruined and perfect, the sound of the ocean slowly reclaiming the room. I could feel her heartbeat slowing, syncing with mine, the two of us sharing the same exhausted peace.

“That was the best fuck of my life,” she whispered, voice raw and honest.

I kissed her temple, breath coming in shallow gasps. “Agreed. You’re addicting.”

And she was. I wanted more. A week of non-stop sex with Serena Bennett was the best vacation a guy could ever hope for.

We drifted off that way, windows wide, letting the world hear every last wail and whimper.

***

I woke up to sunlight and the sound of Serena breathing, soft and even beside me. Her head was on my chest, hair wild, tits pressed against my ribs. I could have stayed there forever, but my phone vibrated on the nightstand, insistent.

I checked the screen.

Vivian: Board members escalating plans. Stay vigilant.

It was like a cold bucket of water, all professional anxiety rushing back in. What the hell were they up to? I frowned, thumb hovering over the reply button, then decided against it. No move was the right move, at least for now. This was Viv’s world. I would only get in her way.

Serena stirred, mumbling, but didn’t wake. I watched her sleep for a few minutes, memorizing every line of her face. My perfect, reckless, impossible girlfriend.

Eventually, the smells of coffee and bacon drifting from the kitchen got us both moving.

Serena popped up from the bed, the sunlight wrapping her naked body like a dream. As she slipped on a tank and a pair of shorts, she didn’t bother covering the marks I’d left along her neck and tits. When she caught herself in the mirror, she grinned, proud.

“Guess we were loud,” I said, tongue in cheek.

She shrugged. “Good. Maybe now they’ll back off.”

She wasn’t joking.

We hit the main room, where Rachel and Anna were already assembled with the boys, the group pretending not to stare. Rachel smirked. Anna blushed. Zach looked like he hadn’t slept.

Breakfast was a blur of hangover cures, greasy eggs, and an endless roast of who’d be first to cave once the sun hit the sand.

Serena stayed glued to my side. Every time I reached for coffee or moved to get up, she tugged me back, laying kisses on my cheek, nipping my earlobe, or running a hand down my arm in open, lazy ownership. If the old Serena was ice, this one was firestorm, unashamed, and getting hotter by the minute.

Zach kept pace with his breakfast beer, white-knuckling the neck as he watched us with a look that could have burned holes through drywall.

***

We hit the sand early, arms loaded with towels and coolers and enough SPF to last a nuclear winter. The water was perfect. Warm, clear, and full of idiots with volleyballs.

The girls instantly divided into teams: Rachel and Anna drafted the boys, meaning I was left with Serena as my “partner in crime.” Big mistake for them.

Serena, despite appearances, was a monster on the court. She dove, spiked, and trashed-talked with a smile, her bikini barely containing the bounce of her legendary D-cups as she jumped for the ball. Every time I scored a point, she crashed into my arms, hugging me, sometimes planting a kiss right on my mouth whether the whole beach was watching or not.

The crowd? They loved it. Phones came out. Some frat bros started a slow chant. Rachel and Anna ate it up, half-embarrassed, half-jealous, but never able to look away.

We won every game. Serena made sure of it. Her hands were everywhere, my waist, my back, my ass. Sometimes, between serves, she’d whisper something dirty, just for me.

We wrapped the day swimming, bodies slick with salt and sunscreen, Serena hopping on my shoulders for chicken fights, sometimes just floating with her legs wrapped around my hips under the water, tongue in my mouth, not giving a fuck about anything but us.

Zach nursed his drink from a distance, sunglasses barely hiding his envy.

At one point, while Serena and I made out under the umbrella, I caught him watching. His bottle was clamped so tight I could see the glass bending. Dude was not okay.

We sunbathed, snacked, posed for selfies, and let hours slip by in a haze of heat and laughter. Every time I reached for water or a cold beer, Serena was there, nuzzling up, lips on my neck, making sure nobody forgot whose man I was.

She acted like a girl madly in love, and I loved every second of it.

***

By sunset, we were all sunburned, buzzed, and hungry for something more. The crew dragged blankets and driftwood down to the sand for bonfire time.

The fire caught fast, sending sparks straight up into the darkening sky. The air was thick with salt, smoke, and the taste of rum-and-cokes.

Anna broke out marshmallows. Rachel queued up a playlist full of throwback hits. Serena curled into my lap right at the edge of the flame glow, her hair wild, skin gold in the crackling light.

We told stories, played drinking games, and watched the stars blink on overhead. Every so often, Serena would tilt her head up and kiss me, deep and slow, letting the rest of the world fade behind the blaze.

It was perfect.

For a minute, I forgot about the board, the threats, all of it. Out here, the future was sun and fire and Serena’s arms, her lips, the mess she made of my heart.

Eventually, the drinks ran low. I volunteered to grab more from the house. Serena squeezed my hand as I stood, then let me go, eyes sparkling in the firelight.

As I jogged toward the house, the laughter behind me faded. I was barely gone a minute.

When I came back, I spotted Zach and Serena alone at the edge of the fire. The tension crackled even from a distance.

Zach’s voice cut the quiet: “Is this just some post-graduation rebellion? You can’t seriously be this into him.”

The question hung between them like a threat.

Serena straightened, posture going pure ice queen. Her eyes flashed in the light, bright and angry.

For a second, nobody spoke.

And I just watched from the shadows, waiting for Serena to show the world exactly what she was made of.

***

Serena didn’t so much as blink when Zach opened fire. She squared her shoulders, hair blowing wild in the ocean wind, and stared him down like a queen on the verge of revolution.

“If this is just some post-grad phase, I’ll get over it,” Zach said, voice thick with the bitterness of a guy who never saw rejection coming. “But if you’re trying to convince everyone you actually want Mercer—”

Serena cut him off, voice ringing out sharp and clear, slicing through the haze of salt and smoke.

“You want to know why I’m head over heels for a man who’s brilliant, funny, kind, humble, handsome and fucks me so hard I see stars?”

Zach didn’t even blink. “It’s infatuation,” he said. “It’ll disappear as soon as we get back home.”

“Try listening for once, Zach. I’m not trying to convince anyone of anything. I love him. Noah is the love of my life. Get it? Or do I need to spell it out for you?”

Silence. The kind that swallows everything in its path.

Even the fire hesitated, flickering in the wind as Serena’s words detonated.

Rachel’s jaw fell open. Anna froze, marshmallow mid-air, eyes wide as quarters. Even Eric and a pair of random strangers at the next blanket over went silent, watching the showdown like it was the World Series of heartbreak.

Serena didn’t back down. In fact, she stood taller, eyes blazing green and gold in the firelight.

“Noah is everything I ever wanted. He makes me feel seen. He makes me brave. I would burn this entire beach to the ground if it meant having him, and I don’t give a shit who knows it.”

Zach tried to laugh, but it came out ugly and flat.

“Oh, come on—”

Serena just smiled, deadly and serene. “You can take your doubts and your ego and go find someone who wants a ‘maybe.’ I’m done with men who don’t make me feel alive.”

Zach’s jaw flexed, like he was about to jump in, but Serena cut him off before he could get a word out.

“Let’s get something straight. You have a girlfriend.” Serena jabbed a finger at Rachel, who looked like she’d just been slapped, eyes wide. “She’s sitting right there. Instead of focusing all your attention on me, maybe try giving her even half of what you’ve been giving me.”

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Zach picked up his drink and walked away, shoulders hunched, staring at the ground like the sand had answers he never thought to ask.

Rachel and Anna looked at each other, then at me, then at Serena.

“Holy shit,” Rachel said. “That was epic. To be honest, I’m not really into him. If it wasn’t for this trip we planned months ago, I would’ve already dumped the guy.”

Anna just nodded, a slow, stunned smile spreading across her face.

“Cheers to Serena,” Eric said, hoisting his beer. “We’ll be telling this story twenty years from now.”

Serena didn’t bother soaking up the applause. She turned, found me at the edge of the firelight, and crooked a finger.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, firebird confident but quivering with aftershock.

I took her hand, skin warm and electric, and followed her down the beach.

***

The sand was cool, washed clean by the last retreating tide. The moon hung fat and gold above the water, painting everything in silver, blue, and shadow. We walked in silence at first, shoulders brushing, feet sinking into the soft edge where surf met land.

Serena squeezed my hand, then stopped, pulling me close.

“Did you mean all of that?” I asked.

She locked eyes, pupils huge in the darkness.

“I did,” she said. “Every word.”

I kissed her, slow and careful, letting the world steady itself around the truth.

She shuddered in my arms, the heat returning instantly, and pressed her body to mine. There was no audience now, just the ocean and the stars and the promise of a future that didn’t have rules.

We made our way back to the house, hearts thudding, need rekindled.

Upstairs, Serena closed the door behind us and leaned back, arms folded, eyes shining.

“Can I tell you what I want most in the world?” she breathed, voice barely audible above the surf.

“Anything.”

She lifted her chin, nervous but determined. “I want to marry you, and love you for the rest of my life. I want to have your baby, Noah. I want to build something that’s ours. I want to see you as a father to our children and my husband. I want the world to know it, too.”

The confession hit like nitrogen to the bloodstream: cold, then hot, then total clarity.

“S, I want all that with you too,” I told her. “And then some. Especially the baby-making part. Whenever you’re ready to start, I’m game.”

She bit her lip, eyes dark and hungry. “Even if I told you I wanted to start tonight? Like, right now? And keep at it all week until I’m pregnant?”

“Even after you’re pregnant,” I said. “We don’t have to stop. Not unless you want to.”

A loaded pause. She soaked in my words, chewing them over, rolling them around in her mind. “I know we’re a package deal. You. Me. And my five sister wives. I love them all, but I love you most of all. I’ll never ask you to choose between them and me, but I want a future with us in it… as man and wife, even if it’s not on paper. Is that too much?” Her voice was small but fierce, trembling on the edge of hope.

I shook my head, not missing a beat. “If you’re asking me to love you for the rest of your life, then hell yes. If you want the whole show, rings and vows and all, it’s still yes. Yes, Serena, I’ll marry you, and yes, I want a family with you. Starting right now if you’re ready.”

A slow, dawning smile tugged at her lips, blooming like a flower as if my answer had landed exactly where it needed to.

My cock throbbed between us. I didn’t bother hiding it.

“You want to start now?” I said, grinning.

She nodded, cheeks flushed.

“Then you should probably stop taking your pills.”

Serena melted. Her whole body trembled, every bit of discipline and perfection dissolving into pure, wild need.

She tore off her shorts, sweatshirt, and the bikini beneath. I barely got my shirt over my head before she was on top, fingers running down my chest, nails leaving trails of fire.

“Lie back,” she ordered.

I obeyed.

She straddled my waist, hands working my shorts down, freeing my cock. It sprang up, thick and slick with need, red at the tip, already leaking.

Serena grabbed it at the base, lined me up, and sank down with the slow, deliberate control of a queen accepting her favorite gift.

The slide inside was pure heaven, hot, wet, walls fluttering around my shaft as she swallowed me whole.

She started to move, hips rolling in deep, athletic circles, tits bouncing with every downward slam. Her hair flew, her jaw clenched, and her hands braced on my chest as she fucked me, hard.

“This is it, Noah. I want every drop. I want to feel you unload inside me. I want to wake up knowing you’re trying to get me pregnant. For real this time,” she said, every word punctuated by another bounce, another pulse of her greedy, soaking cunt around my cock.

I gripped her ass, helping her ride me, marveling at the power in her thighs, the perfect collision of skin and sweat and raw will.

She never took her eyes off mine.

She rode me like it was the last ride of her life, grinding so fast the bedframe rattled. The obscene sound of our bodies joined filled the whole room. If Rachel, Anna, Eric, or Zach had made it back from the beach, they probably heard every last, desperate moan.

My cock swelled inside her, ready to explode, but I held it, wanting to watch her break first.

She came hard, pussy milking my cock with rolling spasms, thighs locked around my hips, sweat dripping down her chest. She screamed my name, nails raking my chest, every cell of her body focused on wringing out my cum.

I let go. Not just the bare physical. My mind entered the spiritual realm.. The release was volcanic, a seismic blast that sent my hips bucking off the mattress as I drove into her, pinning her down while my cock pulsed and pumped her full. But it was more than that. Everything pent and twisted, a decade of longing for my untouchable babysitter, hope and hunger, all knotted up since the day I first saw Serena and wanted her. At that moment, it all detonated and splintered into white-hot bliss. The orgasm was ferocious, a wave so violent I couldn’t breathe, surpassing anything I’d ever felt. I unraveled into her, spasm after spasm, flooding her in a way that felt both selfish and transcendent.

Serena felt it too. She sobbed when I first filled her, not a sound of pain but of pure animal relief, of being claimed and completed at the exact same time. She never stopped moving, squeezing me with her thighs and her greedy, fluttering pussy, grinding down as if she could wring out every last drop I had.

Her hands clawed at my chest, holding on for dear life as she rode the aftershocks. “I love you so much, Noah. Don’t you dare stop,” she moaned, her voice breaking, and I didn’t. I kept my hands on her hips, kept pushing up into her, pumping more and more until I was sure we’d leveled the entire building. The sheets beneath us were soaked, our skin slick with sweat and sex, and still she ground against me, wringing herself out a second and third time on the fading throbs of my cock inside her.

The little hiccuping noises she made as she came down, the gasps and tiny, desperate pleas, were somehow more intimate than the screaming. She leaned over, collapsed onto my chest, hair matted and face damp with tears and sweat.

I wrapped my arms around her.

“I want it too,” I whispered into her hair. “I want to build our home. Our family. With you at the center.”

She smiled, tears on her cheeks, and kissed me with more love than I could have hoped for in this lifetime.

We held each other as the world slowly spun down, our bodies tangled, our future already writing itself into the night.

***

The surf outside was relentless, pounding against the shore like a promise.

Serena tucked in against my chest, both of us still buzzing from what we’d done. For a while, we just gazed at the ceiling and listened to the sound of the waves.

That’s when my phone lit up, screen glaring in the dark. Why did I always get these fucking messages in the middle of the night?

Another message from Vivian:

Board has scheduled closed meeting about your research. Call me tomorrow.

The cold spike of anxiety threatened to claw through the perfect moment. I stared at the text, felt the urge to get up and pace, to start troubleshooting the latest attack.

But then Serena shifted, her hand covering mine, thumb tracing my palm.

“You okay?” she said, voice a sleepy drawl.

I looked at her. Tan lines glowing in the moonlight, hair a wild mess, eyes soft and proud.

“Yeah,” I said, meaning it.

Whatever the world threw at us, it could wait until morning.

I buried my face in her neck, inhaling her scent, sunshine, mango, and something uniquely Serena I couldn’t quite name. I held her so close there was no space for fear.

In the blur between sleep and wake, just before we drifted off, Serena whispered, “I love you, Noah. All of you. Always.”

I squeezed her tighter.

“Forever,” I promised.

Outside, the surf crashed, the stars burned, and for one perfect night, nothing could touch us.


Love Island


The air on the backside of the Panhandle was a different animal. Not just heat, but a wall of humidity that wrapped around you, stuck to skin, and made clothing feel like a betrayal. Serena and I rode the rental car along a string of winding roads, past mile after mile of sawgrass and cypress, until we found the paddle board shop nestled under a blast of Spanish moss.

She climbed out first, sunglasses on and ponytail in full effect, not bothering to hide the sway of her hips even with a cheap duffel slung over one shoulder. It wasn’t just me who noticed. The kid behind the rental desk, maybe nineteen, bleached hair fried by too many summers, snapped to attention the second she flashed him a smile.

“Morning,” he said, eyes on Serena’s…everything and not even pretending otherwise. “We’ve got single or tandem paddle boards. Most couples like their own.”

“That’s adorable,” Serena hit back, flashing her teeth. “But he’s not getting rid of me that easy. Give us the big tandem. Unless you want to ride solo, babe?”

I deadpanned, “If I let you steer, we’ll end up in Cuba.”

The attendant’s face went pure red. He handed over a pair of life vests and paddles. “Yours is the oversize. She handles like a Cadillac, but she’s stable. Have fun, guys.”

Serena leaned in, lips at my ear: “Bet I can rock that thing harder than any Florida girl he’s seen all year.”

I grinned, wanting to tell her she’d probably rock me off the board and into the alligator zone, but decided to keep that one in my back pocket.

We carried our junk down a creaking dock, planks sun-bleached and springy underfoot. The lake opened ahead, a perfect sheet of blue, ringed by mangroves and the occasional cypress knee poking up like a warning finger.

Serena looked out over the water, hands on her hips. “It’s prettier than the website. God, I want to jump right in, but with my luck, I’d find a water snake in the first five seconds.”

“Five seconds?” I said. “That’s optimistic.”

She elbowed me and wiggled her eyebrows, then flopped down cross-legged at the edge of the dock. “Help me get this vest on, Commander.”

I knelt behind her, taking my time with the straps. Her bikini top, white with blue trim, barely legal, peeked out from under the life vest, and the smell of her shampoo cut right through the sweat and lake water. I cinched her tight. Serena leaned back against my chest, letting her head tip to one side so her hair brushed my jaw.

“Babe, if you wanted an excuse to touch me, you could’ve just asked.”

“Not sure you ever need an excuse,” I shot back.

She laughed and let her hand slide up my thigh, fingers pressing just enough to warn me she was already plotting round one.

I snapped my vest on, pumped up our board, and set us afloat with a clumsy hop that nearly dunked both of us.

Serena wobbled, then steadied with gymnast reflexes. Her legs wrapped my hips, ass braced on the nose of the board, and for a second, we just floated, her chin hooked over my shoulder.

I dug in with the paddle, pushing us away from the dock with a couple of steady strokes. The water was almost too calm, no wind, no chop, just the occasional burble of a fish below the surface and the far echo of a heron somewhere out in the trees.

Serena watched me, her eyes hidden behind mirrored lenses. “I’m not gonna say ‘row me, king’ but it’s implied.”

“If you call me king, I expect you to curtsy.”

She snorted. “With these thighs? You’d never survive.”

I kept us aimed straight for the wide open, water gliding beneath us without so much as a ripple.

She tilted her head to whisper, “This is even better than the ocean. You, me, no distractions. Except, maybe, whatever’s lurking down there.”

Too easy.

I dropped my voice, pure deadpan: “You know, the lake’s prime alligator territory. They like to hang in the reeds and wait for legs to dangle.”

Instantly, Serena snapped her legs up, heels banging into my ribs. She wrapped her arms around my waist and clung, eyes huge behind her shades.

“Don’t—” she smacked my shoulder, then another for good measure— “fucking say that! I swear to god, Noah, if I see a single ripple, I am sitting on your head until we’re safe.”

“Admit it, you love the danger.”

She huffed, but the way she pressed her tits into my back said otherwise. “The only thing I love is your ass when you paddle. Lucky for you, it’s a good view.”

Now I cracked up. For a moment, the tension broke and we just floated, Serena still glued to my back, her body warm through vinyl and wet spandex.

A bird cried in the distance. Sunlight poured over the water, glitter-bright, nearly blinding. The trees around the lake went silent, as if they’d decided to eavesdrop on whatever trouble we could make.

I paddled us out to the dead center. The only wake was our own, little ripples fanning out behind the board. From here, the shoreline looked about a mile off in every direction, a green wall dotted with pops of hibiscus and wild palms.

Serena relaxed, arms still around me, her chin resting on my shoulder, lips practically grazing my ear.

I stopped paddling. We drifted, slow and easy, letting the momentum die.

For a second, there was no sound but breath and the faint lap of water against fiberglass.

Serena’s voice went soft. “I could live here forever. No shoes, no deadlines, just sun and you.”

“Thought you’d get bored after a week. Don’t you crave drama?”

She nipped my earlobe, hands sliding under my vest. “Only the kind I make myself. Or the kind you make inside me.”

I felt my cock twitch at the promise, but didn’t let her see how fast she could still wreck my composure.

She drew patterns over my chest, the touch as light as a butterfly and twice as distracting. “I know it’s crazy,” she said, “but floating out here with you, it feels like everything’s finally about us. Like, we can finally have a future that isn’t just bar fights and sorority bullshit.”

I turned, barely, to catch her eye. “That’s the whole point, S. I want all of it with you. Even if you are terrified of reptiles.”

“Not terrified.” She pouted, sinking her nails into my biceps for revenge. “Just highly allergic to being eaten unless it’s by a certain California boy with a genius brain and a monster cock.”

I lost it, nearly tipping the board with laughter.

She used the moment to climb onto my back fully, wrapping her arms around my shoulders and her legs around my waist. Suddenly, I was the world’s luckiest, most off-balance ferry.

Serena nuzzled my neck, breathing slow, savoring the contact.

I reached back, grabbed her thigh, and let my hand wander under the rim of her vest, just to see if she’d call my bluff.

She hummed, eyes closing behind her Ray-Bans. “Are you trying to get me off right here? You know I’m the biggest exhibitionist in the harem.”

“Have you met Brooke? Besides, you said you only liked to be watched by people who deserved it.”

She smirked, voice a lazy purr. “I’m making an exception for the man who puts a ring on my finger.”

The words hung between us, heavy and electric, more real than I expected.

My gut twisted, in a good way. I wanted to tell her I’d do anything to see a band on her hand, but decided not to jump the gun. Instead, I leaned back, letting her body melt into mine, her lips brushing the curve of my jaw.

The board drifted, lazy, a million miles from deadlines and wolves at the door.

Serena started with slow, exploratory kisses along my neck, the kind that made my nerves sizzle and pulse.

I craned my head, found her mouth with mine, and let the kiss deepen.

She tasted like sun and lip gloss and something sweeter I couldn’t name.

Instantly, everything burned brighter.

Her hands found my hair, threading through, tugging me closer. She never half-assed affection: when Serena wanted you, she took every inch. I turned on the board so I could face her, our knees knocking and nearly capsizing us both. It didn’t matter. I wanted her too much to care.

Her legs locked around my waist. I slid my hands up her thighs, squeezing, mapping the heat of her body through the swimsuit and life vest.

She moaned into my mouth, hips grinding against me, pussy already slick and needy despite the circumstances.

We kissed, tongues tangled, her breath hot and desperate.

I explored the curve of her ass, palmed it, pulled her against me so she could feel how ready I was to take her.

She broke for air, cheeks flushed. “You are such a fucking maniac. If you fuck me on this board, we’re both falling in.”

“I bet I last longer than you do, S.”

She laughed, biting my lip as she dove back in. This time, her hands raked my back, nails trailing fire, then found the hem of my swim trunks, fingers teasing over the ridge of my cock.

“You’re already hard,” she whispered. “You really do want to fuck me in the middle of gator country.” She sounded proud.

I kissed her again, rougher now. She melted, every inch surrendering to the heat crawling between us.

The board rocked, but not enough to dump us in. I braced her hips, rolling us so she was sprawled across my lap, tits pressed against my chest, face inches from mine.

Her sunglasses fell off, skittering across the board. Serena didn’t even flinch. She was focused, hands pulling me closer, tongue in my mouth, humping my cock with each furious little grind.

I slipped my hand between her legs, found the edge of her bikini bottoms, and pushed them aside just enough to feel the heat of her pussy. She gasped, hips jerking, the board almost going sideways.

She clung on, mouth open, eyes wild. “God, I want you to fuck me right here. Make me scream. I want the whole world to know you own me.”

I groaned, cock throbbing so hard it hurt. “Keep that up and I’ll end up coming in my shorts.”

She grinned, devilish. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

We kept at it, the world dissolving to sun and skin and water all around us.

I kissed down her neck, bit her earlobe, then moved lower, nuzzling the swell of her tits through the thin fabric of her vest. She arched her back, offering more, hands locked in my hair, guiding me like she owned the space and the air between us.

The water lapped, time slowed, the future waiting somewhere beyond the next kiss.

Eventually, when our lungs begged for oxygen, I let us drift, bodies entwined, her face buried against my neck.

She panted, breath hot. “I could do this forever. Just float, make out, and never see dry land again.”

I stroked her back, memorizing every line, every shiver. “Whatever you want, S. I’m not letting you go.”

The pressure between us was nuclear, but we kept it simmering, not boiling, letting the anticipation build with every heartbeat.

After a while, we let the silence stretch, our bodies fused together, the only witness the empty lake and the slow bend of sunlight over the water.

It felt like a promise.

Or at least the warm-up for something legendary.

***

We floated together, letting the board drift as the world slipped out of focus. My hands roamed Serena’s thighs while she held my face, kissing me with the kind of hunger that made my chest tight.

Eventually, when her lips finally broke away, Serena let out a dreamy little sigh. “Whatever you’re scheming in there, it’s driving me crazy.”

I smiled, savoring the way she wrapped her legs tighter around my waist. “You want to hear my latest insane idea?”

“Hit me, baby. Unless it’s a surprise alligator attack, I’m game.”

I twisted so I could face her straight on, our knees tangling. “What if, when we get back to Pacific Heights, I don’t just let the board or the university kill my project? What if instead, we start our own company?”

Serena sat up, eyes wide. Her face said she didn’t believe I was serious until she caught the way I stared her down.

“You mean, like, for real?” she breathed.

“Oh, it’s already in motion,” I said. “I’ve talked with Viv. She’s one hundred percent in. Wants to build a startup around our Biogen Scaffold tech. She found us three VCs who’d sign checks tomorrow if we wanted.”

Serena’s jaw dropped. The way her mouth formed a little “o” made my pulse jackhammer in my chest.

“And get this,” I continued, sinking the hook, “I want to bring Rory on board. You know business and strategy are her happy place, and with her at the wheel, we don’t just get a bedroom queen, we get a power player with connections.”

For a split second, Serena just stared, lips parted, eyes shining. Then she exploded: a shriek, a whoop, and a full-body tackle that almost sent us both into the lake.

“You are such a fucking genius,” she said, peppering my face with kisses. “This is what you were born for. A real company. And you, Viv, me, and Rory. It’s legendary. Hell, make me head of PR, I’ll have the world eating out of your hands in a week.”

I couldn’t get another word in. She kissed me as though she’d never stop.

Our mouths crashed together, her tongue insistent, her hands everywhere, my hair, my neck, my shoulders. The force of her excitement was electric, and the pressure of her tits against my chest nearly made me lose it completely.

Serena slid her hand down, skimming past my vest and onto my bare stomach.

She found the waistband of my swim trunks, paused to shoot me a wild, devil-may-care look, then dove in.

Her hand wrapped around my cock, squeezing, stroking, already greedy despite the risk.

I groaned, hips twitching. The heat in my blood spiked, and for a second I saw stars, even with the sun overhead and my body already slick with sweat.

She stroked me harder. “God, you’re huge. Always ready for me, aren’t you? I want to fuck you all afternoon, right here on the lake. Think you can handle it, baby?”

Considering we had already been at it three times earlier that morning, I probably should have expected this. But the growing ache in my core told me I was more than ready, more than willing. The memory of our bodies slick and tangled, the heat lingering in the sheets, made the anticipation sharper, as if every time only stoked the hunger between us. So when she reached for me again, a new current of need shivered under my skin.

I was about to answer, nerves sparking and cock swelling in her grip, but I caught her wrist and forced myself to breathe.

“Wait,” I managed, voice gone rough. “I have one more surprise. But you’ve got to be patient.”

Serena pouted, squeezing my cock one more time for good luck. “You’ve got thirty seconds before I lose my mind and rape you in broad daylight.”

I laughed, still basking in the aftershocks of her touch. “Try to hold out. You won’t regret it.”

I picked up the paddle, shifting her onto my lap so she faced forward, legs draped over mine.

She held on, boobs pressed against my arm, her head tucked under my chin.

I started paddling, slow at first, then with purpose, angling us toward the far side of the lake.

Serena watched, curiosity blooming. “Where are we going? There’s nothing but trees over there.”

I kept smiling, refusing to spill. We moved across patches of dappled shade and sunlight, past tangles of reeds and the occasional turtle sunning itself on a log.

Up ahead, the lake narrowed, funneled between two clusters of mangroves, then burst open again into a blue-green basin. There, in the middle of nowhere, sat a tiny island, no bigger than half a tennis court, crowned with wild hibiscus and cut clean down one side by a narrow waterfall.

A chain-link fence ringed the island, the metal mesh plunging deep into the dirt, topped off with a snarl of razor wire that looked ready to bite. It was a fortress, plain and simple, built to keep the alligators out, and for that, I had to admit, I was seriously relieved.

The water spilled from a spring hidden in the trees, tumbling into a crescent pond before slipping back into the main lake. The place looked custom-designed for romance, like something straight out of a movie set.

Serena’s breath caught. “No way. You did not find that on Google Maps.”

I grinned. “Surprised?”

“Stunned. Impressed. Horny. All of the above.”

I steered us alongside the spit of sand at the edge, careful not to beach the board too hard.

Serena hopped off first, barely waiting for me to steady the landing. Water droplets splattered her legs; the way her ass flexed in that swimsuit, I nearly forgot the whole point of the trip.

She turned, hand on her hip, eyebrow arched. “You gonna show me, or is this island just for foreplay?”

I followed, dragging our gear onto the sand.

We swung the gate open and slipped through, moving as one, careful to let it settle gently behind us. No alligators would be feasting on our flesh today; we weren’t about to serve ourselves up on a silver platter.

A short walk up a natural path lined with ferns and punctuated by little explosions of wild orchid brought us to the clearing where I’d set up the real surprise.

A blanket, thick and soft, spread under the shade of a pair of palms. Nearby, a woven lunch basket, two frosted glasses on ice, and a bottle of champagne chilling in a makeshift bucket. Sliced fruit and cheese, prepped by the local deli, but still, I had ordered it. I also didn’t forget a mason jar of strawberries I knew she loved.

Serena gasped, lips trembling. For a second, the tough goddess melted away and the real woman, the one who needed love the most, came rushing to the surface.

“Noah, you…” she shook her head, unable to finish.

Her eyes went wet. Not sad, just overwhelmed.

I stepped closer and wrapped her in my arms. She didn’t hesitate, just flung herself into my chest, arms locked around my back. “I love you,” she whispered, voice breaking. “You make every day feel like the start of something new.”

I held her, inhaled the scent of her skin and the lingering hint of citrus shampoo.

She clung to me, the tears real now, but followed instantly by a laugh, half joy, half disbelief.

“Of course you upstaged every man I ever dated. You always do.”

I kissed her hair, then her forehead, then found her lips. This time, the kiss was slow and deep, her tongue searching for mine, her hands tight around my neck.

We melted together, Serena pressed up against my chest, both of us dizzy from the rush.

The sound of the waterfall filled the background, a constant hush. Every so often, spray would drift through the trees, misting our skins and cooling us just enough to keep things from combusting.

I eased her down onto the blanket, settling her in my lap.

Our bodies fit together like we’d been built for this, every nerve ending still alive with promise.

She beamed at the champagne, wiped the tears from her lashes, and raised her glass. “To us?”

I nodded, popping the cork and pouring her a glassful. “To the future, and the company, and whatever the hell else we’re crazy enough to try.”

She giggled, eyes shining. “I think we can handle that.”

We toasted, the glasses clinking as sunlight filtered through the leaves.

Serena sipped, then leveled me with a look. “You know, if you’d told me at seventeen that this was my future, I would’ve said you were lying. Now, I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

I let her talk, loving the sound of her voice. She ate a strawberry, moaned at the flavor, then shoved the next one straight into my mouth, laughing as the juice ran down my chin.

She kissed it away, then sat back, hair wild from the wind and her tears.

“This is the happiest I’ve ever been,” she said. “Nothing else can even compare.”

I could believe it, because I felt the same.

We sat there, wrapped up in each other, until the world faded.

The sound of the waterfall, the taste of ripe fruit, and the heat of her body against mine. If I could bottle the feeling, I’d never have to invent anything again.

Finally, Serena cupped my jaw, looked deep into my eyes, and whispered, “Thank you. For all of it. I love you.”

I shook my head. “Thank you for letting me. And I love you right back.”

She smiled, the tears in her eyes back, not sad, just full.

Then she kissed me, and I knew there was no going back.

***

The air on the hidden island felt different, charged, alive, with every kiss and every touch feeding the fire between us. We’d made a mess of the picnic already, strawberry juice sweet on her lips, cheese abandoned, champagne gone flat in its bucket. The only thing that mattered now was Serena, sprawled across the blanket in my lap, so beautiful and emotional it made my heart ache.

She never looked more alive than she did when she was coming apart in my arms. I knew it, and I’d bet every dollar in my bank account that she knew it, too.

The waterfall behind us hissed like applause, its mist spritzing over our bare arms and legs whenever the wind shifted. It made everything feel electric, like the whole world was holding its breath for our next move.

We kissed, soft at first, then harder. Serena ran her hands through my hair, fingers locking at the base of my skull as she kissed me like she wanted to fuse our atoms. She straddled my hips, rolling them so our bodies lined up perfectly. Every time her tits grazed my chest, or her abs flexed to draw us closer, my cock went nuclear. The need was primal. Urgent. But deeper than that, there was the truth neither of us bothered to hide: We were meant for each other.

I let her grind on me for a while, loving the friction of her swimsuit on my shorts, the way her whole body shivered every time I nipped her lower lip or licked a drop of sweat from her neck. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I slowed us down, my hands cupping her face.

“Wait,” I said, voice rougher than I meant. “There’s something I need to ask you.”

Serena froze, just for a second. The shift in her body told me she thought maybe, just maybe, I was about to change the game for good.

I reached behind me, into the picnic basket. My hand closed on the velvet box, and suddenly every nerve ending was on red alert.

I set it in my palm, let the sunlight catch the silver emboss.

Serena’s eyes went wide. Her hands trembled where they clutched my arms.

I opened the box. Twin promise rings glinted back: simple, silver, designed to last longer than any institution on Earth.

I took her hand, her beautiful, tan-fingered, trembling hand, and placed the first band against her skin.

“Serena Bennett,” I said, making it official, “I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone or anything. I want to build a life with you, a real future. I want our kids, our chaos, our everything. I know I can’t marry six women without getting arrested, but this ring… it’s my pledge. It means the same thing. My loyalty. My heart. Forever. Will you marry me?”

She covered her mouth, tears welling so fast she couldn’t even blink them away.

“Yes!” Serena gasped, voice pure sunlight. “God, yes, I’ll marry you! I want all of you, and I’ll wear this ring every day of my life.”

I slid it onto her finger, the fit so perfect it was as if we’d been measured together.

She stared at the band for a long moment, eyes full of every hope she’d ever carried.

Then, softer, almost a whisper: “What about the others? Aren’t you giving one to Chloe? Rory? To the rest?”

I squeezed her hand, tracing gentle lines along her knuckles with my thumb. I didn’t mention that I’d already given a ring to Chloe; what purpose would it serve, except to make her feel less unique? And that wasn’t it at all. My feelings for her burned just as fiercely, every piece of her cherished as much as I cherished Chloe. The truth was I loved every single one of them the most, each in their own way.

“Every woman in our family gets a ring. I wouldn’t have it any other way. But for today, this moment is just for us. That’s all I want.”

The relief hit her in a wave, just pure, unguarded joy. Serena pulled me in and crushed her lips on mine, hands fisting in my hair. Tears hit my neck, then her laughter, then the slow, intoxicating ramp up from loving to absolutely filthy.

She hesitated just a moment before shedding her bikini top, freeing her full breasts with a kind of gentle audacity; they bounced softly, perfect and buoyant in the waterfall-dappled sunlight. I fumbled with my swim trunks, urgency beating out any pretense, and slipped them down, my eyes never leaving Serena’s figure as her chest moved with each breath. Suddenly we were both bare, the cool spray cloaking us, the world and its noise dissolving, leaving nothing but skin, desire, and the pulse of water on flesh.

She straddled my lap, thighs spread so wide I nearly came just from the sight of her pussy, slick, bare, already flooding for me. Her tits bounced with every little movement, nipples flushed, the perfect contrast against her tanned skin. The curve of her waist, the swell of her ass, every inch was on display, no filter, no shame. A goddess.

She lined my cock up, rubbing the head against her folds, teasing both of us until I thought I might lose my mind.

Then, in one motion, she sank down on me, taking every inch.

The heat was unreal. She squeezed me like a vise, her cunt stroking every ridge, milking my shaft with slow, devastating rolls of her hips.

The first few strokes were measured, almost tender. Serena leaned in, planted both hands on my chest, and rode me like she wanted to tattoo our bodies together for good. My hands ran up her thighs, over her hips, onto her ass. I squeezed, pulled her down, thrusting up to meet every bounce. Her tits swung in my face. I grabbed one, sucked the nipple deep into my mouth, and bit down just hard enough to send her spiraling.

She moaned, loud as the waterfall, voice echoing through the trees.

“God, I love your cock,” she gasped. “Fill me, baby. Fuck me like you want me pregnant. Do it.”

She didn’t need to ask twice. I lost all pretense of slow and started hammering up into her, matching her pace, making the whole blanket rock beneath us.

Serena clawed my shoulders, nails leaving raw tracks, but she never let go. She locked her eyes on mine, every pulse, every grind, every wild bounce screaming how bad she needed this and me and nothing else.

The heat built, slow and then volcanic.

Her pussy clenched, squeezing tight, starting a chain reaction in every muscle I owned.

She came so hard she nearly convulsed, her whole body tensing and then breaking apart, sweat streaming down the valley of her chest as her back arched with supernova force. The sound she made wasn’t a single thing: it was a laugh, a sob, and a shriek all at once, so raw and wild it echoed around the secret lagoon like a wild animal’s cry. My name ripped from her lips as her pussy clamped down, and I could feel the slick heat gushing around my cock, soaking my thighs and the picnic blanket under us.

I wouldn’t have lasted three seconds longer. I wrapped my arms around her, holding Serena tight to my chest, anchoring her as her orgasm rolled through her in shivers. Every jolt squeezed me harder, milked me deeper, until the edge hit me like a tidal wave. My cock swelled and I bucked up into her, lost to the need to fill her, to mark her, to give her everything I was. The first spasm hit and I erupted inside her, cum pumping out in heavy, desperate bursts, each one wrung out by the way her pussy refused to let go. My vision went white at the edges, the world reduced to the hot, clenching vise of her cunt and the bright, overwhelming sound of her voice.

“Holy fuck, Serena,” I choked, “I’m coming—Jesus, I—”

She slammed down on me, bottoming out, her hips grinding in slow spirals that forced every last drop out of me. The mess was copious, leaking out around my cock to ooze down her thighs, but neither of us cared. Her hands scrabbled up my back, fisting into my hair, yanking my face to her neck as she rode out the aftershocks.

“I love you, I love you, I love you—” she babbled, the words half-lost in gasps and frantic laughter. She pressed her sweat-slicked forehead to mine, tears tracking down her cheeks as she smiled all the way through, the force of her joy almost as strong as the force of her body.

I kissed the taste of salt and champagne from her lips, wrapping my arms around her and lifting her as if I could fuse us together, one being, one impossible, beautiful, messy future. We stayed joined, still twitching, still so close it felt like she was inside my ribcage as much as my cock.

The world returned in bits and pieces: the sound of the waterfall, the distant birds, the muffled slap of water against the island’s edge. Serena’s heartbeat thrashed in her neck, her pulse visible in the hollow of her throat, still going a hundred miles an hour.

She drew a shaky breath, then another, settling down on my lap, her pussy squeezing me in little aftershocks.

“I can feel you,” she whispered, voice hoarse but radiant. “Everything you just gave me. I want to keep it, all of it.”

“You can have it,” I said, lips against her ear. “It’s yours. Forever.”

She shivered, goosebumps flying up her arms and breasts, and she laughed, her voice clearing in the process. “I’m probably still drunk from last night, but I want to do that a thousand more times, Noah. I want to wear your ring, and your cum, and your last name—” She broke off, blushing fiercely, but with zero regret in her smile. “God, I sound like a psycho.”

“You sound perfect,” I told her. “You sound like my wife.”

She went quiet at that, but the silence was full, not empty. She looked down at the silver ring on her finger, twisting it with her thumb like she still couldn’t believe it was real. Then she tightened her grip on my shoulders and started rolling her hips again, slower this time, the pace of someone who wants to memorize every sensation for the rest of her life.

I was still hard, still inside her, and the sensation was almost painfully sensitive. Every movement sent aftershocks through both of us, the nerves too raw to handle it, but too greedy to stop. We rocked together, slow and shaky, clinging to each other like if we stopped, we’d fall off the edge of the world. We came together again, adding to the mess, but it didn’t matter. We couldn’t get enough of each other no matter how much we indulged.

She started to cry again, for real this time, but it was the kind of crying that comes from happiness so intense your body can’t hold it all in. She buried her face in my neck, her arms shaking, her whole body trembling as she made a home for herself in the space between my collarbone and jaw. “I never thought I could love someone this much. I’m just so happy.”

I let her cry. I held her and stroked her hair and whispered stupid things to her, whatever came to mind: the color of her eyes, the way she tasted, the fact that I was scoring big with the girl of my dreams. She kept rocking on my lap, a slow, gentle grind, drawing out every last second of our connection.

Eventually she slowed, and we both just held on, the world swirling around us.

That was when the wind kicked up, whipping little shards of waterfall-mist across our bare skin, cooling the sweat and making the heat of our joined bodies seem even more intense by comparison. Serena looked up, blinking away the tears, her hair stuck to her cheeks in wild curls.

“I’m a mess,” she said, voice still wavering, but with a smile that could’ve powered the whole peninsula.

I grinned back, brushing her hair behind her ears, then kissed her nose. “You’re a beautiful mess. My favorite kind.”

She giggled, shoulders shaking, arms wrapped tight around me. “It’s going to leak out everywhere, isn’t it?”

I shrugged, reaching for the edge of the picnic blanket to mop up the worst of it. “Let it. It’s just us here. And the birds, I guess.”

Serena wiped her cheeks, then took my face in her hands and stared into my eyes for a long, quiet minute. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Everything she wanted was written in the way she touched me, the way she shifted her hips to keep my cock inside her, the way she pressed her mouth to mine like she wanted to keep the taste forever.

We stayed that way, naked and tangled, until the sound of the waterfall and the wind became louder than our heartbeats.

The waterfall hissed. The wind whipped around us, cooling our skin, painting goosebumps over our sweat and sex.

We collapsed together, Serena sprawled out atop me, my cock still buried in her heat, both of us panting, a tangle of limbs and afterglow.

She kissed my lips. My chin. The sweat on my temple. Then she lay her cheek against my chest, letting her fingers trace patterns over my heart.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. Just breathed, just existed, tangled and raw and perfect.

When she finally found her voice, it was pure mischief.

“I want to wear this ring to breakfast tomorrow. And flash it in front of Zach. Think he’ll implode?”

I snorted, thumb brushing up her thigh. “I give it five seconds before he makes it about his dick. Maybe ten before Rachel tells him to fuck off.”

Serena laughed, wild and unfiltered, the sound shaking through both of us.

Then, softer: “Thank you, Noah. For making me believe in forever.”

I kissed her forehead, hands cradling her body. “Thank you for choosing me. For always, and every day after.”

We drifted off that way, still naked, her pussy leaking my cum down her thighs, both of us gleaming with sweat and promise and a future wide open as the sky.

The ring glinted on her finger, catching the sun, making her look even more unstoppable.

We lay there until the waterfall’s roar faded to background, and we started dreaming up all the ways we could make the future even brighter.

All in, all at once, all together.

That was us. That would always be us.


Homecoming


The moment we walked through the front door, the difference in air was almost tactile. Florida still clung to our skins. Sunburn, salt, the ghost of rum from our last night on the sand, but this house had its own gravity, and the second Serena hit the marble of the foyer, she was dialed straight back into Delta Omega Sigma mischief.

She dropped her bag with a thud, turned on her heel, and caught me with a look that promised nothing but trouble. “Race you to the bedroom?” she whispered, voice low and reckless.

I barely had time to smirk before she pounced, nailed me with a fast, dirty kiss that tasted like vodka and a week’s worth of orgasms, then spun away, bare legs flashing as she snatched her duffel from the floor.

She called, “Don’t get distracted down here, stud. You’ve got less than fifteen minutes before I finish showering. And if you’re not in our bed by then, I start without you!”

With that, she vanished up the floating staircase, ass bouncing under her dress, laughter trailing behind like a dare.

For a second, I just stood there, catching my breath, heart still jacked from the trip and the shock of Serena in full goddess mode.

Then the energy in the foyer shifted. It wasn’t just the hush after her exit or the echo of her bare feet on the landing. It was the sense of being watched, the quiet hum of attention from the living room.

I turned, and there she was.

Vivian.

It took me a second to line up what my eyes were seeing with what my memory had on file. Even compared to last month, the last time I’d seen her in person, gearing up for war with the board, Vivian looked transformed.

She wasn’t the professor anymore, or even Dr. Ross, at least not visually.

Her hair, no longer wound into the armor-tight bun that had been her signature for years, tumbled over her shoulders in inky black waves, streaks of blue catching the sunlight from the windows and turning every strand electric. She wore a soft ivory blouse, loose at the shoulders, and navy pants that hugged her hips in a way that was less “faculty meeting” and more date-night-in-Marbella. The usual stark makeup was gone, replaced with something barely there, just enough to bring out the warm gold in her eyes.

And her face... God, she looked years younger. Not just less tired, but replenished. If I’d glimpsed her in passing, I might have thought she was Mia’s older sister instead of her mother. The family resemblance, always lurking at the edges, was now blinding: the curve of her jaw, the luminous skin, even the vulnerable set of her lips when she wasn’t sure if she was being studied or admired.

Vivian’s hands hovered over a sea of evidence, folders, legal pads, even a battered Moleskine crowded with sticky notes. Her laptop glowed with lines of argument and strategy. But the real miracle was that, for once, I barely noticed the threat display. My focus was fixed on her. Not the legend. Not the mentor or the strategist. Just the woman, alive and stunning and, for the first time, openly herself.

She rose from the couch as the sunlight hit her, backlit in gold and ivory, and the smile she gave me was shattering.

Real, deep, almost vulnerable.

For a beat, neither of us said a word.

Then she found her voice, velvet but edged with the same old fire. “Welcome home, Noah. I hope Florida was worth the sunburn.”

I tried to reply, but the shock of her new look scrambled my vocabulary.

“You—” I started, then stopped, fighting for sense. “Viv, you look... different in the best possible way.”

She laughed, the sound softer, warmer than I remembered. “I could say the same about you. I almost didn’t recognize you through the tan lines.”

I stepped closer, eyes flicking from her hair to her hands, noting small but seismic shifts: the absence of her wedding ring, the subtle perfume (vanilla and sandalwood, not chemical), and the way her posture hinted at openness instead of defense.

Every inch of her signaled change.

I’d spent months getting to know every angle of Vivian’s mind. Her logic, her tactical brilliance, the obsidian cool she wore in battle. I’d never, until now, truly seen her let the armor drop.

And God, was it devastating.

She stood in the center of the living room, hands twisted nervously in her blouse before she caught herself and let them fall.

“You’re staring,” she said, but there was no chill in it. Just a hint of blush.

I grinned. “Can you blame me? You look like you benched ten years off your face. Is it legal for you to be this pretty?”

That got another laugh, this one unfiltered. “Flattery? I see the Florida air hasn’t dulled your charm.”

I shrugged, still drinking her in. “I’m just calling it like I see it.”

She gestured to the couch, sweeping her hand across the expanse of evidence she’d assembled. “Come look at this. I want you to see what we’re up against.”

I followed her, but not before letting my hand drift casually along her lower back as we passed. The contact was electric. Vivian stiffened, but then leaned in, just enough to tell me she wanted it.

We sat, side by side, on the edge of the world’s most expensive battle plan.

But before she could launch into legal analysis, I let my attention linger on her features, letting the silence fill with all the things I couldn’t say out loud.

For the first time ever, Vivian Ross looked like a woman in her own skin. Not hiding. Not masking. Just being.

Even if the rest of the universe was about to catch hell, I was selfish enough to want this moment for myself.

She caught me watching and blushed again, color flooding her cheeks.

“You’re not even looking at the evidence,” she muttered, half-exasperated.

I didn’t flinch. “I see the most important piece.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t stop the smile.

The rest could wait.

For now, just being in the same room was enough. A promise of war and love and the slow, relentless undoing of every wall she’d built since the day I met her.

Whatever came next, I was ready.

And so was she.

***

While Viv assembled her notes, I messaged Serena letting her know playtime would have to wait a while longer. And after our weeklong sex marathon, she didn’t push back too hard.

When I turned my full attention on Vivian, the world went quiet while she lined up her evidence.

She was built for this. Confrontation, high-wire logic, the reclaiming of stolen power. But now, she didn’t look like someone preparing for war in a boardroom; she looked like a woman defending her own home, her family, and, maybe for the first time, herself.

She started with the easy kill shots: emails printed in full color, the Board’s own headers and signatures splashed across the page. Her hands moved with surgical precision, blue ink capping every exhibit, outlining who forged what, and when.

“This is the original exchange,” Vivian said, sliding a page to the center. “Note the timestamp. Thirty-eight minutes later, they altered the attachment and tried to pass it off as their own protocol. Idiotic, but effective on lazy audits.”

She clicked her laptop trackpad and played a recording. The hiss of a conference call filled the living room, board voices volleying under the radar:

“Vivian’s too close to the asset. Separate her, then move the patent.”

“Mercer’s a kid, he’ll cave if threatened with academic discipline.”

“Get Ross distracted by scandal. The lawyer can handle the fallout.”

Vivian muted the audio so abruptly it left a vacuum. Her eyes found mine, hard as glass.

“They thought they could predict me. You. All of us. They underestimated how much I care about this.”

She went on, faster now, momentum building as she outlined every dirty trick in St. Celeste’s playbook: secret Board votes, falsified lab logs, attempts to bribe peer reviewers into leaking our tech to donors.

Her fingers danced over tablets, switched to color-coded pie charts, then right back to old-school paper when she wanted me to see just how dumb they’d gotten.

At one point, she paused to pull up a transcript, gold nails tapping the highlighted passage.

“Here. They quote a precedent from 2017, thinking it gives them cover. But the case was reversed a year later. Classic move: bet on ignorance and inertia. Their counsel is lazy. I’ll bury them so deep in counter-filings they won’t know which way is up.”

Her tone, as she explained, never fully lost the edge of outrage. But beneath it, there was something even more primal: a sense of wanting to protect the invention, the dream, and everything it meant for us. The anger was only the surface. Underneath ran pure, uncut passion.

I sat back, watching the sunlight crawl over her hair, soaking in how the old reserve was gone. Even now, in the thick of a fight, Viv seemed lighter, years peeled away, the stress traded for focus and adrenaline.

But that wasn’t the only difference.

The more she talked, the more I honed in on her hands: elegant, precise, and, yeah, here was the kicker, completely bare where her wedding band used to be. I kept waiting for the gleam of platinum, the cool flash that said “off-limits,” but there was nothing. Just skin, peach-gold and lovely, guiding each page into place with a conductor’s certainty.

It did something to my chest. Maybe more than everything else she’d said.

Vivian didn’t notice, not at first. She was deep in the prose, trailing one fingertip along every smoking gun, eyes sparking as she teed up her next weapon.

“Once we lock this in with the judge, there’s no way they get control of your invention. Not even on appeal. If they try, I’m prepared to escalate with a countersuit and full media exposure. The press release is already drafted, embargoed for the moment you say go.”

She dropped another folder on the pile, the slap of paper echoing through the living room.

“Here’s our clean chain of title for the Biogen Scaffold, every iteration, every phase. I’ve matched the fingerprints to the original prototypes, and stamped each with a third-party affidavit.”

She waited, eyes hunting mine for a reaction.

The truth? I was barely following the flow, at least, not the words. My mind kept looping back to the sight of Viv in the crosshairs of all that sun, blouse loose at the neck, hair wild around her face, and hands moving like she was rewriting history with every flick of her wrist.

For a second, I didn’t want her to stop. I wanted her to keep talking, keep building this fortress, this future, until even the memory of the board’s corruption was nothing but noise.

But when she reached for another printout, I intercepted her.

My fingers closed gently over the back of her hand, stilling her in place.

The effect was instant.

Every war plan, every technicality, every email and trap, none of it mattered for the next heartbeat. The only thing in the room was her, the quiet pause of breath she took when she realized what I’d done.

Vivian glanced down, lips parted in surprise. Her hand, smaller than mine, trembled just enough to betray her. She waited. I didn’t let go.

The evidence could wait.

I wanted her to feel it, to know she was more than just my champion or my mentor or my shield. She was the reason any of this meant anything at all.

We held that moment, suspended, until neither of us needed words.

You could feel the scene pivot. Battle to tenderness, power to trust on that one, simple touch.

I didn’t hesitate.

Instead of letting the moment die in paperwork and anger, I stood, took Vivian’s trembling hand in mine, and led her away from the chaos of evidence.

She blinked, surprised but willing, as I drew her across the polished floor and out through the glass doors onto the sunlit balcony. The world outside was alive. Pacific wind crisp and bright, gulls echoing over distant surf, air laced with the scent of salt and blooming gardenias.

For a second, the ocean was the only audience.

I turned her toward the rail, letting the afternoon light wrap around her. Every detail sharpened: her hair, wild and sleek, rippling in the breeze; the open cut of her blouse shifting against her skin; the bare hands, soft and precise, resting now in mine.

Vivian looked up at me, lips parted, caught between surprise and hope.

I closed the gap, set both palms on her shoulders, and kissed her.

Not rough. Not desperate. But gentle, so full of intention it might have broken someone less hungry for it.

Her lips shivered against mine, hesitant, at first, then opening, responding.

When I pulled back, her eyes burned. No mask. No faculty facade. Just the woman underneath, fighting to make sense of feelings she couldn’t legislate away.

“I love you,” I said, voice dead steady. “That’s not strategy. It’s not politics. It’s just fact.”

She shook her head, breath catching. “Don’t—don’t say things you don’t mean, Noah. I—” Her words crumbled around the edges, the usual steel gone. “Not unless you want me to believe it.”

So I did the only thing that felt right. I cupped her face in both hands, thumbs brushing her temples, and forced her to see the truth.

“I mean it, Vivian. I love you. All of this, the fight, the risk, the future, none of it matters if I can’t share it with you.”

Her composure shattered. Tears traced the edges of her lashes, not flashy, just honest. She closed her eyes, maybe to hide, but I didn’t let her. I kissed her again, firmer this time, a seal against every lie ever told about who we were and what we could have.

When she opened her eyes, the battle was over. She was soft and open and impossibly vulnerable.

That’s when I played my last card.

“There’s something I haven’t told you,” I whispered. “After the wine country trip with Mia, I booked a cottage just for us. No WiFi, no board, no research files. Just you, me, and a cellar full of ridiculous wine.”

Vivian’s lips twitched, smile curling through her tears.

“Why?” she asked, voice feather-light but full of need.

I grinned. “Because you deserve more than war. You deserve time to breathe. To be loved. To be yourself. And I want that, with you, without the world clawing at us every minute.”

For a second, she just stood there. Then something in her surrendered. Shoulders dropped. Face softened. Every trace of skepticism dissolved.

“I would go anywhere with you,” she whispered. “Anywhere in the world.”

I held her tight, hands spanning her waist, and pressed my forehead to hers.

“I trust you, Viv. With my work, with my future, with everything. I’ll follow your lead. Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

She didn’t let go. If anything, she clung tighter.

The next kiss was all her. Hungry, certain, lips bruising as she poured months of unspoken want into the space between us.

When the air broke for breath, I found her smiling, really smiling, the kind of smile that made you forget she’d ever been a stranger.

Vivian drew a shaky breath and whispered, “Don’t worry. I’ll handle everything.”

The wind lifted her hair again, framing her in gold.

For a long time, neither of us moved.

There was nothing left to strategize. The war could wait. The world could burn.

Up here, above the ocean, nothing mattered except the future we’d just promised each other.

And I knew, with absolute certainty, that this was exactly where we belonged.


Amid the Grapevines


By Saturday morning, the sun was already picking a fight with the clouds, and the light in Pacific Heights was pure gold, full wattage, not a single shadow left in the corners. Our day started like any other, except the beautiful woman in my passenger seat still believed we were on a mission for fresh peaches, sunflowers, and a dozen brown eggs from some well-coiffed hippie with a collapsible tent.

Mia was effortless. Bleary and adorable in cutoff joggers and a faded sorority t-shirt, she tied her hair up in a lazy knot that looked like art. She wore zero makeup and was still the most stunning thing on the block. The vanilla-warmth of her perfume blended with her morning coffee, and the whole car smelled like home.

I played my part to perfection. We pulled out of the driveway right on seven, as planned, and Mia’s first question, “Did you bring the shopping bags, babe?”, came before we’d even cleared the hedge.

I deadpanned, “I’m a grown man, Mia. You think I’d forget?”

She arched an eyebrow, the skeptical-therapist move she’d absolutely mastered. “You once left the entire grocery list on the kitchen table and brought home three crates of oranges.”

“Oranges are healthy. And you needed the vitamin C. That was pure science.”

She snorted into her coffee, lips quirking. “God, you’re so full of shit. And you know it.”

I let her think she’d won. We hit the main street, rolled right past the farmer’s market, not even slowing for the cluster of tents and the early crowd. She craned her neck, watching the vendors pop up like mushrooms after rain.

“You missed the turn,” Mia said, accusing now. “You literally just ignored the entire market.”

“I know,” I tossed back, as calm as a man cruising to his own funeral.

She blinked, slow and surgical. “Where are you going?”

I gave her nothing. “You’ll see.”

“Is this a kidnapping?” She tried for menace, but mostly looked like she wanted to laugh. “Because my mother has a very particular set of skills, and you’re not ready for that.”

I cracked a smile, loving the way she escalated every game. “It’s not a kidnapping if you’re going willingly. It’s a surprise, babe.”

“Noah, I’m not packed, and I’m not dressed for anything,” she fired back, like that was her trump card. “I have no purse, no makeup, not even a toothbrush. I literally woke up and rolled straight into this seat.”

I waited for the stoplight, then hooked a thumb at the backseat. “Yes you are,” I said, dropping the hammer. “Now sit back and relax.”

Mia spun in her seat, eyes wide, instantly alert. There, tucked in the back, were two duffel bags, mine and a blue one I’d stolen from her closet at dawn, stuffed with everything a Ross girl could need for a mystery tour with a little help from my co-conspirator, Chloe.

She looked at the bags. Then at me. Then back at the bags.

“No,” she said, voice trembling with disbelief. “You did not.”

I shrugged, milking the reveal for all it was worth. “Didn’t want you to stress about the details. You get the day off.”

The change was instant. Suspicion melted into joy, raw and unguarded. She clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes shining. “This is really happening?”

I nodded, keeping my eyes on the road but sneaking glances at her whenever possible. “Buckle up, baby. Date day goes all weekend.”

She squealed. An actual squeal, straight from the harem’s designated peacemaker. I almost swerved from the force of it.

“This is amazing. What’s the plan? And don’t say ‘just wait and see,’ because I will throw this coffee at your head.”

I did my best stoic routine. “No spoilers.”

She eyed me sideways, plotting. “You know, I could just text Chloe. I bet she knows everything. She’ll spill before we even hit the first stop sign.”

She was right. Chloe had the entire itinerary, including the name and number of the old battle-axe who I’d talked to when I booked the bed and breakfast. “Chloe’s not in the loop. This is strictly Need-to-Know.”

Mia grinned, eyes narrowing. “Sure she isn’t, but I’ll play along. You’re up to something. I can feel it.”

“That’s the point.”

For a minute, neither of us spoke. The city faded behind us, trading palm trees and espresso bars for open highway and the shimmer of possibility. The farther we got from town, the less real the rest of the world seemed. Just me, Mia, and the endless road.

As we rolled along the highway, Mia leaned into the backseat, rummaging through her duffle. She plucked out a fresh outfit, a little sundress, crisp white, and glanced over, her eyes daring me with a wink as she peeled off her T-shirt. “Don’t crash, okay?” she teased, shimming out of her shorts right there in the passenger seat, bare legs unfolding beside the gearshift.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. God, those tits—their bare, perfect roundness; they were big, buoyant, practically performing for me with every jostle of the car. Her rose-pink nipples puckered tight as I drank her in, helpless to look away. The way her breasts bounced and swayed with each breath sent a surge straight to my cock, hard enough to punch clean through the dash.

Her G-string was white lace, riding low on her hips, the delicate fabric slipping into the cleft of an ass so flawless it could have been sculpted. She was an eleven, easy, on any scale you cared to use. For a second, I almost lost control of the wheel before I got the car lined up again.

Mia just giggled and leaned over, her lips brushing mine in a teasing kiss. “Eyes on the road, babe.”

My hands tensed on the wheel, knuckles pale as bone; it took everything I had not to fishtail off the road with a girl like that stripping bold as you please, inches away.

Next came her sundress, fresh panties, then makeup, quick and flawless, using the visor mirror, her lip gloss gliding on with practiced grace. She flicked on a hint of mascara, a sweep of blush on her cheekbones. Twenty minutes flat, and she was transformed: ready for a day in wine country, radiating that easy confidence like the sun through the windshield.

As she readied herself, I watched the landscape blur, a slow, subtle transition from suburb to countryside.

The silence was companionable. Mia always did this, let the quiet fill with meaning until you wanted to spill every secret you’d ever had.

Finally, she turned, curiosity burning bright. “Can I at least get three guesses?”

“You can try,” I said, “but you’ll never get it.”

She peered out at the hills, already plotting. “You kept going south, so we’re not headed to your mom’s.”

Mia had long since met the parents who, of course, loved her.

“No catty remarks about meeting the family?”

She giggled, soft and genuine. “I love your mom, but that’s not farmer’s market protocol. Second guess: is Brooke involved? Because if you’re driving me to an MMA bootcamp, I will strangle you with my bra.”

I nearly spit out my own coffee, the image of Mia in a sports bra and murder-mode so at odds with her actual demeanor I had to brace one hand on the wheel.

“No MMA,” I promised. “Cross my heart.”

She considered, biting at her lower lip. The move was pure mischief, but underlined by real wonder.

“Are we going to the beach?” she asked, this time hopeful. The ocean was her soft spot; get her near salt water, and she was guaranteed to melt.

I shook my head, letting suspense do its work.

Mia huffed, crossing her arms but never letting the smile fade. “You’re impossible. And also, I love this.”

Outside, the world started to shift.

The hills got steeper, patches of green crowding the sides of the two-lane road. We hit a gentle S-curve and the scenery changed. No more strip malls or drive-thru chains, just endless rows of grapevines, tidy as soldiers, rising on either side. The light grew softer, more golden, and even the air felt different. Less city, more promise.

Mia cracked the window, letting in a rush of warm, sun-thick air. The scent hit instantly: earth, dry grass, the faint tang of fermenting fruit from some nearby crush pad. If you’d bottled the vibe of late summer, this was it.

She inhaled, eyes fluttering shut. “God, that smell. It’s like being twelve again, back when my mom used to bribe us to pick strawberries in Sonoma.”

I glanced her way, watching the nostalgia write itself across her face.

“It’s the best,” she went on, “like nature’s own perfume. If I could pipe this into our house, I would.”

I let her have the moment, then nudged the conversation back on track. “You ready for another clue?”

She perked up, instantly alert. “Absolutely. Hit me.”

I tapped the GPS, which showed nothing but a winding blue line snaking through unfamiliar terrain. “Your only job for the next hour is to enjoy yourself.”

She laughed, light spilling out of her like it couldn’t be contained. “I’m way ahead of you.”

Mile after mile, the scene unfurled.

Sunlight sliced through the windshield, painting shifting patterns over Mia’s thighs and the dashboard. The grapevines multiplied, sloping up the hills in tight, perfect rows. Occasionally, we’d pass a battered sign for a tasting room or a family-run vineyard, the kind of place that barely advertised because their wine sold itself.

Mia played with the radio, landing on a playlist full of old-school jazz and show tunes. She hummed along softly, every so often stealing glances at the passing scenery.

Her joy was infectious. The way she pressed her palm to the window, pointing out wildflowers or an old barn perched on a rise. The way she’d gasp at every new curve, or giggle whenever she caught me watching her instead of the road.

After a while, she untied her hair, letting it fall around her shoulders. The breeze whipped the ends across her face, making her look younger and more alive than ever.

Loving her was a freefall, wild and desperate, the very air between us thick with want. I poured everything into it, holding nothing back; there wasn’t a single strand of restraint left in me, not a single fraction more I could give over to her if I tried. If I’d reached inside and turned myself inside out, if I’d burned myself down to the wick, there still wouldn’t have been more to offer. That’s how much I loved her.

“You know,” she said, “this is starting to look like wine country. Which is cheating, because you know I love it here.”

I stifled a smile. “Everything’s cheating when you play at my level.”

She rolled her eyes, but the pride was obvious. “If you’re taking me to that vineyard I mentioned last week, I’ll probably cry. Just warning you in advance.”

I shrugged, innocent. “What vineyard?”

“Nice try, babe. You never forget anything.”

She was onto me, but I kept my mouth shut. The anticipation was nearly as good as the reveal itself.

We wound deeper into the countryside, roads turning from asphalt to immaculate gravel, the world outside narrowing to a landscape built for romance.

Every now and then, a truck would whip past, loaded with crates or boxes, the drivers giving us knowing nods as though they recognized lovers on a mission.

Mia watched them, her smile growing, her hands fidgeting in her lap.

At one point, I slowed and turned onto a smaller road, the sort that didn’t even bother with lane markers.

Mia’s voice went pure awe. “Look at those grapes. They’re so…heavy.”

She was right. Sunlight made the clusters glow, fat and almost blue in the deep green shade.

“It’s almost harvest,” I said, letting science slip into the space between us. “The sugar’s peaking and the acid drops. That’s when they start to taste like wine, not just fruit.”

Mia’s jaw dropped, mock-adoring. “Hot and smart. The universe is not fair.”

I laughed. “Careful, or I’ll get a big head.”

“Too late.”

The banter kept us afloat. Secretly, I loved watching her piece it together, the way her logic and intuition tangled until she finally gave up and let herself be carried along.

Even with the air thick and lazy, there was electricity brewing. A sense of something big about to happen.

Mia stretched out her legs, toes propped on the dash, and for a moment, the only sound was the wind whipping through open windows and the distant calls of birds.

“Can I just say,” Mia started, “this is the best surprise ever. I haven’t felt this happy in months. Maybe years.”

I glanced over, saw the truth written clear: total, unfiltered bliss.

Her eyes were wet, but she didn’t try to hide it. If anything, she let the tears fall, a single drop tracking down her cheek before she wiped it away with her wrist.

“You’re the best, you know that?” she whispered. “Even if you make me insane with all your secrets.”

“Let’s see if you’re still saying that by dinner,” I teased.

She shot me a look, the kind that said she was memorizing every second.

Outside, the sun dipped lower, the color going from gold to fire.

Shadows from the grapevines danced along the road, and the car filled with the scent of dust and new beginnings.

For a while, we just rode, letting the anticipation simmer.

Ahead, the world promised nothing but pleasure.

And for once, I wasn’t worried about a thing.

By the time we reached the last bend, even Mia was out of guesses although she had obviously deduced our destination was in wine country.

She clapped her hands, eyes glued to the horizon where vineyard after vineyard melted into the sunset. “Tell me we’re staying forever.”

I grinned, turning into the driveway of the most exclusive winery in the region.

“Forever sounds about right.”

And for the first time all morning, Mia was completely, blissfully, speechless.

***

The winery wasn’t just exclusive; it was legendary, the sort that didn’t bother with roadside signs because the only people who mattered already knew how to find it. A discreetly placed marker, etched glass, silvered in the sun, announced the name. Past the gate, the road wound up through old-growth olives and then broke open to a courtyard straight out of a movie: fountains, pale stone, grapevines tumbling down either side like a green waterfall.

Even before I turned off the ignition, a host was waiting at the curb. He wore a suit that cost more than my car, sunglasses, and the kind of smile that said he’d already memorized our entire life story.

“Mister Mercer, Miss Ross. Welcome.” He leaned in through Mia’s window, all professional gravitas until he saw her wide-eyed awe. “We’ve been expecting you.”

Mia did a double-take. She glanced at me, then at the guy, then back at the rows of vines rolling out of sight. “Wait. This is…” Her sentence died, too stunned to finish.

I beamed, refusing to rush the moment.

The host, clearly a seasoned pro, ushered us inside. The tasting room ran wall-to-wall with windows, sunlight streaming in from every angle. Oak barrels lined two sides, stacked like cathedrals. And at the dead center, a table set just for us, with an uninterrupted view of the hills and the vines glowing in the late afternoon light.

Mia stepped in and just stopped, breathless. “Oh my god, Noah. This is…”

She didn’t bother finishing. Her face, radiant and raw, wasn’t built for words.

The host motioned for us to sit, then presented the menu like it was the holy grail. Each wine had a story, soil, sunlight, decades of stubborn devotion, and a tasting note for every heartbreak and happy ending.

Mia’s favorite Chardonnay took center stage, three vintages in a flight. I watched her melt.

“No way. Is this—?”

I nodded, grinning. “Handpicked for the occasion.”

Her eyes went glassy, tears of actual joy this time. “I can’t even—no one ever—” She blanked out, then just laughed, wiping her eyes. “You’re a magician.”

I lifted a glass, offered a toast. “You’re worth it, baby. I love you. To surprises.”

She clinked her glass to mine, the sound sharp and perfect, and took her first sip.

The wine was gold in the glass, clear as sunlight, with a nose of ripe peach and toasted almond. Mia’s reaction was instantaneous. A rush of pleasure, a sigh that rolled through her whole body.

“I think I just had an orgasm in my mouth,” she whispered, low enough for the host not to hear. “I mean, I don’t say that lightly.”

“Noted for the record,” I shot back. “But I hope I can still outdo a bottle of wine.”

She shot me a wicked grin, love and heat burning in those eyes.

The host guided us through the next pours, an earthy Pinot, a Syrah so dark it bordered on scandalous, and then experimental blends that Mia dissected like sacred puzzles.

I barely tasted half of them. I was too busy watching her, how her lips curled around the rim of each glass, how her voice got breathy when she described a flavor she loved. At one point, she slipped off her sandal and ran her bare foot along my calf, just to see if I’d flinch.

I didn’t. Not for a second.

As the hours twisted on, the sun inched lower, the sky turning molten. Shadows from the barrels stretched across the floor, and the hills outside glowed with more gold than seemed possible. The tasting room emptied. We were all but alone.

After the last pour, the host reappeared, this time softer, more deferential.

“If you’ll follow me, your dinner table is ready.”

He led us out onto a private pathway, winding through the vines. The air was still warm, laced with wildflowers and the last, faint hum of bees. At the top of the hill, a table waited: white tablecloth, silverware gleaming, and a pair of candles already fighting the evening breeze. The view was panoramic, grapevines forever, and the whole valley slowly surrendering to dusk.

Mia stopped in her tracks.

“Noah,” she breathed, voice trembling. “This is a dream. You know that, right?”

I pulled her chair, let her settle in.

“It’s just the start,” I promised, and I meant it.

Champagne arrived first, dry and full of promise. The server poured, never spilling a drop.

We toasted again, this time to “us,” no caveats.

I watched the wind catch Mia’s hair, spun it to gold in the candlelight. She laughed at every stupid joke I told. We gazed out at the rows of vines and the way the sun dipped so low the hills seemed on fire.

Course after course arrived: delicate greens, grilled salmon soft enough to melt on your tongue, fruit and cheese arranged like art.

But the main event came with dessert.

The server brought a plate topped with a single chocolate torte, the kind Mia always pretended to avoid but always devoured when nobody was looking.

As he set the plate down, I stood, nerves blasting every warning bell, but I didn’t slow down. Instead, I dropped to one knee, just to the side of her chair.

Mia’s eyes went wide. Instantly wet.

I produced the velvet box, flipped it open. Inside, not one, but two matching silver bands, shining in the last of the sun.

She inhaled sharply, hands flying to her mouth.

“I know I can’t legally marry just you,” I said, voice steady despite the pounding in my chest. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t my heart, Mia. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. You’re my family, my anchor, my future. So I want you to wear this, always, to remind you that no matter what happens, I’m yours. Amelia Grace Ross, will you marry me?”

She was shaking. No hesitation. Just a storm of emotion.

“Is that a yes?” I teased, barely clinging to composure.

Mia choked out a laugh that was more sob than sound. “Yes. Yes! Oh my god, yes, I’ll wear it forever. I’ll be your wife, or your partner, or whatever word you want. Just say it’s real.”

I slid the band onto her finger, fingers trembling almost as bad as hers.

She stared at it for a beat, then threw herself out of the chair and into my arms, knocking me flat on the grass. We tumbled, laughing and crying and locked in a hug that made the rest of the world irrelevant.

She kissed me, sweet and desperate, hands in my hair, on my face, everywhere at once. I held her, letting the moment burn into my brain.

After a while, she pulled back, cheeks wet, eyes shining.

“But…” she started, voice a whisper, “what about Chloe? Serena? The others? You’re not just giving this to me, right?”

I caught her face in both hands, honest as I’d ever been.

“They’re getting rings too,” I promised. “But this weekend is just for us. You deserve your moment, Mia. You all do.”

She melted, tears leaking again, but this time, they were pure happiness.

“I love you so much,” she said, voice torn up. “You have no idea.”

“I have some idea,” I replied, slipping the second band onto my own finger as proof. “But show me again, just in case.”

She giggled and pulled me in for another kiss, deep and slow, with zero regard for whether the server could see.

The air crackled with energy. Maybe it was the wine, or the wind, or just the gravity of two people finally letting go.

We sat there, tangled together, the world falling away as the candles flickered and the last light faded from the hills.

Every now and then, she’d look at her hand, twisting the ring, like she was pinching herself to make sure it was real.

After dessert, champagne poured again. We toasted to the future, to our chosen family, to the promise that we could actually have it all.

Mia was beside herself, torn between laughter and tears. She kept whispering how much she loved me, how she’d never been this happy, how she wanted the entire night to last forever.

As the stars came out, one by one, tentative at first and then in a rush, I reached across the table, holding her hand tight.

The server cleared the last of the plates and left us truly alone.

Mia gazed at the ring again, then at me, and suddenly the whole future snapped into focus.

“I want to spend the rest of my life like this,” she said, voice small but fierce.

“You will,” I promised.

We sealed it with another kiss, our hands locked tight, and the night swallowed the last remnants of doubt.

Tomorrow would be another day.

But for tonight, Mia was the queen of the world.

And nothing was ever going to take that away.

***

The drive after dinner was all winding roads and golden shadows, the countryside so serene it felt like we’d slipped out of real life and into a dream. Mia clung to my hand for most of the way, absently twisting her new ring, unable to stop glancing at it, or me, for longer than a heartbeat. The sky was teal and fading fast, distant stars poking through before the sun had fully surrendered.

We found the bed and breakfast perched on a hill, its porch lights glowing like some old lighthouse for lost travelers. The place looked frozen in time, with a wraparound balcony and rambling garden tangled in moonflowers. I barely had the car in park before Mia unbuckled and practically bounced onto the gravel.

Inside, we were hit with the scent of lemon oil and worn wood. The foyer was all antique rugs and wildflower bouquets arranged in blue glass vases. At the front desk, the caretaker eyed us with a mixture of disdain and curiosity, his enormous eyebrows doing half the talking.

“Mercer?” he barked, voice like nails on a chalkboard. “Welcome. Rules are simple. Breakfast at seven sharp, not a minute later. If you miss it, you’re out of luck until tomorrow.”

I nearly lost it on the spot. Mia looked like she was about to explode from suppressed laughter.

The guy shoved two old-fashioned keys across the counter, muttering about “kids these days” and “ruined sheets.” When he peered over his spectacles to give Mia a once-over, she flashed him her most innocent therapist smile. He grunted in reply.

“Room’s up the stairs, second on the left. Do not—” here he jabbed a finger, totally deadpan— “do not break the bed. It’s been in my family three generations.”

Mia nodded solemnly. “Neither me or my husband would dream of it, sir.”

He gave us a final glare and vanished, footsteps echoing through the empty hall.

We lost it on the stairs, snorting with laughter until we reached the landing.

The room was everything I wanted: whitewashed walls, a bank of windows open to the breeze, and at its heart, the most dramatic four-poster bed I’d ever seen. Carved wood, cherry finish, and a mattress so thick you’d need a map to find your way out if you got lost inside it. The thing was a shrine to antique glamour, and Mia, instantly, wanted to leap onto it and test every creak.

A quick glance said it all: the springs had already protested when I set our bags down. Just the threat of what we might do later was enough to make the whole thing shudder.

Mia circled the bed, eyes sparkling. “That caretaker’s going to have a heart attack when he hears us go at it.”

I shrugged, already unbuttoning my shirt. “Then we’ll give him something to be grumpy about.”

She shivered, though not from cold. I watched her peel away the day’s outfit, bare legs, flush rising, the ring flashing on her delicate hand. Underneath, she wore simple black lace, made sinful by the way it hugged her unreal curves.

Mia crawled onto the bed, deliberately slow, ass swaying. My heart rate climbed into the red zone as she propped herself on one elbow, chin resting on her palm. She watched me with an expression that could’ve melted granite.

“Are you going to seduce me, baby, or just stare all night?”

I joined her, the bed screeching an epic protest at the shift in weight. That did it. Mia collapsed into giggles.

I pounced, pinning her wrists over her head, mouth at her ear. “Shhh, the caretaker will hear.”

She bit her lip, trying and failing to stifle another laugh. “Maybe he’ll come upstairs and make us clean the bathroom as punishment.”

I kissed down her neck, trailing my fingers along her ribs.

“I hope he’s got good earplugs,” I murmured.

“Or a decent therapist,” she replied, voice breathy.

I took my time, undressing her inch by inch, planting hungry kisses as I went. She was so soft, so warm and alive, the scent of vanilla and skin and sun all tangled together. Her tits were full and heavy in my hands, nipples flushed and begging for my tongue.

By the time I reached her pussy, she was dripping, thighs slick, the ring glinting every time she tangled her hands in my hair.

I teased her, slow, savoring, tongue circling her clit until she writhed against the quilt, trying to muffle her moans in the pillows. Her orgasm hit fast, rolling up from her core and breaking over her in liquid shudders.

She came hard, voice ragged and half-smothered, gripping my head and bucking against my face. The bed kept time with us, every tremor sending the old springs into a new chorus of protest.

Once she’d stopped shaking, I pulled myself up, kissing her deeply so she could taste herself on my lips.

“That’s one,” I said, settling between her legs.

She arched, eyes wild. “How many do you think you can get away with before the caretaker calls the cops?”

I lined up my cock, throbbing, already slick with pre-cum, and pushed inside her, relishing the perfect, velvet heat as her pussy swallowed me whole. The pleasure took my breath away.

I groaned and managed to eek out, “We’re about to find out.”

We’d traveled a long road since that first night I took Mia’s virginity. No more wide-eyed innocence: Mia had blossomed into a consummate expert, her body so intimately familiar with mine that I’d lost count of how many times we’d fucked. She moved now with the easy confidence of someone who had turned raw awkwardness into art, her heat greeting me every time like she’d been born to take me inside her. From hesitant first touches to reckless, hungry passion, Mia knew exactly what she was doing, and she made sure I did, too.

The first strokes were careful, both of us trying to keep quiet, but it was a lost cause. Every push drew out a squeak from the mattress, and every time Mia tried to bite back a moan, I found a new angle or rhythm to wreck her composure.

I fucked her slow at first, savoring the friction, the way her cunt gripped me tight and wouldn’t let go. Her legs wrapped around my back, heels digging in, as I built the pace, harder, deeper, each drive punctuated by the bed’s noisy applause.

“That’s so loud,” she hissed, half-laughing, half-turned-on, and definitely moaning.

I leaned in, tongue in her ear. “Maybe the caretaker will join us. Make it a real party.”

Mia lost it, clenching around my cock as a new orgasm tore through her. She squealed into my shoulder, her whole body rippling with aftershocks.

I didn’t slow; if anything, the messier we got, the more addictive it became. I hammered her, balls slapping against her ass, the obscene sound of sex and bedframe fusing into one perfect soundtrack.

When I felt my release building, I slowed, holding at the edge.

“I want every drop inside me,” Mia begged, voice pure need. “Please, baby. Come in me. Fill me up.”

She didn’t need to ask twice.

I sank myself into Mia, hips flush, feeling the impossible squeeze of her as she came again, tighter and tighter until my brain short-circuited and my own orgasm exploded up my spine. I buried my cock to the root, clutching her ass so hard I’d probably left fingerprints, and pumped load after load into her heat. It was like the world snapped to white, pure, blinding pleasure, balls draining, every muscle in my body locking up as I flooded her with cum. The first spurt was so strong it nearly knocked the wind out of me. She screamed, full-throated, hands clawing my back and dragging me deeper, if that was even possible. All the breath in her body came out in a single raw sound, animal and victorious, and the bed groaned beneath us like it might splinter in half.

She clenched around me, milking every drop, greedy and desperate, her hips rocking up even as she trembled from aftershocks. I could actually feel her pussy rippling, squeezing to coax out every last pulse, and with each throb I heard the wet slap of our bodies and the torrent of slickness as I bred her full. The room smelled like sex and sweat and old linen, the air thick with proof of what we'd done.

It wasn’t just the physical release; it was the psychic rush of knowing Mia wanted it all, needed it all, and would never again hold a piece of herself back from me. She rolled her hips, grinding against me, and I groaned, still hypersensitive, not yet able to pull out. She locked her ankles behind my back to trap me there, like she could keep my DNA spliced to hers by sheer force of will.

By the time the pulsing stopped, I was totally spent, body shaking with the afterburn. Mia lay beneath me, panting, her hair tangled and face flushed, wearing the most fucked-out smile I’d ever seen. Slowly, I let myself collapse on top of her, our skin hot and glued together by sweat and the mess I'd just pumped inside her.

Mia rolled to her side, still impaled on my cock, giggling as the bed groaned in sympathy.

I wrapped my arms around her, nuzzling her neck. “You think we broke it?”

She reached down, still curious. “Not yet. But there’s time.”

Round two started with her on top, riding me slow, controlling every tortured inch. Her tits bounced in the moonlight, and every time I thrust up she moaned louder, daring the mattress to keep up.

I palmed her ass, guiding her, loving the flex of her thighs and the way her pussy went liquid every time I bucked beneath her.

When she was close, she leaned down, voice hoarse in my ear. “Don’t hold back, Noah. I want you to breed me. Fill me again, and again, and again.”

The words slammed into my nervous system.

I grabbed her hips, holding her down as I came a second time, cock spasming inside her, cum leaking out around the base in a hot rush. She trembled through another orgasm, her nails digging halfmoons into my chest.

When she finally slumped forward, breathless and shaking, we both broke up laughing at the bed’s dying protest.

We spent the next hour fucking in every position the ancient frame could handle. Mia started on her back, then her side, then bent over the edge while I fucked her from behind, my hands locked on her waist. She squealed and begged for more, pussy never letting go, each orgasm rolling into the next.

I filled her every time, and every time, my cum gushed out and made a slick, creamy mess on her thighs, the sheets, and the bed itself.

By midnight, we were both spent, skin-to-skin, the breeze off the open window cooling sweat and sex and the occasional groan of the inn’s haunted furniture.

We lay there, tangled, moonlight making everything shimmer through the lace curtains.

Mia cuddled against me, cheek resting on my chest, and for a long time, all we did was catch our breaths.

It was perfect.

After a while, when the world finally slowed, she brushed my cheek with her lips.

“Tell me something true,” she whispered.

I let the idea fall between us, raw and unfiltered.

“I’m starting a business,” I said, catching her by surprise. “Viv is on board, so is Serena. Rory’s going to run the strategy side. We’re building it around my BioPrint Scaffold research. If this works, we’ll rewrite what medicine can do.”

She stared at me, lips parted, hope flickering in those blue eyes.

“And I want you in it, too. Not for the research, unless you want that, but because you are the best at understanding what people really need. You’re a listener, Mia. You change lives.”

The words hit her deep. I watched the tears fill her eyes, spill over, shimmer down her cheeks while her smile stretched so wide it nearly split her face.

“I always thought…I always thought it was crazy to dream about opening my own wellness center,” she said. “A real place for young women to heal, to breathe, to find peace. I never told anyone but you because I thought it sounded stupid.”

I cupped her face, kissing her tears away.

“It’s not stupid. It’s perfect. And once the company is up and running, you’ll have all the support you need. Hell, I’ll build you the first office with my bare hands if that helps.”

She sobbed out a laugh, pure love bleeding through every broken word.

“I can’t believe you believe in me this much.”

I ran my fingers through her hair, settling her against my chest. “You’re the best part of me. Why wouldn’t I?”

We held each other, the silence stretching out, thick with possibility.

Mia was the first to break it. “I want babies,” she whispered, as if confessing something forbidden. “Not just one. I want the whole mess. Kids, chaos, a lifetime with you.”

I tensed, in a good way, cock twitching even as it softened inside her.

“We made the vows, and I want that too. But are you sure?” I asked, not wanting to push.

She nodded, fierce. “I never felt ready until tonight. But now? I want to start as soon as possible. I want to grow our family, let love fill every crack.”

I laughed, the joy so sharp it almost hurt. “Well, Serena’s on the same mission. Maybe you two should coordinate.”

Mia grinned, eyes wicked. “You want a baby race?”

“You’d win,” I deadpanned. “After what we just did, it would be a miracle if you weren’t already pregnant.”

She held up her ring, letting it sparkle in the moonlight. “Are you really ready for this? For forever with me?”

I didn’t hesitate. “There’s never been a day I wanted more.”

She reached down, spreading her pussy to prove the slick, messy leak of my cum down her thigh. “I’m stopping my pill in the morning. That way, every time you fuck me, you know you’re breeding your wife.”

That hit me hard. I surged up, kissed her like I could drink her in, and started moving inside her again, slow and desperate, even as our bodies clung together in exhaustion.

We fucked through the next two orgasms, Mia’s pussy greedy and insistent, my cock swelling and emptying inside her, our whole universe reduced to sweat, heat, and the relentless pounding of our hearts.

When sleep finally found us, the mess between her thighs was proof of our devotion: my cum leaking out in thick streams, coating the sheets and the bedspread, the room reeking of sex and something sweeter. Hope.

We held each other, whispering baby names, debating nursery colors, fantasizing about a house big enough for a dozen kids and as much chaos as we could handle.

“I love you, Noah,” Mia murmured, voice soft as the night itself. “I’ll love you every day for the rest of my life.”

I squeezed her close, knowing there was nothing in the world I wanted more.

Outside, the moon bathed us in silver, the wind rattled the glass, and inside our little sanctuary, we dared to believe in forever.

I fell asleep with my cock still inside her, our bodies fused, every nerve and dream tangled tight.

The world could end tomorrow.

But tonight? This was everything.


Massage Therapy


In the pale hush of morning, Mia and I slipped out of the bed and breakfast, ghosts bent on avoiding the caretaker and whatever awkward conversations might follow. We skipped breakfast entirely. The bed itself had survived, a miracle, given the night before, but the sheets were another story; I suspected they’d be better off incinerated. Mia insisted on stripping the linens herself, peeling them down to the mattress, and even scribbled a note to apologize for the “mess.” But the only mess I cared about was the one still seeping from her, a slow, sticky reminder she carried with her all the way home.

Once inside, Mia pulled me close, her kiss soft but lingering, tongue tangling with mine in a way that made the world fall away. She whispered she loved me, then promptly vanished to take a nap, leaving me adrift in the quiet. Meanwhile, emails awaited, a deluge of catch-up that included a final confirmation for tonight’s surprise date with Brooke.

This evening, it was her turn for a ring, though I couldn’t guess what she’d make of a classic romantic dinner. Brooke wasn’t the candlelit dinner type; I’d racked my brain for something she’d truly enjoy that didn’t revolve around sweaty gym sessions or sex. Still, she deserved the effort, and I meant for this night to matter. I’d barely opened Vivian’s email about our next steps with the board when I paused, frowning, because I caught a familiar scent drifting through the room, impossible to mistake.

The scent was sunshine and coconut, heavy and wild, like someone had bottled the entire California coast in a single burst. I reached for my coffee, half-watching the cursor blink on an email chain from Viv, and tried to convince myself I could get through even one message before the day got derailed.

Nice thought. Total fiction.

A flash of red. A blur of motion. The next thing I knew, a warm, lithe body pressed against my back, arms locked around my throat like some playful assassin.

Brooke.

She didn’t just sneak up on you. She attacked, full frontal, like she didn’t believe in “gently waking” anyone, especially not me.

Her hands slid over my chest, palm splayed, one hot at my collarbone, the other creeping up to tangle in my hair. Her tits flattened against my shoulder blades, and her breath exploded into my ear, hot and electric.

“Guess what, stud,” she purred, nipping my earlobe just hard enough to draw a curse out of me. “You have exactly five minutes to wrap whatever nerd shit you’re doing, then report to my room. Clothes optional. Actually, fuck that—leave ’em. I’ve got something you need to see.”

For a heartbeat, I just sat there, stunned, her perfume and the energy of her body short-circuiting my entire nervous system.

Brooke’s signature move: catch you off-guard, shake you up, then strut away before you put two thoughts together.

I sucked a breath, willed my blood supply south back to my head, and found enough composure to twist halfway around. She grinned down at me, hair wild, lips painted the color of trouble. Her ass pressed into my shoulder as she leaned in, tongue flicking my earlobe again, and those blue eyes, fucking hell, they sparkled.

She didn’t let me catch a word in edgewise.

“I know you love a challenge. Don’t be late.” She bit my neck, grinning wider. “Because the only thing worse than a coward is a man who can’t keep up.”

God, she was pure fire. No filter, no brakes, just the whole fucking engine redlining whenever she wanted.

She started to slip away, fingers trailing over my shoulder, dragging her nails just enough to leave a threat in their wake.

I snagged her wrist, caught her mid-spin.

“Wait,” I said, voice lower than planned. “Hang on, Brooke. I was going to ask you to do something with me tonight. An actual date. Not just—” I waved a hand, indicating the general chaos of a sleepover she’d been plotting.

Her expression did a one-eighty: the instant you suggested conventional romance, her eyes narrowed, face going deadpan.

“You don’t need to take me out, babe. Seriously.” She jerked her hand out of my grip, but not mean. More like she was allergic to anything that hinted at cliché. “I’m planning on fucking you. Why waste time pretending we’re not just going to end up naked?”

The words were pure Brooke. Blunt, bold, and punctuated with a smirk that dared me to challenge her.

But behind the swagger, I caught something else. The smallest flicker. Maybe surprise, maybe something softer, before she reset and went back into full stand-up mode.

“I mean, you can buy me dinner, if you want. But I hope you like your steak cold.”

She was already moving, the conversation over as far as she was concerned.

The last thing she did was blow a kiss, then glance back: “Five minutes, lover. Don’t make me come down here and drag you.”

She vanished up the stairs, hair and laughter trailing after her.

I sat there, pulse jackhammering, laptop open and emails forgotten.

Brooke: 1, My Dignity: 0.

That’s when the truth sank in: If I waited for her to let me do this the “usual” way, it would never happen.

No candlelit dinners. No slow seduction. If I wanted to show her what she really meant to me, I’d have to do it her way.

Right here. Right now.

Quick decision. I closed the laptop, slid it aside, and dug through the side pocket of my bag for the little velvet pouch I’d stashed between conference notes and contract drafts. Inside, two silver bands winked in the half-light. A pair, heavy and simple, solid enough to outlast the end of the world.

Promise rings. Not wedding, not yet, but the next best thing.

I rolled them in my palm, weighed the moment.

Brooke didn’t want fanfare. She wanted action, fast, loud, and unmistakably honest.

If she wasn’t the marrying type, fine. But I was going to ask anyway.

I tucked the rings deep in my jeans, heart pounding. No speech, no buildup, just the truth in a pocket.

Then, before I could talk myself out of it, I hit the stairs, two at a time, nerves lit up like powerlines in a storm.

Halfway up, I heard her voice, already halfway to laughter, already plotting another round.

She was going to eat me alive. I hoped so.

Outside Brooke’s door, I paused once. Not for courage. Just to commit the moment to memory. The scent of her perfume drifting down the hallway, the echoes of her last threat still ringing, the hard weight of what waited in my pocket.

Five minutes. That’s all she’d given me.

She was a force of nature, and I was about to walk into the eye of the hurricane.

This was how she wanted it: rough, real, with zero patience for anything but the main event.

I knocked lightly, then turned the handle, the rings burning against my thigh.

Whatever I expected, I knew it would never be enough to predict the chaos that was Brooke on her best day.

Tonight, she was getting everything I had.

And maybe, just maybe, she’d let me give her forever, too.

***

I never knew what to expect when I walked into her space, but tonight, Brooke completely rewrote the script.

Her door creaked open and I stepped into a heatstorm of candlelight. Flickering flames danced on every surface: windowsills, dresser, nightstand. The whole room glowed in gold and pink, shadows chasing up the walls, alive with movement. Soft music pulsed under the sizzle of wax and perfume, something low, throaty, almost hypnotic.

Her bed was the centerpiece. Brooke had stripped the covers, replaced them with navy blue sheets that looked slick as oil, and arranged a jungle of pillows at the headboard. Bottles littered the edge: glass vials, a pump, something in a gleaming ceramic jar. The whole place reeked of orange blossom, smoke, and a promise that whatever happened here, nothing would be the same tomorrow.

Brooke was waiting by the window, backlit like a goddess, hands on her hips and legs spread wide. She wore nothing but a tiny pair of black panties that barely hid the perfect, high curve of her ass and a matching bra that looked ready to surrender at any minute.

The effect was instant. My cock twitched, blood roaring up everywhere at once.

She grinned at my reaction, slow and hungry. “Welcome to the wild side. I hope you’re ready.”

She stalked over, hips rolling, every inch of her radiating challenge.

I tried to focus, but she was impossible to process all at once: hair wild, nipples poking through the lace, eyes so blue they glowed in the candlelight. Up close, she smelled like citrus, vanilla, and a hint of road rage.

She planted both hands on my chest, pushing me back a step.

“You want to know what got me in the mood?” she asked, humming with pride. “I was watching porn. Big shock, right? Some body-to-body massage thing, and the dude lost his fucking mind. Like, practically clawed the bed apart. So I ordered the gel, prepped my whole setup, and now”, she flicked her tongue over her upper lip, mischief in full tilt, “you’re my test subject.”

She grabbed the hem of my shirt and yanked upward. “Off.”

I didn’t need telling twice.

I stripped on autopilot, eyes never leaving hers. Shirt gone. Jeans and boxers down, cock bobbing into the cool air, already thickening just from the way she watched me.

Brooke kicked off her panties with zero ceremony, reached behind to unclip the bra, and dropped it on the floor. Instantly, her tits popped free: big, proud, gravity-defying. Her nipples were already hard, begging for my hands and mouth.

She paused to appraise me, lips curling. “You’re seriously packing, babe. It’s like Mia fucked your cock two sizes bigger over the weekend. I hope the gel can handle what I’m about to do to you.”

I nearly laughed, but my brain was too busy processing a hundred sensory inputs: the candles, the wildness, her body, the anticipation.

She motioned to the bed, leaving no room for negotiation. “Face down. Arms at your sides.”

I obeyed, muscles tensing as I stretched out flat against the slippery sheet. The material was chilled at first, then warm as my skin adapted. My cock was crushed beneath me, but every nerve ending was suddenly tuned to Brooke.

She joined me a breath later, knee to the mattress, the dip and squeak as she climbed over me telegraphing every move.

A cold splash struck the center of my back. I gasped, the shock of it exploding outward in a rush.

Brooke giggled, then drizzled more: a deliberate line from the nape of my neck all the way to the small of my back, then a quick flick over my ass, just for fun.

The gel was thicker than oil, scented with citrus, and cold enough to force a shiver through my bones.

Then came her hands, hot and alive, spreading the slickness over my shoulders, kneading and palming every muscle like it was bread dough.

“Chill, genius,” she whispered, voice pure honey. “I’m not just in this for my health.”

She worked me over like an expert: deep circles over my shoulders, thumbs digging in at the base of my neck, then a playful rake of nails down the length of my spine. Every time she hit a knot, she paused to grind it out, then smoothed over the ache with more gel.

When my skin was humming, she switched tactics.

More gel, this time dumped over her own chest. I heard the squirt, then felt the shock of her tits sliding along my spine, gliding in perfect, hot slaps as she rode me from neck to beltline.

She straddled my waist, thighs tight around my hips, and used her body as the main course.

Her tits dragged slow, wet trails up and down my back, nipples hard against my shoulder blades, then lower, pressing into my sides as she leaned in and bit my ear again.

“You ever been fucked like this?” she breathed, the words a molten promise.

I shook my head, unable to speak. My face was half-buried in the sheet, but I could feel every inch of her: the slip and grind of her abs on the small of my back, the way her mound mashed against my ass, the heat of her skin barely separated by a layer of peppermint-scented lube.

She covered my whole body: chest, belly, thighs. Her weight pinned me, deliberate, like she wanted to press her scent into my bones until nobody else could erase it.

With every grind, her pussy left scorch marks, slick, greedy, leaving no question about how ready she was.

She upped the ante, breath hot in my ear. “You know what I’m thinking about right now? How it’s going to feel when I ride your cock, dripping with all this shit. How loud and sloppy it’s gonna sound. How the whole house is gonna hear me when you start pounding up into me because you can’t fucking stand it anymore.”

She nipped my shoulder, then slowed, huffing out a twisted laugh.

“I want you so bad it’s not even funny. You’re going to blow the second you get inside me. Bet on it.”

I groaned, melting under the weight of her words and the friction of her body. My cock felt like a steel rod, leaking into the sheet beneath me, so hard it hurt.

Brooke took her time, making a mess of my back, then kneading my ass with both hands, slick palms gliding everywhere.

She paused at the base of my spine, then whispered, “Turn over. Now.”

It wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order.

I rolled, careful not to launch her straight to the wall. My cock stood up, red and desperate, already slicked at the tip.

Brooke’s eyes went huge, and she whistled. “Fuck, babe. That thing is going to wreck me. No wonder Mia was limping when she got home.”

She grabbed the gel, pumped a fresh glob into her hand, and slathered it over my chest, letting it drip down my abs and onto the shaft of my cock. The cold hit first, then the tingling burn of whatever they put in this stuff, and I nearly bucked off the bed.

She straddled my thighs, tits bouncing as she smeared lube all over her own curves, then grabbed my cock at the base and stroked it, slow and deliberate.

The sound was obscene: wet, slapping, loud enough to echo straight through the fucking floor.

Brooke leaned over, tits swinging, and planted her nipples right in my face.

“Suck,” she whispered, voice rough.

I opened my mouth, latched on, and went to work.

Her nipples were hypersensitive, every tug drawing out a gasp, then a groan, then her hips grinding harder into my lap.

Her hands wandered, pumping my cock, massaging my chest, raking up my sides. Meanwhile, I squeezed her ass, greedy for the give and flex of her skin, the curve of her hips, everything.

She shivered with want, twisting her hips to line up, the gel making the slide effortless.

She hovered above me, eyes dark, then lined up my cock and slowly, torturously, sank down until I filled her completely.

We both groaned at the sensation.

She set the pace instantly: bouncing, grinding, using handfuls of gel to keep everything blazing slick and frictionless. Every movement sent shockwaves through my pelvis, up my spine, and into my brain. My hands found her tits, squeezing and pulling her down to my mouth, swapping from nipple to nipple, never letting go.

Brooke rode me like she was out to prove something. Maybe to herself, maybe to me, but I was just along for the ride.

The sound of our bodies was madness: wet, rhythmic, like the world’s dirtiest symphony. Slap, glide, slam, over and over, building faster and faster. The friction was so intense I felt myself skidding toward orgasm after just a minute, but I held back, wanting to watch her break first.

She moaned, loud and raw, not a hint of self-consciousness. Every time she dropped onto my cock, she threw her head back, hair flying, eyes barely staying open.

“Harder,” she begged, not a trace of shame. “Fucking meet me, baby. Show me what you’ve got.”

So I did.

I flexed my hips, driving up into her, matching her grind with thrusts that made the entire bed shudder.

She clawed at my chest, nails leaving trails. I grabbed her ass, slammed her down, and fucked upward with as much power as I could muster.

It was a contest of wills: who could break first, who could hold out.

Brooke’s body was a miracle, all rippling muscle and soft curves, tits bouncing and sweat dripping down her neck, her belly and pussy smeared with glistening gel that made every contour pop in the candlelight. My cock pistoned up into her, soaking wet, every stroke driving the point home.

Her orgasm took her with no warning. She convulsed, whole body shuddering, eyes rolling back as her jaw dropped in a wail that could have rattled windows.

I followed, helpless. The sight of her breaking was more than I could take.

My balls clenched so hard I saw stars. The orgasm hit like a neural supernova, lighting up every nerve ending from my toes to the root of my skull. I fired a volcanic shot inside her, thick and hot, each spasm of my cock triggering another pulse until it felt like I’d never stop coming. There was so much pressure, so much release, I half expected it to explode straight through her and paint the ceiling. Instead, it backed up in searing waves, flooding around the base of my cock and mixing with the citrus lube and Brooke’s slick heat. For a half-beat, the only thing anchoring me to reality was the way her pussy clamped down, iron and velvet, wringing every last drop from me until I had nothing left to give.

Brooke wasn’t satisfied with that. She kept grinding, determined to wring out the last molecule of pleasure, even as both of us shook from the aftershock. Her hips bucked, milking me with every flex of her thighs, sweat running off her ribs and pooling in the hollow of my chest. Her hands dug into my pecs, nails scoring shallow trails that would be there tomorrow. She was feral, insatiable, and for a wild second I thought she might fuck me to death.

I could feel her shuddering above me, the tremors of her own climax still rippling through her core. Her abs flexed, legs trembling, hair whip-wet and sticking to her shoulders. We’d gone so hard that we’d nearly soaked the sheet, a sticky mix of sweat, lube, and pure animal want. My head spun, buzzing with that old, delicious confusion between mind-blowing sex and genuine affection, like maybe this was her twisted way of saying I love you.

At some point, the pleasure became too much; it blurred out the pain, the hunger, even the awareness of where my body stopped and hers began. I felt myself slipping, fading backward into a soft, roaring whiteout. The room spun, hot wax-and-candlelight flickering at the edges of my vision, a distant chorus to the blinding fireworks inside my skull. My lungs worked on autopilot, ragged and greedy for air. I tried to say her name but nothing came out, just a choked gasp that made her smile down at me with teeth and fire.

Still, she didn’t stop. She had to win, always. Brooke rode it out, grinding until I lost the ability to count time, until all I could do was clutch at her ass in a desperate plea for mercy. When she finally relented, it was only because her own body gave out. She let herself collapse forward, catching her weight on her arms before she let it all go, melting onto my chest. The sudden warmth of her skin, the heavy thud of her heartbeat against my ribs, made my pulse stutter.

I was empty. I was full. I was wrecked and complete at the same time.

She nuzzled into my neck, her breath hot and uneven, little post-orgasmic shudders still rippling through her. Her lips grazed my earlobe, then my jaw, her whole body relaxing one inch at a time. My hands roamed her back, sticky and burning, and I realized I never wanted to let her go, no matter how much she tried to pretend all this was just a joke to her.

We stayed like that: fused, tangled, each heartbeat impossibly loud in the hush that followed. Sweat cooled on our bodies, the citrus sting fading into something sweet and bittersweet. I wanted to say a thousand things, but the words felt pale compared to the raw truth of the last five minutes. Brooke always said you could learn everything about a person by how they fucked, and if that was true, I’d just read her autobiography in one sitting.

Brooke slumped forward, hair falling over her face, tits mashing against my chest, both of us slick with sweat and whatever the fuck she’d used as lube.

Cum dripped out of her, down my shaft, pooling between us, hot and thick as honey.

We lay that way, a mess of limbs and fluids, breath coming in ragged, desperate gasps.

Brooke’s laugh broke the quiet, low and full of triumph.

“Goddamn, stud. We’re going to have to hose this place down before anyone else sees it.”

I was too far gone to care. All I could do was stare at her, at the wild, beautiful destruction she’d just unleashed.

She grinned, then bent to kiss me, slow and deep, tongue exploring my mouth as her pussy kept fluttering around my cock.

This was Brooke: unfiltered, untamable, and so perfect it hurt.

The candles flickered, wet sounds echoed off the walls, and bodies stayed locked together, leaking and alive.

I’d never had a better massage in my entire life.

***

For a long minute, the only sound was our breathing and the slow drip of sweat and cum down my chest. Brooke lay sprawled atop me, body gleaming in the candlelight, hair a halo of pure chaos across my shoulder. My cock was still buried deep inside her, still throbbing, both of us too wrung out to bother moving.

She ran her fingers over my chest, drawing lazy circles, then glanced up, a flicker of something soft behind her usual bravado.

“You know,” she started, voice all grit and smoke, “I heard a rumor.” She hesitated, propped herself on one elbow, and met my gaze straight on. “Chloe’s been flashing a ring. Same with Mia. Serena showed me hers and acted like it was nothing, but you know she was dying to gloat. Are you actually, like, for real, giving all of them wedding rings?”

She tried for sarcasm, but I heard the catch in her voice.

This is what Chloe had warned me about, and she was right. It was inevitable that she found out sooner or later. My only hope was that Rory wasn’t on to me before I could take her out tomorrow night or Ren after her.

Her eyes flicked away, jaw clenched.

“I want you to be happy,” she muttered. “Swear to god, I do. But I’m just not the marrying kind, Noah. Not like Chloe or Mia. I’m a trainwreck most days. I don’t even know if I believe in that shit. Honestly, you deserve—”

I cut her off with a thumb tracing her cheek. “You’re not fooling anyone, you know. I saw the look on your face when you brought it up. If you’d said yes to my date, you’d have gotten your ring tonight.”

Her head snapped up, pure challenge, but hope was there now, a glow building behind the bluster.

“No fucking way.”

I rolled, careful not to unseat her, and reached for my jeans, still on the floor by the bed. Brooke’s eyes never left me, wary, hungry.

I dug into my pocket and held up the velvet pouch.

Brooke froze, lips parted. For once, she was speechless.

I opened the pouch and held out the twin silver bands, simple but solid, cool in my hand.

“I can’t legally marry all six of you,” I said, letting the truth settle in the air between us. “But this means forever. It’s my promise. No matter what else changes, you’re always going to have me. If you don’t want a ring, I’ll respect that. But, for what it’s worth, I’m asking anyway. I love you, Brooke. Will you marry me?”

Her entire body went rigid, then started to tremble.

Tears welled in her eyes, real and raw, and she scrubbed at them with the heel of her hand like she could box the emotion down.

“Are you sure?” she whispered, voice breaking. “Like, really sure? I’m a lot, Noah. You know that.”

I laughed, warmth crowding out every other feeling. “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life. The fire, the chaos, the mess, none of it scares me. I want all of it, including crazy gel sex.”

She stared at the rings, watery smile breaking through the tears.

“Holy shit. Okay, then. Yes. Fuck yes. I’ll marry you. I’ll be whatever you want.”

I slid the band onto her finger, slow and deliberate, and she flexed her hand, twisting the ring in the light like she couldn’t believe it was real.

For a split second, she couldn’t even speak. She just looked at her hand, looked at me, then started laughing and crying all at once, a pure, gorgeous wreck.

She hurled herself forward, arms tight around my neck, ring glinting as she gripped me hard enough to bruise.

The tears only lasted a heartbeat. Next thing I knew, Brooke was off and running, her mind already mapping out the future.

“You know what this means, right?” she demanded, eyes savage and wild. “We’re doing it all. I want a beach—no, a whole damn island. We’ll workout every day, run the cliffs, swim naked at midnight, fuck on the sand, drink mojitos until we can’t walk. I’ll teach you wild shit you’ve never even dreamed of. You’re going to need a new passport, babe, because I want to christen you on every continent.”

Her planning was kinetic, a verbal barrage of possibilities. I let her run with it, loving the hunger in her eyes as she mapped out a world where nothing could ever shake us.

She rolled her hips, grinding down, squeezing my cock back to life inside her. The shift was instant: talk of forever turned to action, raw and greedy.

“I’ll love you forever,” she said, voice gone lethal with promise. “And I’m gonna prove it.”

She didn’t give me a second to catch my breath.

She slid up my length, letting my cock pop free, then guided it right back in, rocking slow at first, then picking up the pace.

Already, I could feel a new surge of heat building, pleasure blazing up my spine as she milked me for every last drop.

Brooke rode me like she owned the night, hands braced on my chest, hair flying everywhere, sweat and gel and cum fusing us into one glistening, unstoppable machine.

“There’s going to be so much sex, baby,” she hissed, voice half-growl, half-laughter. “Every day, every night. I want the whole house to know who your real wife is.”

I grabbed her hips, driving up to meet every ruthless grind.

She moaned, the sound pure bliss, pure power.

The new ring sparkled on her hand, a mark of ownership, a badge she showed off every time she raked her fingers down my abs or dug into my shoulder for leverage.

Fucking her was like wrestling a hurricane. No holding back, no off switch, just wave after wave of tight, soaking heat.

We slammed together, faster, louder, the wet slap of our bodies ricocheting off the walls.

My balls throbbed, balls already sore from the last round, but she didn’t care. “C’mon, baby. Fill me up. Mark me so deep nobody can ever take it back.”

She got what she wanted.

I let go and exploded inside her, cock swelling, cum jetting up into her heat in furious bursts. My whole body locked, vision going white at the edges. Brooke screamed, coming right along with me, pussy clamped tight, milking every shiver from my core.

Cum poured out of her, leaked down my shaft and onto the sheets until we were both painted in it.

Brooke collapsed over me, lips on my temple, whispering a thousand filthy promises about the rest of our lives.

“I’ll love you forever,” she repeated, softer now, but no less intense.

I believed her.

We drifted, bodies tangled, the world shrinking to the two of us, the ring on her finger, and endless possibility.

Tomorrow, we’d take on the world.

But tonight, love was a hurricane.

And I was exactly where I belonged.


Memory Lane


The rooftop terrace wrapped us in a cocoon of night air, cool against our skin where the blanket didn't reach, while candles flickered like distant fireflies around the edges of our little world. Rory nestled against my chest, her head tucked under my chin, one hand tracing lazy patterns on my arm as soft music drifted from the speakers, mingling with the distant crash of waves below. Wine glasses sat half-empty within arm's reach, their stems catching the moonlight, and above us, the stars scattered like diamonds on black velvet, watching as I pulled her closer, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair.

We'd just finished dinner, a quiet affair on the terrace, nothing extravagant, but the kind of meal that lingered on your tongue long after the plates were cleared. Grilled salmon with herbs from the garden downstairs, fresh greens I'd tossed myself, and a bottle of Pinot Noir that Rory had picked because she said it tasted like summer turning to fall. The townhouse felt alive around us, the faint hum of the others downstairs filtering up like background noise, but up here, it was just us. No distractions, no rush. I'd lit the candles earlier, watching the flames steady as the sun dipped below the horizon, and now, with Rory's warmth pressed against me, everything felt right.

She sighed contentedly, shifting so her cheek rested more firmly on my chest, her fingers still drawing those absent circles on my skin. The blanket was soft, thick enough to ward off the evening chill rolling in from the ocean, and I let my hand trail down her back, feeling the subtle rise and fall of her breathing. It was moments like this that made the chaos of our lives worth it. The stolen quiet after a day of navigating the world, where I could just hold her and let the weight of everything else fade.

"Do you remember the first time we did this?" Rory asked suddenly, her voice soft but clear, cutting through the gentle melody playing from the speakers. She tilted her head up slightly, her hazel eyes catching the candlelight, searching my face with that mix of curiosity and affection that always made my pulse quicken.

I smiled, the memory surfacing easily, like it had been waiting just below the surface. "Stargazing? Yeah, I remember." I paused, letting the details flood back, my hand stilling on her back as I pulled her a fraction closer. "Junior year, right after the homecoming game against Valley High. You were still in your cheerleading uniform, all hyped up from the win."

She laughed quietly, the sound vibrating through my chest. "God, that skirt was so short. I felt like every guy in the stands was staring."

"They were," I said, my tone teasing but laced with the old possessiveness that never quite faded. "But you only had eyes for me that night. We ditched the after-party, remember? Snuck off in my beat-up Civic, windows down, heading out to that old lookout point on the edge of town."

Rory nodded, her fingers now tracing the line of my collarbone. "You had that ancient blanket in the trunk. The one with the holes from your dad's fishing trips. We spread it out on the hood of the car, and you cranked the stereo. What was playing? Some indie band you were obsessed with back then."

"The Shins," I confirmed, the song coming back to me in fragments, that jangly guitar riff mixing with the night sounds. "No wine that time, though. Just a couple of warm sodas from the glove compartment and the stars overhead. It was clearer out there, away from the city lights. We lay back, your head on my shoulder like it is right now, talking about nothing and everything."

I could see it all so vividly now, the way the memory sharpened with her prompting. The air had been crisp that night, fall sneaking in, carrying the faint smell of pine from the nearby woods. Rory's cheerleading uniform had been a bright splash of red and white against the dark blanket, her skirt riding up just enough to make my teenage heart hammer. We'd been dating for a while by then, but everything still felt new, charged with that electric uncertainty of first love. She'd kicked off her sneakers, bare legs stretching out, and I'd stolen glances at her, mesmerized by how the starlight caught in her hair, turning it to threads of gold.

"We were so awkward back then," Rory murmured, her voice pulling me back to the present. But I wasn't ready to leave the memory just yet.

"Not as awkward as what came next," I said, my hand resuming its path down her back, fingers dipping lower to rest at the curve of her hip. "We started kissing, slow at first, like we were testing the waters. Your lips tasted like cherry lip gloss and the soda we'd shared. I remember how your hands shook a little when you tugged at my shirt, pulling it up just enough to run your fingers over my stomach."

She shifted against me, her body pressing closer, as if the recollection was stirring something in her too. "I was nervous," she admitted. "Excited, but yeah, nervous. You'd been so patient with me, never pushing, and that night... it just felt right."

I nodded, the scene replaying in my mind with crystal clarity. We'd slid off the hood eventually, the blanket bunching under us on the grass, the car stereo still crooning softly in the background. Rory had straddled my lap, her cheerleading skirt fanning out around us, the fabric whispering against my jeans as she moved. I'd helped her out of her top, my hands clumsy with anticipation, revealing the lacy bra underneath, nothing fancy, but on her, it was everything. She reached back, unhooked it with a shy smile, and let it fall away, her breasts spilling free, pale and perfect in the moonlight. They bounced gently as she leaned down to kiss me again, her hair cascading forward like a curtain, blocking out the world.

My breath caught even now, remembering how she'd looked above me, topless but still in that skirt, the contrast making the moment feel both innocent and wildly erotic. I'd been hard instantly, painfully so, and when she ground against me, feeling it through our clothes, her eyes had widened with a mix of surprise and desire. We fumbled with belts and zippers, laughing nervously at our own eagerness, until finally, she lifted her hips, positioned herself, and sank down onto me.

It had been awkward at first, her movements hesitant, inexperienced, as she found her rhythm. She'd rocked slowly, hands braced on my chest, her hair swinging forward with each tentative thrust. But gradually, she grew bolder, her body adapting, hips rolling with increasing confidence. Her breasts swayed above me, nipples tight in the cool night air, and I'd reached up to cup them, thumbs circling, drawing gasps from her that mingled with the music from the car. The skirt had bunched up around her waist, the fabric brushing my stomach as she rode me, her pace quickening until we were both lost in it, the stars above blurring as pleasure built.

When she came, it was with a soft cry, her body trembling, clenching around me in a way that pulled my own release from me almost immediately. I'd thrust up into her one last time, spilling inside her as she collapsed forward, her hair falling over us like a veil. We were lucky I hadn’t got her pregnant.

Back on the terrace, I pulled Rory tighter against me, my hand sliding under the blanket to rest on her stomach, fingers splaying possessively. "We've come a long way since then," I said, my voice thick with emotion. "From those awkward kids fumbling in the dark to... this. Adults, building a life together, facing the world side by side. You've grown into this incredible woman, Rory. You’re strong, ambitious, so full of fire it still takes my breath away. And me? I've learned what it means to really love someone, through the good and the bad. That night was the start, but now... now I know how deep it runs."

She turned slightly in my arms, her eyes meeting mine, soft and shining under the starlight. I held her close, my arms wrapping around her fully, pulling her against my chest as if I could shield her from everything outside this moment. The blanket cocooned us, her warmth seeping into me, and I buried my face in her hair, inhaling the familiar scent that always grounded me. "I love you so profoundly, Rory," I whispered, my lips brushing her temple. "More than I did that night, more than I thought possible. You're my past, my present, my everything. And under these same stars, I promise you, that will never change."

She nestled closer, her hand finding mine under the blanket, fingers intertwining as we lay there, the music fading into the background, the candles burning low. The night stretched out around us, vast and eternal, much like the bond we'd forged from that first awkward encounter to this perfect, quiet intimacy.

We stayed like that for what felt like hours, just holding each other, the stars wheeling overhead as silent witnesses to the depth of what we shared. Her breathing evened out against me, steady and calm, and I let my hand trace slow paths along her side, memorizing the curve of her hip, the softness of her skin. It was in these moments, away from the chaos of our daily lives, that I felt most connected to her, not just physically, but in that profound way where words weren't necessary, where just being together was enough.

Rory shifted slightly, her lips brushing my neck. "That night changed everything for me," she murmured, her voice sleepy but sincere. "You were so gentle, so patient. Even when I was nervous, you made me feel safe. Loved."

I smiled into her hair, my chest tightening with the memory. "You were everything to me then. You still are." My fingers found the hem of her shirt, slipping underneath to rest against the warm skin of her back, pulling her impossibly closer. The blanket shifted with us, cocooning our bodies, and I felt the steady beat of her heart against mine, a rhythm that had become as familiar as my own.

As the night deepened, the candles guttered lower, their flames casting long, dancing shadows across the terrace. The music looped softly, a gentle underscore to our quiet conversation, weaving in and out of reminiscences about that junior year night. I told her how I'd been terrified of messing it up, how her confidence had pulled me through, and she confessed she'd practiced her moves in the mirror beforehand, laughing at the absurdity of it now.

But beneath the laughter, there was a current of something deeper, a recognition of how far we'd come. From teenagers stealing moments under the stars to adults building a life together, navigating the complexities of our unconventional family. I held her tighter, my arms a protective circle around her, as if I could ward off any doubt or fear that might creep in. "I love you more every day," I whispered, my lips pressing against her forehead. "Through all the changes, all the growth, you're still the one who makes my world make sense."

She tilted her head up, her eyes meeting mine in the dim light, and for a moment, we just looked at each other, the weight of years and shared history hanging between us. Then she leaned in, her kiss soft and lingering, a reaffirmation of everything we'd built. As we pulled apart, I drew her back against my chest, content to let the night unfold around us, secure in the knowledge that our bond was unbreakable.

The stars continued their slow march across the sky, and eventually, Rory's breathing deepened into sleep, her body relaxing fully against mine. I stayed awake a while longer, watching over her, my hand still resting on her back, feeling the gentle rise and fall. In that quiet, with the ocean whispering below and the candles burning down to nubs, I reflected on our journey from that fumbling first time to this profound connection and knew without a doubt that my love for her was eternal, as vast and enduring as the night sky above.

***

As Rory's breathing deepened into the steady rhythm of sleep, I lay there holding her, the blanket warm around us and the stars wheeling overhead, but a new restlessness stirred in my chest. My fingers trembled slightly as I reached into my pocket, feeling the cool velvet of the box I'd carried all evening, knowing this was the moment to shift our quiet intimacy into something more profound. The candles had burned low, their flames casting a soft, wavering glow across the terrace, and the music had faded to a gentle hum, but the night felt charged, alive with the weight of what I was about to do. I shifted gently, not wanting to startle her, my hand trailing up her arm to brush a strand of hair from her face.

She stirred, her eyes fluttering open, hazy with the remnants of sleep but quickly sharpening as she sensed the change in me. "Noah?" she murmured, her voice thick and soft, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me more closely. The blanket slipped a little, revealing the curve of her shoulder, and I felt a surge of affection mixed with nerves, my heart pounding harder than it had during our earlier reminiscences.

I sat up slowly, pulling her with me so we were facing each other, the blanket pooling around our waists. The moonlight bathed her face, highlighting the soft lines of her features, and I took a steadying breath, my free hand finding hers under the fabric, fingers intertwining. "There's something I need to do," I said, my voice low but steady, though it quivered just at the edges with the emotion building inside me. "Something I've been thinking about all night."

Her brow furrowed slightly, curiosity sparking in her eyes, but she didn't pull away. Instead, she squeezed my hand, waiting, her gaze never wavering from mine. I could feel the warmth of her skin, the subtle pulse at her wrist matching the rapid beat of my own heart. With my other hand, I pulled the box from my pocket, the velvet soft against my palm, and held it between us, the moonlight catching its edges and making it gleam like a secret unearthed.

I flipped it open slowly, revealing the pair of matching silver promise rings inside, simple bands that shone with a quiet elegance. They weren't flashy, but they were solid, enduring, just like what I felt for her. Rory's breath caught, her eyes widening as she stared at them, then flicked back up to my face, searching for confirmation of what she suspected.

"Rory," I began, my voice trembling now despite my best efforts, "I love you more than I can put into words. We've been through so much, from those awkward high school days to building this life together with everyone. But I need you to know that you're irreplaceable to me. I can't legally marry all six of you, but that doesn't change what I feel. This ring… it's my promise to you. My commitment to love you, support you, be there for you in our family, our future children, no matter what. It's forever, Rory. Will you marry me?"

The words hung between us, heavy with sincerity, and I held her gaze, my eyes locked on hers, willing her to see the depth of my feelings, the honesty in every syllable. Tears welled in her eyes almost immediately, spilling over as she covered her mouth with her free hand, a soft sob escaping her lips. She looked overwhelmed, her chest rising and falling rapidly, but beneath the surprise, there was a joy that lit her from within, making her even more beautiful in the starlight.

"Oh, Noah," she whispered, her voice breaking as she reached out to touch the rings with trembling fingers, as if afraid they might disappear. "Yes... yes, of course I'll marry you." But then her expression shifted slightly, a flicker of concern cutting through the emotion. "But what about the others? Chloe, Serena, all of them? You're not leaving them out of this, are you? I don't want this to feel like it's just us, excluding everyone else."

I smiled softly, relieved and touched by her immediate thought for our family, and I shook my head, squeezing her hand tighter. "No, not at all. They'll each have their moments. This is my promise to you, individually and as part of what we have together. But tonight, right here under these stars, this moment is about us. Just you and me, Rory. Our history, our love."

Her tears flowed freely now, but she nodded, the concern melting away into pure happiness as she leaned forward, her hands cupping my face. "Then yes, a thousand times yes," she said, her voice thick with emotion. Our lips met in a kiss that started tender, a soft press of mouths sealing the promise, but it quickly deepened, the passion igniting like dry tinder under a flame. Her fingers threaded through my hair, pulling me closer, and I wrapped my arms around her waist, drawing her against me as the blanket fell away, forgotten.

The kiss grew urgent, our breaths mingling hot and fast, tongues dancing with a familiarity born of years together. I could taste the salt of her tears on her lips, mixed with the lingering sweetness of the wine, and it only fueled the fire building between us. My hands roamed her back, slipping under her shirt to feel the smooth warmth of her skin, and she arched into me, a soft moan escaping her throat. The night air was cool against us, but the heat of our bodies chased it away, the candles flickering as if in approval of the shift from emotional intimacy to something more primal.

Rory broke the kiss first, her eyes dark with desire as she pulled back just enough to tug her shirt over her head, revealing the lacy bra beneath. I followed suit, shedding my own shirt, and she pushed me back gently onto the blanket, straddling my lap, her skirt riding up her thighs. The stars above seemed to blur as I focused on her, my hands sliding up her sides to cup her breasts, thumbs brushing over the fabric until her nipples hardened under my touch. She gasped, grinding down against me, the friction sending sparks through my body.

We undressed each other with a mix of tenderness and haste, her fingers fumbling with my belt while I unhooked her bra, freeing her breasts to the night air. They bounced slightly as she moved, full and inviting, and I leaned up to take one nipple into my mouth, sucking gently while my hand kneaded the other. Rory's head fell back, her hair cascading like a dark waterfall, and she moaned my name, her hips rocking against mine with increasing urgency. The blanket twisted beneath us, the terrace floor hard but forgotten in the heat of the moment.

She reached down, freeing my cock from my pants, her hand wrapping around me with a firm stroke that made me groan against her skin. I was already rock hard, aching for her, and she positioned herself above me, her wetness slick against the head as she teased us both. "I want you inside me," she whispered, her voice husky, eyes locked on mine. With a slow, deliberate motion, she sank down, taking me inch by inch until I was fully sheathed in her heat.

We moved together then, a rhythm as old as our love, tender at first, savoring the connection, but building with each thrust. Her hands braced on my chest, nails digging in slightly as she rode me, her breasts bouncing with the motion, hair swinging forward to brush my face. I gripped her hips, guiding her, thrusting up to meet her, the slap of our bodies mingling with our gasps and moans. The stars watched from above, indifferent witnesses to our passion, as the urgency grew, our movements becoming more frantic, driven by the emotional high of the proposal.

Rory's breaths came in sharp, jagged bursts, her whole body vibrating around me, and I could feel my own release building, a white-hot current running up my spine and coiling low in my belly. It was as much an emotional culmination as a physical one, every memory, every fresh heartbreak we'd ever shared, all the years of longing and the ache of having, concentrated into the heat between us as she rode me with desperate, beautiful abandon. My hands found her ass, gripping hard, helping her set the pace, feeling the sinew and softness of her body as she chased the edge with wild, hungry intent.

She leaned forward, hair tumbling around our faces in a curtain that blotted out the world, and kissed me with frantic urgency, her mouth open and wet, tongue searching mine as if she could take more of me inside. Our teeth clashed, and she giggled mid-kiss, the vibration traveling through her chest as her nipples pressed into me, soft and slick with sweat. I broke from her lips to mouth down her jawline, tracing the column of her throat with my tongue before biting gently at her pulse point, making her shiver and gasp and clamp down on me from deep inside.

"Noah, fuck, don't stop," she panted, hands braced against my shoulders, nails raking grooves into my skin. "I'm so close. Please. Please."

The way she begged for it, the rawness of her need, nearly broke me. I shifted my hips, thrusting up to meet her, hard and relentless, each movement sending a fresh jolt through both of us. The sounds between us grew louder, wet, ragged, animal. She threw her head back, eyes fluttering shut, a keening cry spilling from her lips as her orgasm took her, thighs quivering, cunt spasming in perfect waves around my cock. Her whole body arched and locked, the muscles in her stomach flexing and twitching as she rode out every last tremor.

The sight pushed me over, crushing any restraint I'd tried to maintain. I groaned, low and guttural, and thrust deeper, emptying myself inside her, the release crashing through me in hot, pulsing bursts. I felt her pulse around me, milking every drop, her hips bucking and stuttering as she wrung out both our orgasms, the pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

We stayed like that, locked together, shaking, until the tremors faded and our bodies softened, still joined but utterly spent. Rory collapsed against me, her skin sticky and flushed, hair wild and tangled across her shoulders and my chest. She buried her face against my neck, breathing me in, her hands splayed possessively across my back.

We lay there like that for a long time, breathing in sync, the taste of sex and sweat and tears lingering between us. The ocean's hush below and the distant hum of traffic were the only sounds left as the night stretched out around us, the candles dwindling to molten pools on the terrace tiles. I reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, planting a gentle kiss at her temple, and felt her smile against my collarbone.

"Jesus, Outlier," she whispered, the old nickname Chloe invented, trembling with new affection. "If you keep ruining me like this, I'm never letting you go."

"You'd better not," I said, running my hands up her bare back, fingertips tracing the delicate vertebrae beneath her slick skin. "You said that once, remember? Prom night. You told me you'd haunt me if I ever left you."

She snorted, rolling her eyes as she propped herself up on my chest, her cheeks streaked with tears but eyes bright and fierce. "Yeah, and you called me high-maintenance and said I'd haunt your credit score. So I guess we're both doomed, huh?"

I grinned, and she bent to kiss me again, slower this time, a lazy, languid slide of lips and tongue that tasted like home. My hands cushioned her head as she settled onto me, our legs entwined, the blanket only half-covering us now, but the night was warm enough, or maybe we just were.

We lay there, not talking, just holding each other. My mind drifted between memories and the present, unable to decide which felt more surreal. I remembered that first night in high school, sneaking onto the field after the game, the lights turned off but the stars so bright it felt like day. She'd been nervous, her hands shaking, but she'd still climbed onto my lap, skirt hiked up and hair falling over her face, and for all our inexperience, we'd known even then that we were something rare, something that could survive. We were older now, and the sex was infinitely better, but the feeling, the sense of cosmic belonging, hadn't changed.

Rory ran her fingers over my chest, absently tracing the faint old scar from a bike accident, then let her hand wander down to my stomach, her touch feather-light. "You know, if you keep making promises like that, people are going to expect you to follow through. Even the universe might start holding you accountable."

"That scares you?" I teased, but she shook her head.

"Not anymore," she said, voice soft but sure. "I used to be terrified. Not of loving you, but of losing myself in it. I thought if I let you in all the way, there wouldn't be anything left of me. I didn't want to be one of those girls who only existed in a relationship." She hesitated, searching my face. "But now I get it. You don't… consume me, Noah. You just make the parts of me I like shine brighter."

I wanted to say something back, something as true and raw, but I just kissed her shoulder instead and squeezed her tighter. Sometimes words were pointless, when the reality of her skin and the steady drum of her heart against mine said everything that needed to be said.

We must have dozed a little, because I woke to find her staring up at the sky, the rings on our fingers glinting in the starlight. She twisted hers thoughtfully, and I realized I'd never seen her look so peaceful.

"Do you think Chloe's going to be jealous?" she asked suddenly, her voice half a laugh.

I shook my head, smiling. "She'll throw a party. Or demand a rematch for who gets to propose next."

Rory chuckled, nestling closer. "Yeah, you're probably right. But for now, can we just stay here a little longer? Just us?"

I nodded, pulling the blanket higher around us. "For as long as you want."

We collapsed together, entwined under the blanket, our bodies slick with sweat, the silver rings on our fingers catching the starlight as we caught our breath. Rory lay her head on my chest, her hand splaying over my heart, and I wrapped my arms around her, holding her close as the afterglow settled over us like a warm fog. The night air cooled our skin, but the heat between us lingered, a tangible reminder of our bond.

As our breathing evened out, we whispered promises into the darkness, plans for the future, dreams of building our life together within the larger tapestry of our family. "We'll make it work," I murmured, my lips brushing her forehead. "You, me, all of us. Forever." Rory nodded, her ring glinting as she traced patterns on my skin, her voice soft with contentment. "I can't wait for what's next," she said, and in that moment, with the stars as our canopy and our love reaffirmed, I knew our bond was unbreakable, a lifelong promise sealed under the endless sky.


Little Tokyo


The front door clicked shut behind Chloe, Brooke, Mia, Rory, and Serena, their laughter fading into the evening like a distant echo, leaving the townhouse wrapped in that sudden, delicious quiet that always followed their departures. I stretched in the living room, feeling the pull in my muscles from last night's rooftop escapade with Rory, and caught a whiff of something savory drifting from the kitchen, garlic, maybe, or ginger, drawing me toward it like a promise. There was Ren, already at the counter, her waist-length black hair tied back in a loose ponytail, sleeves rolled up as she chopped vegetables with that focused grace she brought to everything, from her paintings to these stolen moments we shared.

She didn't look up right away, but I knew she felt me there, the way her shoulders relaxed just a fraction, like my presence was the missing ingredient in whatever she was conjuring. Ingredients sprawled across the marble island: fresh ginger root shaved into thin curls, green onions diced fine, a bowl of what looked like cabbage shredded to ribbons, and a slab of pork belly waiting its turn under her knife. The air hummed with the sharp tang of soy sauce and sesame oil, mixing with the faint salt from the ocean breeze sneaking through the open window.

"Hey, babe," I said, sliding up behind her, my hands finding her hips naturally, thumbs hooking into the belt loops of her jeans. She leaned back into me without missing a beat on the chopping board, her body fitting against mine like we'd done this a thousand times, which we had, in one way or another.

"You're just in time," Ren replied, her voice carrying that soft lilt, a mix of West Coast ease and something warmer from her mother's side. She tilted her head back, offering her neck, and I took the invitation, pressing a kiss there, tasting the faint salt of her skin. "I figured since the girls are out painting the town, we'd make something real. No takeout tonight."

I chuckled, my chin resting on her shoulder as I watched her hands move, precise, almost artistic, like she was painting with the knife instead of slicing. "What's on the menu? Smells like you're channeling your grandmother again."

She nodded, setting the knife down and turning in my arms, her deep brown eyes meeting mine with a sparkle. "Okonomiyaki. Grandma's recipe, straight from Osaka. It's basically a savory pancake, but don't let that fool you. It's got layers, baby. Cabbage, pork belly, noodles if we feel fancy. She taught me when I was little, said it was the best way to use up whatever's in the fridge and still make it taste like home."

I loved when she talked about her family like this, the stories spilling out easy and unfiltered. I gave her hips a squeeze, pulling her closer until our bodies pressed flush, her curves molding against me, those big, full, bouncy breasts that always seemed to defy gravity, especially in a simple tank top. "Show me how it's done. I'm your eager student."

Ren smirked, reaching behind her for a bowl without breaking eye contact. "First, the batter. Flour, eggs, dashi stock. None of that water substitute crap. Grandma would roll over if she knew I even considered it." She cracked an egg one-handed, whisking it into the mix with a fork, her movements fluid and confident. I stayed put, my hands wandering up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts just to feel her shiver.

As she worked, she explained each step, her voice a soothing rhythm that matched the whisk's scrape against the bowl. "The key is the cabbage. Shred it fine, mix it in so it wilts just right when it hits the pan. And the pork? Thin slices, babe, so they crisp up without overpowering everything else." I nodded, pretending to focus, but really, I was lost in the way her ass brushed against me every time she reached for something, deliberate little bumps that sent heat pooling low in my gut.

I couldn't resist. My hand slid lower, palming her ass through the denim, giving it a firm squeeze. "Like this? Thin and crisp?" She laughed, swatting my arm playfully, but leaned into the touch, her body arching just enough to press her breasts against my chest.

"You're incorrigible," she said, but there was no complaint in it, only that husky note that told me she was enjoying the game as much as I was. We kept at it like that, me "helping" by passing ingredients while my free hand explored, lingering on her waist, slipping under her top to trace the soft skin of her stomach. At one point, as she bent to grab a pan from the lower cabinet, her ass pushed right against my groin, and I had to bite back a groan, my cock twitching in response.

"Careful, baby," I murmured, pulling her upright and spinning her to face me. "Keep that up, and dinner's going to burn." She just grinned, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me down for a kiss, deep, unhurried, her tongue slipping past my lips to tangle with mine, tasting faintly of the green onion she'd sampled earlier.

When we broke apart, both a little breathless, Ren rested her forehead against mine. "Okay, back to work. But later... you can have all of me." The promise hung there, electric, as we returned to the task.

While she heated the pan and I mixed the batter under her guidance, Ren opened up more, her voice softening as she shared pieces of herself. "You know, growing up with Mom's stories about Japan always made me feel split down the middle. She's full Japanese, raised in Tokyo, all about tradition and precision like this recipe, every step matters. Dad's this laid-back American guy from Seattle, met her on a business trip when he was setting up some tech deal. They say it was love at first sight, but I think it was more like culture shock that stuck."

I watched her flip the first okonomiyaki, the sizzle filling the kitchen with a mouthwatering aroma. "Sounds romantic. Your mom's the one pushing for the 'practical' career, right?"

She nodded, a wry smile tugging at her lips. "Yeah, she wants me in business, something stable. But art's in my blood. Dad encourages it, says it's what makes life worth living. And then there's my little sister, Aki. She's starting at St. Celeste next year, following in my footsteps. Mom's thrilled about the prestige, but Aki's got this rebellious streak; I bet she'll shake things up."

I leaned against the counter, passing her the sauce bottle, my hand brushing hers deliberately, fingers lingering. "She sounds like trouble. Reminds me of Ethan, my brother. Kid's got a massive crush on Chloe. In fact, he once tried to get me to hand her over.” I laughed shaking my head at the memory. “He's crashing at our place in a couple of weeks, supposedly for an Ashbourne Tech tour, but I've seen the way his eyes light up whenever I mention the girls. Poor kid's in for a reality check when he realizes he'll be sleeping one wall away from your room while we’re together. Last time that happened, it didn’t end so well for Ethan.”

Ren laughed, drizzling mayo over the finished pancake in that signature crisscross pattern. "Oh, that's adorable. Chloe's going to eat him alive in the best way. Ethan's what, a year younger than you?"

"Two," I said, stealing a kiss to her temple as she plated the first one. "But he's got that Mercer charm. Runs in the family."

She turned, wrapping her arms around my waist, her body pressing against mine in a way that made my pulse kick up. "Lucky for me." We kissed again, deeper this time, my hands sliding up her back, fingers toying with the hem of her top, feeling the warmth of her skin. She moaned softly into my mouth, her breasts pushing against my chest, full and soft, reminding me how they compared to Chloe's. As impossible as it seemed, Ren's were even bigger and bouncier than Chloe’s, with that perfect upturned swell of her nipples that made my mouth water every time. Like Chloe, Ren was objectively a perfect ten without a discernible flaw in sight.

"You're distracting me, babe," she whispered when we pulled apart, but her eyes were dark with want, her nipples hard through the thin fabric.

"Good," I replied, giving her ass a playful squeeze. "You deserve it."

As we finished the last of the okonomiyaki, flipping and plating with shared laughs and more stolen touches, my hand on her lower back as she stirred, her hip bumping mine deliberately, Ren's expression turned more thoughtful. "You know, art's always been my escape. I want to show in galleries, maybe even abroad. But sometimes I wonder if I'm just chasing shadows."

I set down the spatula, turning her to face me fully, my hands framing her face. "You're not. Your paintings—they hit me right here," I said, tapping my chest. "That one you did of the ocean at dawn? Made me feel like I was drowning in peace. You're brilliant, baby."

She blushed, leaning in for another kiss, this one sweet and lingering. But then I sighed, admitting my own frustrations. "Speaking of chasing things, this whole Biogen mess has me locked out of the lab. Can't even touch my research until Viv sorts everything out with the Board. It's driving me nuts."

Ren nodded sympathetically, her hand stroking my arm. "That sucks, but hey, silver lining, more time with me. With all of us. And honestly, you need the break. You're always going a million miles an hour."

I pulled her close, burying my face in her hair. "You're right. This, cooking with you, just being here, it's exactly what I need."

We shared one more deep kiss, her body melting against mine, breasts pressing firmly into my chest, before she pulled back with a smile. "Come on, let's take this up to the rooftop. The stars are waiting."

I grabbed the plates, following her lead, my heart full from the simple joy of the evening we'd built together.

***

We climbed the stairs to the rooftop terrace, plates balanced carefully in our hands, the savory steam from the okonomiyaki rising like an offering to the night sky. I'd slipped up here earlier while Ren was distracted in the kitchen, setting the stage with clusters of candles that now flickered to life in the evening breeze, their warm glow dancing across the small table I'd arranged with a crisp white cloth and our best wine glasses. Ren stopped short at the threshold, her eyes widening as she took it in, the city lights twinkling below like fallen stars, the ocean a dark whisper in the distance, and turned to me with that look of surprised delight that always made my chest tighten.

"Noah," she breathed, setting her plate down on the table with careful hands, her gaze sweeping over the setup. "When did you... this is beautiful. I thought we were just eating upstairs to avoid the kitchen mess."

I shrugged, playing it casual even as my pulse picked up, knowing what was coming later. "Figured we deserved something special after all that work in the kitchen. Besides, the stars are better company than dirty dishes." I pulled out her chair, watching the way the candlelight caught in her dark hair, turning the strands to polished obsidian. She sat, still looking around in quiet wonder, and I joined her across the table, the night air cool but charged with that intimate hush that made everything feel closer, more real.

We dug into the food, the first bites hitting with that perfect blend of crisp edges and soft, savory filling, the cabbage tender, pork belly crisped just right, the sauce tangy and rich on my tongue. "This is incredible, baby," I said between bites, reaching across to squeeze her hand. "Your grandma knew what she was doing. And you nailed it better than any restaurant version I've had."

Ren smiled, her cheeks flushing a little in the warm light. "We nailed it. You were the one who didn't burn the first one." She took a sip from her wine glass, the red liquid catching the flicker of flames, and leaned back, gazing out at the view. "This spot... it's like our own little world up here. No wonder you snuck away to set it up."

The conversation flowed easy as we ate, trading compliments on the meal and reliving funny moments from the cooking process like when I'd nearly dropped the bowl of batter, or how she'd caught me staring at her ass more than once. But as the plates emptied and we settled into the wine, the talk turned deeper, the kind of sharing that always seemed to happen when it was just the two of us, no harem distractions pulling at the edges.

I set my glass down, leaning forward, my eyes on hers. "Ren, there's something I've been wanting to say. Your art... it doesn't just impress me; it moves me, babe. Like that portrait you did last month, the one with the woman staring out at the storm her face all determination and quiet fear. It hit me right in the gut, made me feel like I was right there with her, facing down whatever was coming. Or the abstract one, all those swirling blues and grays that feel like diving into deep water. Every time I look at it, I get this sense of peace mixed with longing, like you're pulling emotions straight out of my chest and putting them on canvas."

She blinked, her fork pausing halfway to her mouth, and I saw the sheen in her eyes, the way her lips parted in surprise. "Noah... I didn't know it affected you like that. I mean, I pour myself into them, but hearing you say it—it's everything."

I nodded, reaching for her hand again, my thumb stroking over her knuckles. "It does. More than I can explain. You have this way of seeing the world, of capturing the stuff most people overlook. And it's not just the skill; it's how you make me feel understood, like you get the parts of me I don't always show. With the others, it's passion or comfort or that spark of challenge, but with you, it's deeper. You make me feel emotionally naked, baby, in the best way. Like I can be vulnerable without armor, and you'll turn it into something beautiful."

Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes now, one slipping free as she squeezed my hand back. "That's... I love that. I love you, Noah. The way you see me, not just as part of this crazy family, but as me."

I swallowed, the moment building, my heart thudding steady but strong. "And that's why I love your independence, your creativity, that fire you have for exploring the world. I want to share all of it with you—travel, create, build something real. You're not just part of my life; you're the color in it."

She was crying softly now, but smiling through it, her free hand wiping at her cheek. I took a breath, feeling the weight of the words settle, then said it plain: "I love you, deeply, in a way I don't love anybody else. In a way words fail to describe."

Ren's breath hitched, her fingers tightening around mine as she stroked the back of my hand with her thumb, the gesture small but so full of affection it made my chest ache. The candles flickered between us, casting warm shadows across her face, highlighting the tears tracking down her cheeks. "Noah... that's everything to me."

The city lights sparkled below, a distant hum that felt worlds away from this intimate bubble we'd created. I reached into my pocket, fingers closing around the small box, my pulse kicking up as I pulled it out and set it on the table between us. Her eyes dropped to it, widening as I flipped it open, revealing the twin silver rings inside, simple, elegant bands that caught the candlelight and threw it back in soft gleams.

"I know our family is unconventional," I said, my voice steady despite the emotion clawing up my throat. "I love six incredible women—you, Chloe, Serena, Mia, Brooke, and Rory. I can't legally marry all of you, not yet, maybe not ever in the way the world expects. But these rings... they're my promise, baby. My commitment to you, to us, until the day we can make it official in whatever way feels right. They're a symbol that you're mine, and I'm yours, forever. Will you marry me, Ren?"

She stared at the rings for a long moment, her hand covering her mouth as tears flowed freely now, her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs. But it wasn't sadness; it was joy, overwhelming and pure, lighting her face from within. "Yes," she whispered at first, then louder, "Yes, Noah. Oh my god, yes." She launched herself across the table, nearly knocking over the wine glasses, and fell into my arms, her body crashing against mine in a tangle of limbs and emotion.

I caught her, pulling her onto my lap as she wrapped her arms around my neck, her face buried in my shoulder. "I love you so much," she murmured between sobs, her voice muffled but fierce. I held her tight, one hand stroking her back as the other fumbled for the ring, slipping it onto her finger with trembling hands. It fit perfectly, gleaming against her skin, and she pulled back just enough to look at it, then at me, her eyes shining with tears and happiness.

Our lips met in a passionate kiss, salty with her tears, deep and urgent as if we could seal the promise with the press of our mouths. Her hands framed my face, fingers threading into my hair, pulling me closer as our tongues danced, the heat building even in the cool night air. I tasted the wine on her lips, mixed with the salt of emotion, and poured everything into that kiss, my love, my commitment, the future I saw with her at the center.

When we finally broke apart, breathless and flushed, she rested her forehead against mine, our noses brushing. "I can't believe this is real," she whispered, twisting the ring on her finger. "We're really doing this—forever."

"Forever," I echoed, my arms tightening around her waist, holding her close as the stars watched over us, witnesses to the vow we'd just made.

She pulled back slightly, her eyes searching mine. "The others…I mean, Chloe and everyone, they won't..."

"Each of them gets their moment," I whispered against her lips, sliding the second ring onto my own finger. "But right now, this moment, it's just us."

The tension melted from her shoulders as she traced the silver band on my hand, then pressed her mouth to mine with renewed hunger.

***

Still caught in the heat of that kiss, I scooped Ren up in my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her from the rooftop, the night air rushing past us while the candles flickered goodbye behind. She laughed against my neck, her ringed hand clutching my shirt, and I navigated the stairs carefully, each step building the anticipation until we reached her bedroom door, which I nudged open with my foot before laying her gently on the bed, the mattress dipping under our weight.

The room was dimly lit, just the glow from a bedside lamp casting soft shadows across the walls, but it was enough to see her clearly, her dark hair fanned out on the pillow, eyes shining with the same mix of joy and desire that had lit her up during the proposal. I hovered over her for a moment, taking in the sight, my hands already itching to explore. "You're so beautiful, baby," I murmured, my voice rough with emotion, before I started to undress her, slow and deliberate, wanting to savor every inch.

I began with her top, sliding my hands under the fabric, feeling the warmth of her stomach as I lifted it up and over her head, her arms raising to help. Her bra came next, a simple black lace that I unhooked with practiced ease, peeling it away to reveal her breasts, big and bouncy, with that perfect swell that always made my mouth go dry. They were fuller than Chloe's, softer in a way that begged to be touched, nipples hardening in the cool air as I cupped them, thumbs brushing over the peaks. Ren arched into my touch, a soft gasp escaping her lips, her skin flushing under my gaze.

Next, her jeans. I popped the button and tugged the zipper down, my fingers grazing the smooth skin below as I peeled them off, taking her panties with them in one smooth motion. She lifted her hips to help, and once they were gone, I drank in the sight of her: those sculpted hips curving into toned legs that seemed to go on forever, and her ass, heart-shaped and firm, begging for my hands. I ran my palms up her thighs, feeling the muscle tense and release, then higher, cupping her ass and giving it a gentle squeeze, marveling at how it filled my grip perfectly. "God, Ren, your body... it's unreal," I said, my voice thick, comparing her in my mind to Chloe's tighter, more athletic build.

Ren's body was a masterpiece of soft valleys and gentle slopes, a landscape I could explore for hours. Where Chloe was taut muscle beneath silk, Ren yielded like warm clay beneath my touch. I'd never rank the breathtaking beauty of the women who'd chosen me. How could I, when each one's body told a different story, each curve and line a verse in a poem I was still learning to read?

She watched me with hooded eyes, her breath coming faster as I continued, my hands exploring every curve, tracing the lines of her body like I was committing it to memory. Her skin was silk under my fingers, warm and responsive, goosebumps rising wherever I lingered. I leaned down, pressing kisses along her collarbone, down to her breasts, taking one nipple into my mouth while my hand kneaded the other, feeling her back arch and her fingers thread into my hair.

Once she was bare, I stood briefly to undress myself, shedding my shirt and pants quickly, my cock springing free, already hard and aching for her. Ren's eyes darkened as she looked at me, her tongue darting out to wet her lips, but I didn't give her time to reach for me. Instead, I crawled between her legs, settling on my stomach, my hands parting her thighs to reveal her glistening folds. She was wet, ready, and I wasted no time, leaning in to taste her, my tongue flat against her clit in a slow, deliberate lick.

Ren moaned, her hips bucking slightly as I worked her, alternating between long strokes and focused circles, my hands holding her thighs open. I could feel her trembling, her fingers gripping the sheets, and I glanced up to watch her face, eyes closed, lips parted, completely lost in the sensation. "Noah... baby, that feels so good," she whispered, her voice breaking as I sucked gently on her clit, one finger slipping inside her to curl against that spot that made her gasp.

I kept at it, building the rhythm, feeling her body tense and release under my mouth, her wetness coating my chin as she grew closer. Her breaths came in short, desperate pants, her legs shaking, and when I added a second finger, pumping in time with my tongue, she shattered, crying out as her orgasm washed over her, her pussy clenching around my fingers in rhythmic waves. I didn't stop until she was spent, her body going limp, a satisfied smile curving her lips as she reached down to pull me up.

"My turn," Ren said, her voice husky, pushing me onto my back and crawling between my legs. She wrapped her hand around my cock, stroking slowly, her eyes locked on mine as she leaned down, her tongue swirling around the tip before taking me into her mouth. The warmth was incredible, her lips stretching around me as she bobbed, taking me deeper with each pass, her free hand massaging my balls. I groaned, my head falling back, hips lifting instinctively to meet her.

She was skilled, knowing exactly how to tease, sucking hard, then pulling back to lick along the underside, her hair brushing my thighs. But just as I felt the tension building, my balls tightening, she stopped, releasing me with a wet pop and crawling up my body. "Not yet," she whispered, straddling my hips, her wetness brushing against my cock. "I want to feel you finish inside me, baby. That's where you belong."

I nodded, too far gone to argue, and shifted us so I was sitting upright against the headboard, my back supported as she straddled me face-to-face. Our eyes locked, intense and unwavering, as she reached down, guiding me inside her, sinking down slowly until I was buried to the hilt. We both groaned at the sensation, her warmth enveloping me completely, and she started to move, grinding deep, her hips rolling in slow, deliberate circles.

The eye contact made it intimate, vulnerable, her dark eyes holding mine as she rode me, her hands on my shoulders for leverage. "I love you," she whispered, her voice breathy, leaning in to kiss me as she continued the motion, her breasts pressing against my chest.

The pace built gradually, her breaths coming faster, her ass slapping against my thighs as she bounced harder, taking me deeper with each thrust. Her breasts bounced with the movement, full and mesmerizing, and I captured one in my hand, pinching the nipple as she moaned. "Tell me what you love about me," I said, my voice rough, wanting to hear it in this moment.

Ren didn't hesitate, her words spilling out between gasps. "Your intelligence... the way you see the world, solve problems no one else can. Your kindness, baby. I love how you make everyone feel seen, valued. And your patience... god, the way you wait for me, understand me without pushing. You're everything."

Her whispers drove me wild, the emotional layer amplifying the physical, and I thrust up to meet her, our bodies slamming together in a rhythm that grew frantic. Her ass clapped against me, loud and rhythmic, her pussy clenching tighter as she neared the edge again. I could feel my own release building, that coiling heat low in my gut, and when she cried out, her orgasm hitting hard, it pulled me over with her.

The climax rose between us, body and soul fusing in a white-hot supernova. We were locked together, skin slick, breath ragged, hearts hammering out the last quarter note of restraint. The sensations blurred, heat, friction, the velvet clamp of her muscles around me, sweat-sticky hands clutching for purchase, the desperate gasps and whimpers that spiraled from her lips as she chased her own obliteration. I felt her come again, her pussy fluttering madly around me, milk-white thighs trembling as she threw her head back and let go, a cry rising raw from her throat. The sight, the sound, the sheer force of her pleasure, it undid me in a way nothing ever had.

I exploded inside her, the orgasm wrenching through me like an electric storm. My cock throbbed helplessly as I pumped her full, shot after shot, so much that I could feel it leaking out around my shaft, slickening where our bodies met. She rode the aftershocks, grinding down to milk every drop, her arms wrapped tight around my shoulders, nails digging in, eyes brimming with tears of happiness. The moment stretched, us suspended in that sharp, shining instant of perfect, annihilating togetherness. It was a high I'd never known, flesh and feeling, devotion and need, every atom of my body screaming her name.

She collapsed against me, boneless and spent, her breath hot against my cheek as I held her through the tremors. We clung to each other, sweat cooling, chests rising and falling in sync, her hair plastered to my neck and face. I could feel her heartbeat racing through the thin skin of her chest, a staccato echo of my own. The world faded to nothing but her warmth, the vanilla-salt musk of sex and skin, the darkness of the room closing in around us as if to hide this secret, sacred moment from the rest of the universe.

I stroked her back, tracing lazy patterns from her nape to the dip of her waist, savoring the feel of her body tangled with mine. She shifted, still impaled on my softening cock, and giggled, a sound so light it shattered the silence like crystal. "That was..." she whispered, voice hoarse, "fucking transcendent."

I laughed, burying my face in her hair. "You have no idea what you do to me, Ren."

She turned her face to mine, eyes shining in the low light, and kissed me, slow and deep, her tongue tasting me with the same hunger as before. We stayed like that, cocooned in the aftermath, sharing breath and warmth, a perfect closed circuit. She traced her finger along my jaw, then down my chest, following the line of sweat and come where we were still joined.

I studied her, the way her lips were swollen from kissing, the flush high on her cheeks, the little constellation of freckles on her left breast. My hands mapped her hips, memorizing the shape, the meaning, the memory of her. I thought of the ring on her finger, the promise we'd already made, and some primal, animal part of me wanted to keep her like this forever, wrapped around me, mine, always.

But we were more than just bodies. She curled against me, her leg thrown over my thigh, and we drifted in the hush that follows a storm, just listening to the wind rattle the windowpanes and our own quiet breathing. I thought of everything that had brought us here, the impossible math of it, the choices, the heartbreak, the wild hope that maybe, just maybe, love could be more than what the world expected it to be.

I kissed her temple and whispered, "Ren?"

"Yeah?" she murmured, not opening her eyes.

"You ever think about the future? Not just...us, but the rest of it?"

She stretched, her body sliding against mine in a way that made me shiver. "You mean like, kids and picket fences? Or more like, world domination?"

I grinned. "Somewhere in between."

She propped herself on one elbow and searched my face, serious now. "You want it all, don't you?"

I nodded. "Yeah. With you. With all of you." I brushed a stray hair behind her ear. "But especially with you."

She blinked, surprised, then smiled a smile so radiant it made the room feel bright. "You're such a sap, Noah Mercer."

"Only for you," I told her. And I meant it even if it wasn’t true. Chloe had, after all, cornered the market on sappy love.

She lay back down, her head on my chest, and we watched the ceiling for a while, our fingers intertwined. In that quiet, I realized how much I needed her, not for the sex, not even for the wild, impossible promise we’d just made, but for the way she let me be myself, no walls, no performance, just Noah and Ren. It scared me how much I wanted to keep her, to make her part of my story forever.

I held her close, stroking her back, feeling the devotion settle deep in my bones. "Ren, would you come home with me soon? Meet my family? I want them to know you, to see why you're so important to me."

She lifted her head, smiling softly, her ring catching the light. "I'd love that, baby. And you can come to Japan with me, meet my grandparents, my cousins. We could make it a trip, explore together."

The idea warmed me, and we talked softly about it, planning futures as exhaustion pulled us under, our bodies entwined, hearts aligned. Drifting off in each other's arms, I knew this was forever, complete devotion, wrapped in love and promise.


Transformed


We left Pacific Heights before the world was properly awake, me piloting the Audi down the coastal highway with the dash lights still glowing faint blue and the Pacific just a rumor of silver on the horizon. Vivian claimed the passenger seat with her legs folded beneath her, coffee balanced on her knee, hair loose and wild as the tide, not a trace of her usual St. Celeste armor. If you’d swapped out her face for anyone else’s, you’d have called her a college senior the morning after a beach bonfire, oversized sunglasses, cut-off denim, hoodie two sizes too big, and not a whiff of professor in the air.

The silence between us wasn’t awkward, just weighted, like we were both savoring how different this felt from the last six months of cold conference rooms and political theater. We held hands from the very beginning, our fingers tangled together, palms flush and anchored tight—a perfect, easy fit. Her grip was warm and sure, her skin melting comfortably into mine, grounding us both. No one let go, not even for a moment; the simple connection between our clasped hands spoke loud and clear, a steady pulse of belonging that threaded through every heartbeat until nothing else registered but the press of her fingers laced with my own.

Every now and then, she’d glance at me, the edges of her mouth softening in a way that made my chest tighten, squeeze my hand, then turn her attention back to the window, watching the world spool out in shades of gold and bone.

The drive was the real escape. No one to call, nothing to rehearse. Just the steady hum of the engine, the whisper of the wind, and the occasional stretch of silence that didn’t need to be filled. The road rose and fell with the curves of the coast, cliffs falling away into spray, eucalyptus groves flashing past like memory. I drove one-handed, the other holding Viv’s hand while the playlist she’d queued up played: half ‘90s alt rock, half modern indie, each track more hopeful than the last.

Vivian noticed, eventually, how far from her usual self she’d drifted. At a stoplight in a tiny coastal town, she pulled off the glasses, ran a hand through her hair, and grinned at me with something I’d never seen on her before, uncertainty. “Is it weird that I have no idea how to dress for a non-hostile environment?”

I snorted. “You look perfect.”

She shot me a look over the rim of her cup. “You say that, but there’s every chance I’m about to get you blacklisted from all the good B&Bs.”

“You’ll keep me in line,” I said, accelerating onto a sunlit stretch of highway. “That’s your specialty.”

She laughed. Actually laughed, all the way from her belly, and for a second the years fell away. I saw not Dr. Ross, but Vivian, Viv, the person who used to send me late-night emails about why Nobel laureates always had the worst handwriting, or who once drank me under the table at a faculty party just to prove a point.

We kept it light the whole drive. Talked about everything but Biogen, or the Board, or the knives sticking out of our collective backs. She asked about my first car (Honda Civic, held together by duct tape and hope), my earliest memory (a bee sting, three stitches, and a popsicle bribe), whether I’d ever crashed a wedding (not yet, but I’d go with her if she found a good one).

If I tried to steer toward anything real, she’d cut me off, then steer us right back into safe territory with a joke or a question. I respected it. I played along. For once, we were both running, and neither of us had to pretend otherwise.

Sometime past nine, the world around us emptied out. No more gas stations or surf shops. Just the road, the sky, and the occasional hawk riding a crosswind above the dunes. Vivian rolled the window down, let the cold air whip her hair to chaos, and sang along, badly, to a Counting Crows song she claimed as her own.

I couldn’t stop watching her. She was different out here: eyes softer, laugh looser, the lines of her face more vulnerable than I’d ever seen. Every so often, when she’d make a point, her hand would land on my forearm or knee, and she wouldn’t bother pulling it away until the story was done.

She kept touching me, casual as breathing. I couldn’t decide if she even knew she was doing it. Maybe it was muscle memory from when we worked alone in the lab, before everything between us got complicated.

When we turned off onto the private road, the Audi shuddered through a patchwork of gravel and weed. The world vanished behind a thicket of wind-bent cypress, sunlight threading the branches, everything shadow and possibility.

Vivian glanced at the GPS, then at the hand-painted sign half-swallowed by beach grass. “You sure about this address? It looks like a murder cabin.”

“You said rustic. I overdelivered.”

She shot me a slow grin, then settled back against the seat, humming to herself as the road twisted down to the bluff.

The house was perched right above the sand, just beyond the reach of the tide, its porch and paintwork bleached to silver by the sun and salt. Weathered wood, a roof patched with moss, and the kind of wraparound deck that made you want to drink coffee until noon, then switch to whiskey as soon as the sun set. It was isolated, but not lonely: the sound of waves was constant, and gulls wheeled overhead in lazy arcs, shrieking like tiny, white-haired banshees.

I killed the engine and sat there, hands loose on the wheel, just breathing in the quiet.

Vivian didn’t rush out. She sat with me, silence gathering, until the world outside faded to a dull roar. Then she reached over and rested her hand on my thigh, thumb drawing slow, absent circles through my jeans.

“Do we need to check for bugs?” she asked, voice lower now.

I shook my head. “There’s nothing here but you, me, and the ocean.”

She exhaled, the tension in her shoulders visibly melting as she let the truth settle in.

The wind off the water hit us as soon as we got out, sharp and briny, full of things unsaid. I grabbed our bags, hers lightweight and tactical, mine crammed with every last thing Chloe and Mia had insisted I bring. Vivian walked ahead, up the driftwood steps to the porch, her hips swaying with each stride, legs tan and bare beneath the frayed edges of her shorts.

She stopped at the door, head tilted, examining the old brass handle like it was an artifact from some lost civilization.

Inside, the cottage was all open space and rough edges. Hardwood floors softened by woven rugs. Kitchen counter stacked with mismatched mugs and a French press that had seen better years. Two faded armchairs facing a battered stone fireplace, and, beyond the sliding glass doors, an uninterrupted sweep of ocean, nothing but blue and wild for miles.

Vivian walked straight through the house, pausing only to brush her fingers along the grain of the banister, the edge of the kitchen table, the frayed weave of a throw pillow. Every surface, every texture, she took in with a kind of hungry nostalgia. At the back, she stopped at the window and stared out at the surf, her hand pressed flat to the glass, eyes unfocused.

I watched her from the kitchen, leaning against the counter, letting her have the moment.

When she finally turned, the light behind her turned her hair to fire.

She looked at me, really looked, then laughed softly and shook her head. “I’m sorry. It’s just, places like this feel like another life. Like I could’ve been anyone, instead of who I had to be.”

I set down the bags, crossed the room, and stood behind her, hands on her hips, pulling her gently against me. She went without resistance, body soft and yielding, the perfume of salt and skin rising from her neck.

I buried my face in her hair, kissed the spot behind her ear. “This weekend, you’re just you. Not a scientist. Not the boss. Not even anyone’s mother.”

She melted, spine pressing into my chest, her hands guiding mine to rest just below her waist. “And you’re not a prodigy, or a headline, or the savior of my department?”

“Nope,” I said, letting my fingers trace the slow curve of her stomach. “I’m just the guy who brought you to the edge of the world so you’d remember what it feels like to breathe.”

She shivered and sank deeper against me. It was good, the kind of shiver that promises something more.

We stayed like that, just breathing together, her body fitting against mine like there’d never been any space between us. My hands roamed upward, palms flat over the ribs, the line of her bra an afterthought beneath the hoodie. She made a tiny sound, more sigh than moan, and leaned her head back to rest on my shoulder.

“No research,” she said, making it a rule.

“No Board,” I agreed.

She laughed, low and wicked. “No drama.”

I grinned, holding her tighter. “Just us.”

We stood together at the window, the world beyond unspooling itself wave by wave, neither of us in any rush to move. Her hands slid down to cover mine, nails biting gently into my knuckles, her body relaxing by the minute.

If the rest of the world burned, let it. We’d carved out a corner of quiet, and for now, it felt like enough.

***

It took all of ten minutes for the cottage to become a staging ground for vacation chaos. We dumped our bags in the bedroom, shrugged out of our clothes, and hunted for swimsuits with the urgency of people trying to erase every last trace of who they’d been back in the city.

I found my trunks first, navy, faded from too many chlorine runs at the campus pool and yanked them on. I expected Vivian to emerge from the bathroom in some modest one-piece, maybe with a coverup, maybe not. Instead, she stepped out in a bikini so minimal it belonged on a Brazilian volleyball court, not on the body of a world-renowned researcher. The top was pale blue, a single tie behind her neck, barely able to contain the swell of her tits; the bottoms were cut high, almost surgical in their lack of coverage, making her legs look even longer and leaner.

For a second, I just stared, all pretense of normalcy gone.

She met my look with a raised eyebrow, mouth quirking in a dare. “Don’t pretend you’re shocked, Noah. I was hot before I was famous.”

I grinned, letting my eyes sweep her from top to bottom, slow and obvious. “You’re still hot. I think you just broke my brain.”

She rolled her eyes, but she was blushing a deep, honest pink that traveled all the way down her chest. “You’re a dork.”

She threw a towel over her shoulder, snatched a water bottle from the fridge, and headed for the back door, every stride a new lesson in how a woman could weaponize confidence. I followed, one step behind, not even pretending I wasn’t staring.

The path down to the sand was cut through tall grass and wildflowers, the boards uneven and soft with age. Vivian led the way, hair streaming out behind her, feet bare and reckless as she launched herself off the last step and hit the beach running.

I gave chase, the sand cool and sharp between my toes, but she was quick. The wind off the ocean whipped at us, tugging the towel from her grip, leaving her arms free as she sprinted toward the surf.

At the water’s edge, she paused, bounced once, then charged straight in, splashing through the break like she was made of lighter things than flesh and bone. I followed, wading in to my knees before a rogue wave hit and left me drenched, hair plastered to my forehead, trunks clinging to everything.

Vivian didn’t bother easing in. She dove headlong, surfacing with a gasp and a whoop that carried down the empty shore. Saltwater beaded on her skin, traced the hollows at her throat, sparkled on the curves of her breasts. She shook her hair out, sent a rainbow of droplets flying, then flashed me a grin so bright it should’ve burned.

For the next hour, we played like kids, racing to the buoy and back, body-surfing the breakers, daring each other to swim deeper or dive through the biggest whitecaps. Vivian tackled me in the shallows, straddling my back, laughing as she tried to hold me under, and I let her win, let her feel the power of her own joy for once.

When exhaustion finally caught us, we staggered out and collapsed on the towels, arms and legs tangling, both of us panting and salt-streaked.

We lay there, backs to the sun, the world gone soft and drowsy around us. My hand found her hip, traced idle patterns along the ridge of bone, feeling the way her muscles fluttered beneath my touch.

Vivian rolled her head toward me, cheek pressed to her bicep. “God, I haven’t done that in years.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged, still catching her breath. “No time. No point, really. Once you start teaching, then parenting, then running a department, it all gets squeezed out. You stop letting yourself have fun.”

I nodded, understanding too well.

We lay in the heat, our bodies drying, the air thick with the scents of sunscreen and ocean and the faint sweetness of Vivian’s shampoo. Gulls wheeled overhead, crying out to nothing. I closed my eyes, and for the first time in months, my brain didn’t immediately fill with blueprints or deadlines. Just this. Her, me, the lazy weight of the sun.

Vivian was the one to break the silence. “Can I tell you something?”

“I’m all ears.”

She hesitated, then dug her toes into the sand, burying them deep. “I’ve never seen my girls this happy. Not just—” she gestured, vague, “not just because of you, but because of what you did to our family. You gave them something I never could.”

I propped myself on an elbow, searching her face. “What do you mean?”

She sighed, soft and almost embarrassed. “Chloe and Mia, they were always so careful, so afraid to let anyone really see them. Brooke too, in her own way. You got under their skin. You made them feel safe to be themselves. It’s… beautiful. I love them so much, but I never could quite reach them like you do.”

Her voice broke a little, just at the edges.

I reached over, brushed a wet strand of hair from her face. “You’re a good mom. Better than you think.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know the half of it, Noah. I missed a lot, chasing my career. I thought if I just worked hard enough, they’d forgive me for not being there more.” She traced a line in the sand with her fingertip, then looked up. “It’s not enough, is it?”

I didn’t have an answer. Instead, I rolled onto my side, curled my arm around her waist, and drew her closer.

The wind ghosted over us, cool on our wet skin, curling around our bodies while the sun warmed us. Time stretched out, weightless, as the heaviness bled away with every breath and the air dried us, leaving only the feeling of her beside me, our limbs catching the breeze.

“Let me put some sunscreen on your back before you burn,” I said, not really a question.

She nodded, sat up, and turned away from me, hugging her knees to her chest. The sun painted her shoulders gold, and I took my time, pouring lotion into my palm and working it gently over her skin. My hands were slow and careful, smoothing over every ridge and dip, paying extra attention to the places where her suit left her most exposed.

She made a soft noise, head dropping forward as I moved from her shoulders to the base of her spine, kneading small circles over the knobs of her vertebrae. Her muscles tensed, then relaxed under my touch.

“That feels incredible,” she murmured.

I leaned in, lips brushing her shoulder. “I could do this forever.”

She shivered, despite the heat. “Promise?”

I ran my fingers down her side, just above the line of her bikini, then up again, slower, letting my touch linger.

She turned her head, met my eyes over her shoulder, and for a moment, the air between us was electric, charged and hungry and alive.

She shifted, rolled toward me, the motion smooth and deliberate. Her breasts pressed against my chest, still slick with saltwater and sunblock, and she reached for my neck, pulling me down into a kiss that was slow, then sudden, tongue warm and insistent.

We kissed like that for a long time, our bodies tangled, the sounds of the beach fading to a hush behind the rush of our blood.

Vivian broke away first, her breath coming fast. “You know this is insane, right? I’m old enough to be your—”

“Don’t,” I said, cutting her off with another kiss, this one deeper, rougher.

She melted, hands raking through my hair, her body arching into mine.

The towel wasn’t much of a barrier. I slid my hand up her thigh, fingers finding the edge of her suit, then slipping beneath. She gasped, shivering as I touched her, already slick with need.

I rolled her onto her back, covering her body with mine, the weight of me pressing her into the towel, the sand yielding beneath us. I kissed down her neck, across her chest, leaving a trail of salt and lotion and heat.

She reached for my trunks, yanked them down, freeing my cock, which stood out hard and eager. She wrapped her hand around it, stroked once, then let go, reaching instead to pull me down, lining me up with her entrance.

I pushed her bikini bottom aside, the fabric biting into her hip, and slid into her in one slow, delicious stroke. She was wet and tight, her cunt gripping me instantly, greedy for every inch.

We fucked there on the sand, hidden only by a curve of rock, the risk of being seen adding to the rush. I held her legs open, hips driving hard and deep, the slap of skin against skin lost beneath the crash of the surf.

She was louder than I’d ever heard her, moaning, gasping, begging me not to stop. Her nails raked my back, her teeth found my shoulder, and every time I drove into her, she clamped down, milking me for more.

I felt the orgasm building, a tidal surge from the base of my spine, and I tried to slow, to stretch it out, but she was relentless, her pussy fluttering around me, hips meeting my thrusts, desperate and wild.

“I want you to come inside me,” she whispered, voice ragged. “I want to feel it.”

That did it. I let go, pounding into her, each stroke harder, faster, until I exploded inside her, the pleasure so intense I saw stars. My cock pulsed, emptied, filling her with everything I had.

She came with me, her whole body locking up, cunt spasming around my cock, mouth open in a silent scream. Her arms pulled me tight, refusing to let me go until the last shiver passed.

We collapsed together, sweaty and spent, her legs tangled around mine, my cock still buried in her, leaking into her heat.

We lay like that, the sun drying our skin, the wind cooling our bodies, until the world returned in slow motion.

She stroked my back, her fingers tracing lazy spirals over the salt-sticky skin. “That was…”

“Incredible,” I finished for her, kissing her cheek.

She laughed, a throaty, satisfied sound, and nuzzled into my neck. “I haven’t felt this alive in years.”

We stayed there, tangled and quiet, letting the sound of the ocean wash away everything but the moment.

For once, there was no tomorrow. No future to build, no past to regret.

Just sun, and salt, and the woman beside me.

And it was enough.

***

We staggered up from the sand just before sunset, still riding the aftermath, our skin salted and slick and sticky in all the best ways. The walk back to the cottage was slow. Half because my legs were shot, half because Vivian couldn’t stop grinning every time she looked at me and tripped over her own feet. She made a show of wringing the water from her hair, then shook it out so hard it spattered droplets across my chest.

We dropped our towels by the door, and I watched as she surveyed the living room, her eyes settling on the couch, the table, the fireplace, each one ticking up her list of future conquests. She stretched, arms overhead, the bikini top threatening to launch off her body with the force of her ambition.

I headed for the kitchen, intent on scavenging dinner, but she beat me there, perched herself on the counter and dangled her legs, waiting. The moment I got close, she looped her arm around my neck and pulled me in, tongue already seeking mine, the kiss deeper than anything from the beach. I braced one hand on her thigh, the other on the counter behind her, savoring the taste of her, ocean, sunblock, and something underneath, sharp and addictive.

She broke the kiss, eyes half-closed, and murmured, “You’re supposed to be feeding me, not ravishing me. Priorities, Noah.”

I let my hand drift upward, thumb brushing the edge of her bikini. “You’re one to talk.”

She giggled, actually giggled, then pushed me away and slid off the counter. “Fine. Let’s make dinner, but keep your hands where I can see them.”

Vivian rummaged through the cupboards with her ass stuck out, searching for pasta or anything that wasn’t three years expired. I filled a pot with water, set it to boil, and cut up some bread, watching her from the corner of my eye as she moved around the space. She was looser than I’d ever seen, body moving with this lazy confidence, not a trace of the uptight department chair who used to glare holes through anyone who showed up late to her seminar.

At some point she ditched the bikini top, swapped it for a tank that must’ve been borrowed from one of her daughters; it was tissue thin, so sheer it left nothing to the imagination. Underneath, she wore nothing. Her nipples poked through the fabric, and every time she reached up to grab a spice jar, the hem rose, flashing slivers of skin, the shadow of her ribs.

I couldn’t stop myself. I came up behind her, hands at her waist, then slid them upward, palms cupping her breasts through the tank. She stilled, sucking in a breath, then arched into my touch.

“Dinner’s going to burn,” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

I kissed the side of her neck, the spot I’d marked with my teeth earlier, and her hands came up to cover mine, fingers lacing over my knuckles. She pressed her ass into my hips, grinding slow, and I felt my cock go hard again, straining at the board shorts.

“We could just do takeout,” I suggested, voice muffled against her skin.

She laughed, low and wicked, then turned in my arms and shoved me against the fridge, pinning me there with her whole body. The tank gaped open at the sides, and she caught me staring.

“Eat first,” she said, nipping my lip. “Then you can have dessert.”

I let her go, barely. She boiled the pasta, poured a jar of sauce over it, and we ate straight from the pan, sitting on the floor of the living room, legs tangled, passing the pot and a bottle of wine back and forth. Every few bites she’d lean over and kiss me, sauce on her mouth, and I’d lick it away, not caring if we made a mess.

When the pasta was gone and the wine nearly empty, Vivian stood, stretched, and padded barefoot to the bedroom. She left the door open, a dare, and I followed, my hands already shaking a little with anticipation.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, tank and shorts still on, hair wild and drying in the evening air. I closed the distance, knelt in front of her, and hooked my thumbs in the waistband of her shorts, sliding them down slow.

Her skin was warm and soft, and as I worked the shorts over her hips, she lifted herself, helping me, eyes locked on mine. She had a birthmark, just above her thigh, a small oval the color of caramel. I kissed it, then kissed upward, every inch of her a new discovery.

She grabbed my hair and tugged me up, then pulled off her own tank, tossing it aside. I drank in the sight of her, breasts full and proud, nipples flushed, body still humming with the sun’s leftover heat. She lay back, arms open, completely naked, inviting me in.

I crawled onto the bed, settling between her legs, my cock already leaking in anticipation. She reached down, wrapped a hand around me, and stroked, slow and deliberate, spreading the slick across my length.

“Need you,” she whispered, voice husky.

I lined up, teasing her entrance, then slid in, inch by inch, the sensation almost too much after how many times we’d already gone today. (three times at the beach) She gasped, legs locking around my waist, and I started moving, slow at first, savoring the friction, the way her pussy clamped down with every thrust.

Vivian met me stroke for stroke, hips rising to meet mine, hands roaming my back, nails leaving trails. Her tits bounced with every motion, and I couldn’t help myself. I bent, sucked a nipple into my mouth, flicked my tongue over the tip. She moaned, arched, begged me for more.

We fucked hard, the bed creaking beneath us, bodies slick with sweat and ocean salt, neither of us trying to be quiet. She came first, crying out my name, legs trembling around me, cunt spasming as I kept pounding, chasing my own release. I lasted just long enough to feel her come again, then lost control, buried myself deep, and emptied inside her, each pulse a fresh rush of pleasure.

After, I collapsed next to her, both of us panting, hearts thundering in sync. She rolled into me, wrapped a leg over my thigh, and nuzzled my neck.

We lay like that, catching our breath, until she rolled over, pushed my shoulder, and straddled me, hair falling in my face.

“Round two?” I asked, voice raw.

She grinned, then shifted down, kissed her way along my chest, lower, then lower still, until her mouth found my cock. She sucked me in, deep and greedy, tongue swirling around the head, hands cupping my balls, stroking me back to full hardness. I groaned, hips lifting off the bed, but she held me down, taking me further, until I hit the back of her throat and she gagged, eyes watering but never stopping.

She pulled off, wiped her mouth, then climbed back up, legs spread wide, and rode me. This time, she set the pace, slow, grinding, every movement designed to drive us both insane. Her tits bounced, clapping together where they met in the middle, and she leaned forward, bracing her hands on my chest, hair in her face, eyes locked on mine.

“Want to see you come again,” she whispered, her voice sharp, greedy, laced with all her need. Her hips picked up speed, rhythm gone rough and relentless, every movement purposeful and desperate, like she wanted to wring the last ounce of control out of me and then some. I gripped her waist, bone and muscle and soft heat, let her use me, let her ride me hard enough to bruise.

The bed shuddered beneath us, headboard slamming the wall, but neither of us cared. She tossed her hair back, eyes wild, mouth parted in a gasp, a flush blooming over her chest. Her hands braced on my shoulders, nails digging in, and I watched the cords in her neck strain as she pushed herself, using my body like a machine built for her pleasure. Every time she bottomed out, she ground her clit against me and shuddered, cunt rippling as if she could pull the release out by force.

I felt her getting close, the wet heat of her squeezing tighter, and I tried, honestly fucking tried to hold back, but she wouldn’t let me. Vivian grabbed my jaw, made me look at her, made me see how badly she wanted it, how much she needed to watch me lose every last scrap of self-control. “Don’t you dare hold back,” she hissed, riding me faster, the slap of her ass against my hips loud and obscene. “I want to feel you fill me up again. All of it.”

She clenched around me, and this time I broke, whole body tensing, warning her with a helpless grunt. She just grinned, feral and gorgeous, and slammed down harder, milking every drop, taking all of me until I thought I’d black out from the pleasure. I exploded inside her, cock pulsing, shooting so deep I swore some primal part of me would stay inside her forever. She kept grinding, every aftershock wringing another shudder out of me, her own climax cresting at the same time, face twisted in blissful agony, nails carving crescents into my skin.

The world went white around the edges. My vision swam. I could feel nothing but her, the heat, the clutch of her body, the raw, open connection between us. Our hearts hammered together, sweat running down our sides, tangled and fused, no boundary between where she ended and I began.

She collapsed onto my chest, both of us shaking, sweat-slicked and satisfied.

We drifted for a while, the world outside fading to nothing.

When my brain finally rebooted, I rolled to my side, tucked her under my arm, and kissed her hair.

She went soft in my arms, body truly relaxing fully for the first time all day.

I stroked her back, traced patterns along her spine, and let the quiet settle.

After a while, she said, “Do you ever wish things were simpler?”

I thought about it. “Not really. Simpler means less you. Less us.”

She laughed, then turned serious. “I have to tell you something.”

My heart stuttered, just a little. “Go ahead.”

She took a deep breath, staring at the wall.

“Maxwell moved out a month ago. We’ve been separated for almost a year, sleeping in separate rooms in the house, but it finally happened. He’s in Palo Alto, running his company, seeing someone else, I think. Actually, I hope.”

She swallowed, glanced at me, voice shaking. “This is the hard part.”

I tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, never taking my eyes off hers. “You can tell me, Viv. You’re safe. I’m listening.”

She nodded as if summoning her courage. “You see, you’re the first man I’ve ever really loved. That is, I’ve never had these feelings for anyone before. But this feeling, this constant ache when you're not near me, the way my heart races when you walk into a room…I never knew it could be like this. I’ve experienced nothing even close to this intense. You’re all I can think about, and I even dream about you. It made me realize that what I thought was love, wasn’t love at all. This is what love is supposed to feel like, isn’t it? Am I crazy? Please tell me I’m not crazy.”

I smiled and leaned in, pressing my lips to hers before backing up and losing myself in her eyes. “Not even a little crazy. You make me feel the same way.”

“Noah, you’re the first man who saw me as more than a resume or a reputation. You really love me, don’t you?”

She blinked, hard, then looked at me, eyes wide and raw.

“I really do,” I said. “At the end of the day, it’s not complicated. We’re two people who fell in love. You’re my girl, Viv.”

She relaxed slightly and picked up my hand, intertwining her fingers with mine. “You make it sound so… normal. I’m old enough to be —”

I pressed my finger to her lips, cutting her off. “My girlfriend,” I said finishing her sentence. “You’re my girlfriend, Viv. The age thing…that’s just a number. It’s meaningless. It’s not a thing unless we make it a thing.”

My words broke down the last wall of her resistance, and tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t go back to that life. I can’t go back to him or someone like him. Even if this thing with us implodes, I needed you to know that you gave me… joy. Real joy. Something I haven’t had outside of my kids.”

I reached for her, pulled her close, held her until she stopped shaking.

“Viv,” I whispered, “I’ll never let you go back to that. Not if you want me. I want you, and I’m not letting go.”

She squeezed my hand, hard.

“I do,” she said, voice steady now. “I want you. All of you.”

We stayed like that, bodies tangled, until sleep stole us away, the ocean still whispering outside the window, the truth between us finally out in the open.

If the rest of the world burned down, it would be fine.

We had each other.

And that was all I needed.

***

The morning after tasted like citrus and sleep, the sun baking through salt-fogged windows, the sheets twisted around us in a sweaty embrace. I woke before Vivian, the house silent except for the ticking of the old wall clock and the distant percussion of waves. She was curled against me, one bare leg thrown over my hip, her arm heavy across my chest, hair wild as seaweed in the tide.

I watched her breathe for a minute, memorizing the soft slack of her lips, the freckles dusted across her nose, the faint bruises where my hands had gripped her hips the night before. She looked peaceful. Younger. Like a girl who’d never been burdened by her own expectations.

I extricated myself without waking her, padded to the kitchen, and set about making coffee. The act felt sacramental: grinding beans, boiling water, the steady, ordinary motions of a life that finally belonged to me. I found eggs and oranges, sliced bread, made toast. By the time the pot hissed its last, Vivian was awake, wrapped in a towel, standing at the sliding door to the porch.

“Smells like heaven,” she said, voice husky.

I poured two mugs, carried them out to the deck, and handed her one. She sipped, eyes closing in bliss, then folded herself into a chair and tucked her knees to her chest, the towel barely covering anything.

We ate in silence, the wind scattering crumbs from our plates. Neither of us reached for our phones. Neither of us wanted the spell to break.

When the sun had warmed us both and the coffee was gone, I cleared the plates, then sat on the porch steps, elbows braced on my knees. I turned the ring box over in my pocket, feeling its weight.

Vivian watched me, a slow smile blooming. “You look nervous. Did you poison my coffee?”

I snorted. “If I did, I hope you die happy.”

She laughed, deep and real. “So, what’s got you so twitchy?”

I pulled the box out, set it on the arm of her chair. “I want to give you something. You can say no, but—I want to, anyway.”

She eyed it warily, then picked it up, flipped it open. The ring inside was plain silver, identical to the ones I’d given Chloe, Mia, Brooke, and the rest, but somehow more significant in this light.

“I know you can’t promise forever,” I said. “Not yet. You have a life, a job, a thousand things pulling you back to the real world. But this—” I hesitated, found the words. “This is a promise that I’ll love you as long as you’ll let me. No matter what. No Board, no patents, nothing else comes first.”

Vivian stared at the ring, then at me, then back at the ring. Her face went soft, eyes shining, but she didn’t look away.

“I’m not a girl who gets swept off her feet, Noah,” she said, voice trembling just a little. “But you make it very, very tempting.”

I reached for her hand, took it in mine, thumb stroking her knuckles. “Chloe, Mia, Brooke, they’re all for it. They want you. They want us. You could come home with me today, move in tomorrow, and nobody would blink.”

She snorted, wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist, and slipped the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, a snug, cool band below her knuckle.

“It would give you a chance to get to know your girls like this,” I said. “No walls. No armor. Just love. Just us.”

Vivian paused, admiring the way the ring looked on her finger. “Are you inviting me into your harem, Mr. Mercer?” she teased, lips quirking.

I grinned. “You’d be the queen. You already are.”

Vivian leaned forward, caught my mouth in a kiss, deep and slow. When she pulled back, she was smiling, ring glinting in the sun.

“I accept,” she said. “But you’re not getting me so easily. I have to wrap up things with my soon-to-be-ex, and the Board is going to lose their collective mind when they realize I’m not coming back as their puppet.”

“Let them,” I said, meaning it.

We packed up that afternoon, leaving the cottage as we’d found it, beds made, dishes washed, the last traces of our weekend scattered in sand on the floors and a wine-stained towel by the bed. Vivian drove this time, her hand on my thigh, humming tunelessly as we wound back up the coast, the sun melting behind us in streaks of orange and pink.

She dropped me at the townhouse with a kiss that promised more, then drove off toward campus, her hair wild in the wind.

The next morning, I woke to a single message from her. One word: “Done.”

I found out later what she meant. She’d filed the patent paperwork at sunrise, my name and mine alone on every page. No red tape, no Board signatures, nothing for Biogen to challenge. I’d offered them a partnership. They tried to bury me, and now they’d get nothing.

She’d burned the bridge for both of us.

And when I called her, voice shaking with gratitude and awe, she just laughed, deep and happy, and said, “Get used to it, genius. You’re mine now.”

I was.

I always would be.


Bathed in Beauty


It arrived at ten thirty AM: a single manila envelope, hand-delivered by a university courier who looked like he would rather have been delivering explosives. The header was embossed with the St. Celeste seal, all Latin motto and intimidation. The envelope was heavy, but not as heavy as the message inside.

Dear Mr. Mercer,

In light of recent developments and in accordance with the policies set forth by the St. Celeste University Research Board, it is the unanimous decision of this office that your continued involvement with the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold project presents an ongoing risk to the integrity of our academic community. Effective immediately, you are relieved of all research privileges at the Innovation Lab, pending review by the Office of Academic Integrity and the Board of Trustees. Any and all data, intellectual property, and work product produced under the auspices of St. Celeste University remain the exclusive property of the institution, as stipulated by your signed agreement. Further breach of protocol may result in disciplinary action up to and including expulsion and civil liability. Please contact Dr. Watson or the Office of Academic Integrity with any questions.

Sincerely,

The Office of the Vice Provost

I read the letter four times, each reading stripping away another layer of denial until only numbness was left. My name wasn’t even in the body, just a cold “Mr. Mercer.” I could see the fingerprints of a dozen board members all over the text, each phrase polished for maximum threat and minimum humanity. Not even a hint of the work I’d done, the year of late nights, the breakthroughs, the professional reputation I’d built by the ounce. All that survived was the signature threat, civil liability, institutional ownership, expulsion. I could almost hear the board’s collective sigh of satisfaction as they pressed SEND.

The urge to destroy something was immediate. For a second, I imagined myself crumpling the letter and launching it off the balcony, but that felt childish. Instead, I set it on the kitchen counter, lined it up perfectly with the marble tile, and just stared at it. My hands shook, so I pressed them flat to the stone, waiting for the tremor to pass. I could feel the blood beating in my fingertips. The sound was so loud it drowned out the hum of the fridge.

I should have called someone, Vivian, Chloe, anyone, but I needed to get out. I needed air. The townhouse suddenly felt like a cell, every wall closing in with that clinical, smug university voice. I left the envelope where it was, grabbed my phone, and headed up the spiral staircase to the rooftop terrace.

It was one of those early spring mornings when the marine layer lingers just above the cliffs, sunlight filtered through clouds, making the ocean look like a rolling field of lead. I stood at the far edge of the terrace, gripped the cold iron railing, and let the chill burn into my knuckles. Three stories down, I could see the back garden, the pale green haze of new grass, the little pavers Chloe had laid last month after she decided the old ones were “tragically unvibey.” Even from up here, I could smell the hint of rosemary and the faint acid of last night’s wine, the one we’d opened after Vivian’s text: Done.

Done. A word I’d replayed a hundred times since last night, never letting myself hope it meant anything more than “I did what I said I would.” The patent. The last firewall against the board. All that was left now was to wait and see if it worked.

The wind off the ocean was fierce, numbing my face and cutting through the thin t-shirt I’d thrown on. I focused on the horizon, tried to let the sound of the waves dull the edges of the panic building in my chest. I thought about the letter, its careful language, the way it tried to strip me of not just my work, but my entire identity. I wondered if I would ever be able to set foot on the St. Celeste campus again, or if I’d be reduced to a cautionary tale in the next year’s ethics seminar: “Don’t be this guy. He thought he was bigger than the system. He lost.”

I heard the terrace door slide open behind me, then click shut. Light footsteps, slow and deliberate, crossed the flagstones. I didn’t turn. I didn’t want anyone to see my face, not yet.

A moment later, a presence at my back, close enough to sense but not to touch.

“You okay?” Vivian’s voice, softer than I’d ever heard it. Not the crisp, public address version, but a private register, the one she used at three in the morning when she’d wake up in a panic about Chloe’s grades or Brooke’s latest incident report. I wondered, distantly, how much sleep she’d gotten.

I kept my eyes on the water. “I got the letter. It’s official. They stripped me of the project. All of it. They said I might be liable for ‘breach of protocol’ and that they’re claiming ownership of everything I built, up to and including the code I wrote at home.”

She didn’t say anything for a second. Just stood beside me, letting the wind do the talking.

Then, “Do you want to hit something? We can hit something, if it’ll help.”

That surprised me. I turned to look at her. The transformation was startling. The hard lines of her professor self were entirely gone; her hair was loose, whipping around her face in the wind, and she wore a light blue blouse, tucked into slim navy pants, the kind of outfit that was clearly professional but still unmistakably feminine. She looked at least fifteen years younger, no exaggeration. Her makeup was minimal, just a touch of color at the mouth, and her eyes were brighter than I’d ever seen them. For the first time, I understood why people who didn’t know her called her beautiful, not just intimidating.

She held a thick black folder under her left arm, the kind with a metal clasp at the top and enough paper inside to stop a bullet. She took a step closer, close enough that I could smell her perfume, a clean citrus with an undertone of something dark. She set the folder on the railing next to me, then turned so that she was facing the ocean, too.

“Do you want to read it?” I asked, voice sharper than I meant.

Vivian shook her head, a wry smile tugging at her lips. “I know exactly what it says. I wrote most of their playbook when I was on the Board. Trust me, you’re not even on the first page of the real attack. They’ll escalate. They always do.”

I looked at her, the anger breaking through the surface. “How can you be so calm? They’re about to erase everything. They’ll sue me. They’ll ruin my career before it starts.”

She didn’t flinch. She just reached out, took my hand off the railing, and pressed it between both of hers. Her fingers were warm, dry, steady.

“They think they’re winning,” she said, voice low. “But they’re already dead in the water. They just don’t know it yet.”

She pulled the folder open, riffled through a few pages, and handed me a single sheet. It was a printout of a patent filing: BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold, with my name listed as sole inventor and a submission date from two days ago. I scanned the first lines, felt my brain hiccup, then I looked back up at her.

She smiled, proud and a little wicked. “I filed the provisional before I sent you that text. The office was open at seven AM. You are now, and forever, the legal owner of every atom of intellectual property in that project.”

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My hands still shook, but now it was from adrenaline, not fear.

Vivian took back the patent, tucked it into the folder, then fanned out a dozen more sheets, each one with a different header. “Here’s the fun part. I’ve been building a case against the board for months. Not just for you, for every grad student they’ve tried to screw over in the last decade. These—” she tapped the pages, “are transcripts of meetings, emails they tried to erase, even a couple of voice memos from their last ‘private’ session.”

She looked me dead in the eye. “They don’t know I have this. Not yet. But if they come for you, if they even try, these go straight to the Chronicle, the alumni fund, and every law firm that’s been dying to take a shot at St. Celeste since the last Title IX suit. They’re sharks, Noah. But I know how to poison the water.”

It was too much to process. My heart was racing, a wild double-time, and the whole world tilted slightly as the reality hit. I’d gone from doomed to invincible in under three minutes. The urge to cry, or laugh, or both at once hit hard.

“They’ll try to bury you,” I managed, my voice hoarse. “They’ll say I stole it, that you manipulated the process.”

She laughed. It was a real laugh, sharp and alive. “Let them. They’re already finished. My retirement plan was to blow this place up on my way out, anyway. I want them to know what it feels like to lose.”

She took my hand again, squeezed hard, then let go. For a second, neither of us said anything, just stared at the water. The sky was clearing; the sun had burned off most of the fog, and the ocean had gone from lead to blue steel. I felt lighter, a little, but the emotional whiplash was real. I was still reeling.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admitted, voice breaking.

“Say thank you,” she said, nudging me with her shoulder. “And then say you’ll get back to work. I want to see what a free man does with his genius. The world does, too.”

She looked at me, all warmth now, none of the steel. “Besides, we have a family to take care of. And if the Board comes after you, they’ll have to go through me first. And then Brooke, and Chloe, and about three hundred furious undergraduates.”

That got a laugh out of me, a real one. The image of Brooke in a balaclava, hurling legal briefs at the board, was almost enough to make me forget the morning entirely.

We stood together for a long time, side by side, the wind tearing at our hair, the ocean endless and alive in front of us. Vivian slipped her arm around my waist and leaned into me, her head against my shoulder. She fit perfectly, like she’d always belonged there.

When she finally spoke, it was so soft I almost missed it. “We did it, Outlier,” she said, using Chloe’s nickname for me. “We made history. Now let’s go home.”

I nodded, the new weight in my chest warm and electric. I didn’t have words for it, not yet. But I knew, as I walked with her back to the door, that whatever war the board started, we were going to finish it on our terms.

Maybe that was the real freedom.

Maybe that was enough.

***

The living room was a war room.

I could tell before Vivian and I even made it down the stairs. Voices drifted up through the open landing, Brooke’s clipped and caustic, Chloe’s high and wobbly, Serena’s low and relentless, a metronome of logic under every other noise. By the time I hit the first floor, it was obvious that nobody had waited for orders. They’d seen the letter I left out. The campaign was already on.

Brooke prowled the length of the couch, arms crossed, chin down, her hair still wet from the shower and already sticking up at odd angles. She wore a tank and old track shorts and looked like she’d just come from a bar fight. She muttered threats under her breath with the rhythm of someone sharpening a knife on a whetstone. Every three paces, she would whip around and glare at the front door, as if expecting the Board’s legal team to bust in, guns blazing.

Chloe was curled up on the couch, knees hugged to her chest, her face streaked with mascara. She wasn’t sobbing, but tears rolled steady and silent, tracking lines through last night’s sleep makeup. She stared at nothing, eyes red but unblinking, and rocked slightly whenever Brooke passed her. She clutched a fuzzy blanket around her shoulders, but the way she held it seemed more like a shield than for warmth.

Serena had taken over the dining table, which she had somehow transformed into a tactical command center. Stacks of legal pads, highlighters, a battered laptop. She wore glasses, hair tied in a perfect bun, and was already halfway through annotating the patent printout Vivian had given me not ten minutes earlier. She scribbled in the margins, pausing every now and then to Google something and mark it with a sticky tab. I could tell by her posture she’d been at it for a while.

Ren sat at the kitchen island with a mug of tea, hunched over her sketchbook. She worked furiously, the sound of her pencil scratching almost as loud as the arguments ricocheting around the room. Every few seconds she’d stop, glance at me or Vivian, then go back to sketching, her hair falling over her eyes as she attacked the page. Her hoodie sleeves were pushed up, wrists smudged with graphite.

In the far corner, Rory stood by the window, phone pressed to her ear, fingers drumming the glass with military precision. Her voice was cool and crisp, even as it cut through the air in staccato bursts. “No, that’s not good enough. I need it by two. And tell him I said he’ll get his donation matched if he moves faster.” She ended the call with a vicious little tap, then immediately dialed another number. Her suit jacket was thrown over the chair behind her, but her blouse and slacks looked as flawless as they had at graduation.

Mia moved between the kitchen and the living room, barefoot, apron on over a tank and leggings, hands dusted with flour. She was making bread, the house was filled with the sharp, yeasty promise of it, warm and alive. She set out mugs of coffee, handed tissues to Chloe, refilled the tea for Ren, and dropped little cubes of cheese on the table by Serena, who didn’t even glance up. She was the only one smiling, and even that was a half-frown, brow furrowed with worry.

Nobody said anything as I entered. Instead, six sets of eyes (well, five; Serena didn’t look up) tracked me like a missile. The silence lasted three heartbeats, then Brooke was in my face, hands on my shoulders, eyes blazing.

“Tell me exactly what the fuck they said, Noah,” she barked, every syllable a bullet. “I want details. Don’t protect us.”

I held up the letter, already creased from where I’d gripped it too hard. “They fired me. Stripped my access. Threatened legal action if I touch anything connected to BioPrint ever again. Claimed ownership of my work, retroactive to my first day here.”

Brooke growled, actually growled, then let go and resumed pacing. “I hope they enjoy breathing through feeding tubes when I’m done.”

Vivian hung back a step, the folder clutched to her chest, eyes scanning the room as if taking an inventory of every emotion in play. She looked at Chloe, then at Mia, then back at me, her lips tightening.

It was Chloe who broke first. She launched off the couch, blanket trailing, and flung herself at me with all the force her frame could muster. I caught her mid-jump, arms pinning me like a vice, her face buried in my chest.

“They can’t do this, baby,” she whispered, her voice ragged. “It’s yours. You built it. I don’t care what they say. If they try anything, we’ll all walk out. The whole house. All of us.”

I squeezed her back, hard. “They’re not going to get away with it. Viv filed the patent. We’re safe.” Saying it out loud made it feel real for the first time.

Chloe shuddered, tears still leaking, but she smiled against my shirt, relief and hope mixing on her lips. “Promise me.”

“Promise,” I said, and meant it.

Serena set her pen down and cleared her throat, pushing up her glasses. “I’ve read the entire letter and the patent filing. The board’s legal position is weak. At best, they can claim you violated your employment agreement by filing without notice, but the language is ambiguous. If they push, I can counter-sue for tortious interference and fraud. I’ve already started drafting a complaint. We’ll need a witness who can testify that the project was your original concept. Preferably more than one.”

Vivian raised a hand. “I’ll testify. I supervised his work from day one. So will Dr. Karim and at least three others. The board can’t erase us.”

Serena nodded, satisfied. “Perfect. I’ll finish the brief by tomorrow. If they move first, we’ll hit them with an injunction.”

Brooke stopped pacing long enough to crack her knuckles, then grinned at me. “See? They can’t win, not with the legal dream team and the muscle.” She flexed her arm, bicep popping, then winked at me. “But if you want them gone for good, just say the word.”

Ren looked up from her sketchbook, holding up a page for me to see. It was a cartoon storyboard of me standing on a cliff, fist raised, a tsunami labeled “INNOVATION” about to crush a tiny boardroom full of terrified stick figures. The Vivian figure stood behind me, holding a briefcase and a smoking gun.

“Got your back, genius,” Ren said, her smile wry but proud. “They’re not going to know what hit them.”

Chloe wiped her face, took my hand, and led me over to the kitchen, where Mia had laid out a plate of buttered toast and a mug of strong, black coffee. She kissed me on the cheek, then set about slicing another loaf, her hands sure and steady.

“You’re going to need your strength, baby,” Mia said, voice low but full of that quiet conviction I’d fallen in love with months ago. “They’ll come after you again, but you have us. Always.”

Rory finally set down her phone and crossed the room, her heels clicking smartly on the hardwood. She stood in front of me, arms crossed, eyes blazing with the same energy I’d seen during the worst of our high school debates.

“I’ve got media contacts lined up,” she said. “If the board even breathes a word about you, I’ll have three outlets on the story before lunch. And if they try to spin it, I’ll leak everything. They made a huge mistake underestimating us, Noah. I know how they think, and I know how to ruin them.”

For a second, nobody said anything. Then Vivian stepped forward, set the folder on the kitchen counter, and looked around at the assembled harem, all six women arrayed like an army of angels and demons.

“This is our war room now,” she said, voice full and fierce. “We fight together, or not at all.”

I stood there, stunned. Not just at the overwhelming force of their collective energy, but at the simple, staggering fact of it: these women, all so different, all so brilliant in their own ways, had thrown everything aside to build a fortress around me.

I thought about the boardroom, the smug faces, the decades of institutional power stacked against us. I pictured the emails, the threats, the legal traps. Then I looked around this room, at Serena’s cold confidence, Brooke’s brash loyalty, Chloe’s raw faith, Ren’s creative cunning, Mia’s nurturing calm, Vivian’s strategic fire, and Rory’s ruthless command, and felt something shift inside me.

I’d always imagined myself as an outsider, the “outlier” Chloe had dubbed me. But here, surrounded by these women, I was home. We were a force. An equation nobody else could solve.

Vivian opened the folder, spread the documents out on the kitchen island, and began assigning tasks. “Serena, you draft the cease and desist. Rory, coordinate media. Brooke, background checks on every board member who might try to retaliate. Ren, we’ll need graphics for public statements. Chloe, prep a statement for student allies. Mia, you keep everyone fed and focused.”

Brooke whooped, fist-pumping the air. “Let’s go.”

Chloe bounced on her toes, already texting half the sorority house.

Serena cracked her knuckles, smiled like a shark, and went back to the laptop.

Mia handed out another round of coffee, her eyes meeting mine with a look that said: We’re not just fighting for you, Noah. We’re fighting for all of us.

I felt the heat rising in my chest, a pulse of something like hope, and for the first time all morning, I laughed.

“They don’t stand a chance,” I said, voice steady now. “We’ll bury them.”

Rory grinned, pulling out her phone again. “We already have.”

The smell of baking bread filled the house, and the sound of six women plotting my vindication was the sweetest music I’d ever heard.

We spent the next four hours at the table, working through every angle, every potential move and counter-move. Serena mapped out timelines and legal theories with cold precision. Rory lined up interview slots and influencer posts, shaping the story before the board could even blink. Brooke tracked down every instance of prior board misconduct, building a dossier for the inevitable “personal” attacks. Ren drew up infographics and memed the hell out of the Board’s worst moments. Chloe sent out rallying calls to the student body, prepping a wave of grassroots support, while Mia and Vivian kept us all running, food, coffee, and an occasional back rub when the tension got too high.

By afternoon, the house had become a bunker of joy and chaos. Papers everywhere, laptops open on every surface, half the kitchen table covered in toast crumbs and coffee rings. Arguments flared, jokes flew, and every now and then someone would pause to hug me, or each other, just because it felt necessary.

At some point, Vivian caught my eye over the rim of her mug, her expression softening. “Are you okay?” she mouthed, just for me.

I nodded, but words failed me. I had never been less alone in my life.

As the sun set and the ocean glowed gold out the windows, I realized that maybe this was what it felt like to win.

Maybe this was what it meant to finally belong.

And if the board wanted a war, they were about to find out just how strong a family like this could be.

***

Serena’s bedroom was an after-hours cathedral. Every surface whispered peace: the soft glow from a single lamp painting golden rectangles on the walls, a king-sized bed layered in white and navy, stacks of annotated casebooks and highlighters lining the desk like stained glass. Even the air smelled like sanctuary, jasmine from the two dozen succulents and hanging vines Mia had arranged along the window ledge, filtered through a faint trace of Serena’s perfume.

I sat at the edge of the bed, still in jeans and the same t-shirt I’d worn since morning. My hands hung between my knees, and the adrenaline that had kept me upright for twelve hours was finally burning out, leaving only exhaustion and a strange, humming tension in my chest. Every win we’d stacked today felt like it had come at the cost of something I couldn’t name. I replayed the war room in my head, Serena’s laser focus, Mia’s calm, the chaos orbiting us, and wondered if there would ever be a day when I didn’t have to fight for what mattered.

The bedroom door opened without warning. Serena stepped inside, barefoot in a navy slip dress, hair loose around her shoulders, her law school glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She paused at the threshold, her gaze no longer the sharp courtroom assessment I'd grown used to, but something transformed, tender eyes that crinkled slightly at the corners, lips parted in a soft half-smile that made my chest ache. Florida had changed her. The walls were down now, and what flowed between us wasn't calculation but something raw and unguarded.

Behind her came Mia, dressed down in one of my old Caltech hoodies, her legs bare, hair tied in a loose knot that fell apart as she moved. Serena's gaze now held that same nurturing tenderness I'd once only seen in Mia, both of them watching me with identical soft expressions that spoke of future nurseries and whispered names for children not yet conceived. The way they moved in sync around me, their bodies echoing each other's rhythms, made my chest tighten with something far beyond desire, a recognition that they'd both chosen me to father the families they dreamed of building.

Serena closed the door behind them with a deliberate click, then leaned against it, arms folded. She studied me for a beat, then exchanged a glance with Mia, a silent, practiced communication I’d seen a thousand times but never quite understood.

Mia crossed the room, perched on the bed beside me, and took my hand in both of hers. Her palms were soft but her grip was iron, and the way she looked at me, eyes wide, lips slightly parted, felt like the most honest thing I’d seen all day.

“You did good today,” she said, her voice so gentle it almost didn’t register. “You didn’t just survive. You won.”

I wanted to argue, to say it was the team, it was Vivian, that I’d barely kept my shit together, but the words caught in my throat. I just nodded, and she squeezed my hand.

Serena pushed off from the door, crossing the room with that same gliding confidence that made my adrenaline spike. She stopped in front of me, reached out, and slid her hand up the back of my neck, fingers tracing the edge of my hairline. She pressed her forehead to mine, closed her eyes, and for a second the world shrank to nothing but the contact, her breath, the heat of her skin, the faint citrus note that clung to her.

“They’ll never be able to touch you, baby,” she murmured. “Not when you have us.”

She drew back, let her hand linger at my neck, thumb caressing the spot just behind my ear. Her expression was soft, but there was fire behind it.

I closed my eyes, inhaled, tried to fix the moment in my mind. The exhaustion was still there, but under it something else was rising. Need, yes, but also gratitude so sharp it hurt. I wanted to tell them how much I loved them, how the only thing that made any of this worth it was knowing they were here, right now, choosing me.

Instead, I just said, “I don’t think I could’ve done it without you.”

Mia smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “We know.”

She leaned in, pressed her lips to my cheek, then to my mouth, soft, barely-there, a question more than an answer.

Serena watched, then stepped forward, straddling my lap and settling herself so close I could feel her heartbeat. She slid her hands up my arms, over my shoulders, then around the back of my head. She kissed me, real, deep, slow, her lips sure and commanding, tongue teasing mine until my hands came up of their own accord, sliding up her thighs, beneath the hem of her dress.

She smiled against my mouth. “Still think you’re alone in this?”

“Not anymore,” I said, and meant it.

Mia laughed, low and rich, then moved behind me, her arms circling my chest, her hands warm and steady as she stroked my stomach. I felt her breath on my neck, her lips skimming my ear as she whispered, “We’re never letting you go, baby. Not even if you ask.”

They were everywhere at once, Serena’s tongue in my mouth, her thighs squeezing my hips; Mia’s hands roaming my chest, sliding under my shirt, her lips now at my jawline, then my throat. My cock surged, straining against my jeans, but I didn’t even care about the sex, not yet. It was the contact, the certainty of their touch, the way each of them seemed to know exactly what I needed before I did.

Serena reached down, unbuttoned my jeans with one hand while the other traced patterns along my collarbone. She pushed the fabric aside, freeing my cock, and stroked it with slow, deliberate motions, her eyes never leaving mine.

Mia’s hands joined hers, featherlight at first, then firmer, her touch soothing where Serena’s was electric. I leaned back, let my head rest on Mia’s shoulder, and closed my eyes, surrendering to the sensation.

“You’re the most brilliant mind I’ve ever known,” Serena whispered, her voice so close I could feel it inside me. “You turn chaos into beauty. You make us better. That’s why we love you.”

Mia echoed her, the words vibrating against my skin. “They can’t take that away, Noah. You’re ours. Forever.”

I opened my eyes, met Serena’s, and saw not just desire but something harder, conviction, the kind that didn’t budge even when the rest of the world demanded it.

She shifted, letting her dress ride up, her bare thighs sliding over mine as she positioned herself above my cock. She stroked it, aligning the head with her entrance, and with a slow, teasing grind, she took me inside her.

I groaned, the heat and tightness overwhelming, but she didn’t move right away. Instead, she held me there, still, letting me feel the way her pussy clamped down, pulsing in time with her heartbeat. Her nails dug into my shoulders, and she kissed me again, biting my lower lip before pulling away.

Mia’s hands slid lower, beneath my shirt, nails scraping lightly over my abs. She tugged the shirt up and over my head, then kissed a line down my spine, her breath cool in the places she’d just touched.

Serena finally started to move, hips rolling in slow, controlled circles, milking every inch of my cock as she rose and fell. Her tits bounced with the motion, the thin straps of her dress sliding down her arms until she let them fall, exposing her chest. Her nipples were hard, flushed pink, and I reached up to cup her breasts, thumbs flicking over the tips as she rode me.

Behind me, Mia pressed her body to my back, the softness of her tits flattening against my shoulder blades, her thighs bracketing mine. She kissed my neck, then bit down, just enough to leave a mark, and I groaned, thrusting up harder into Serena.

Serena moaned, eyes rolling back, and she picked up the pace, fucking herself on my cock with a rhythm that was all precision and need. Every time I bottomed out, she clenched around me, drawing a gasp from both of us. Her hands found my face, framing it, her lips meeting mine over and over.

Mia’s hand slid around, stroking my cock where it disappeared inside Serena, fingers slick with arousal. She pressed her mouth to my ear, whispering, “You feel so good, baby. You’re making her crazy. You love seeing her lose control, don’t you?”

I nodded, unable to speak, and Mia grinned, nipping at my earlobe. “Let go. She wants all of you.”

Serena gasped, hips bucking wildly. “I want you to come in me, Noah. Please. I need it. Fill me up. Give me a baby.”

The words sent a spike of heat straight to my balls, and I grabbed her hips, slamming her down onto my cock as I exploded inside her. The orgasm was volcanic, every pulse a white-hot burst that left me shaking and breathless. Serena cried out, her cunt spasming around me, milking every drop.

She collapsed against my chest, hair wild, skin damp with sweat. I held her, my arms around her back, feeling the rapid flutter of her heartbeat.

Mia reached around, cupping Serena’s face, then kissed her, slow and deep, their tongues tangling as I softened inside her. When they broke apart, Mia turned to me, her eyes shining.

“My turn,” she whispered, a challenge in her voice.

She eased Serena off my lap, guiding her to the side, then slid down to her knees between my legs. She licked me clean, her tongue warm and soft, then sucked my cock into her mouth, working me back to full hardness in seconds. Her mouth was heaven, hot, wet, insistent, and she knew exactly how to tease the sensitive spot under the head, how to bob slow and then deep-throat me until I was dizzy.

Serena watched, her eyes dark with hunger, one hand on Mia’s head, guiding her motions. She leaned in, whispering to Mia as she sucked me, their voices mixing in a litany of dirty praise and encouragement.

“He’s so fucking hard for you,” Serena murmured, her fingers stroking Mia’s cheek. “Look how much he wants you.”

Mia moaned around my cock, then pulled off, breathless. “I want him to come in me, too. I want his baby.”

The words hit me like a truck. I groaned, hips jerking, and Mia laughed, the sound pure mischief. She stood, stripped off the hoodie, wearing absolutely nothing underneath, and straddled me, guiding my cock to her entrance. She was soaking, her pussy practically dripping, and she took me in with one smooth motion, bottoming out and grinding her hips against mine.

She rode me slow at first, hands on my shoulders, her hair falling forward to frame her face. She kissed me, lips soft and searching, her tongue exploring my mouth as she fucked herself on my cock.

Serena joined us, her hands roaming over Mia’s body, stroking her tits, teasing her nipples, then moving down to her clit, rubbing gentle circles as Mia moved. The two of them kissed, their tongues tangling, and I watched, transfixed, as Serena slid her hand between Mia’s legs, spreading her open so she could watch my cock slide in and out of her.

Mia picked up the pace, bouncing on my lap, tits jiggling, her breath coming faster and faster. Serena never stopped touching her, never stopped whispering in her ear.

“Come for him, Mia. Milk his cock. You want to keep him forever, don’t you?”

Mia’s eyes squeezed shut, her whole body quaking with the effort to keep herself together even as she lost it. I felt her thighs tense against my hips, her nails digging crescent moons into my shoulders. She slammed down, impaling herself to the hilt, and for a moment she just ground her clit against my pubic bone, shivering violently, breath coming in ragged, high-pitched gasps. Her pussy clamped down so hard I nearly blacked out.

The sounds she made were different from before, raw, almost desperate, a helpless whimpering that vibrated through her chest and into mine. Her head fell forward to rest on my collarbone, and she bit down, hard, right over my pulse, as her orgasm crashed through her in waves. Every spasm of her cunt squeezed a new jolt of pleasure through my cock, each one pulling me closer to the edge until I was right there with her, hanging in the same free-fall, suspended between agony and bliss.

Serena’s hands were everywhere, cupping Mia’s breasts, stroking her hair, rubbing circles over her back, whispering encouragement into her ear. I could barely process the words, but I heard my own name, over and over, like it was the only thing that made sense in the world. I wanted to tell them both I loved them, that this was everything, that nothing the Board or the world or any of those fucking vultures could throw at me could ever compare to this. This proof that I was wanted, needed, chosen. But all I could do was groan, gripping Mia’s hips so hard I worried I might leave bruises.

The heat built and built, and then I was coming again, a second orgasm tearing through me with enough force to make my vision go white. I buried my face in Mia’s shoulder, muffling my shout as I shot deep inside her, pulse after pulse, filling her up until the pressure made it leak out, hot and slick, around the root. She clenched, milking every drop, and the feeling was so intense I thought I might never come down from it.

Mia collapsed against me, a trembling, boneless heap, her breath stuttering in my ear. Serena wrapped her arms around both of us, squeezing tight, her own body shivering with sympathetic aftershocks. I felt her lips at my temple, soft and insistent, then moving to Mia’s cheek, planting kisses like stitches holding us together.

We stayed like that, tangled and shaking, until the aftershocks faded and our bodies softened.

Mia slumped against my chest, her hair tickling my neck, her arms around my waist. Serena curled up behind me, her head resting on my shoulder, her hand entwined with mine.

We lay together in the hush, the only sound our breathing, the soft rustle of sheets, the distant hum of the ocean outside.

Serena spoke first, her voice a quiet benediction. “They can’t touch what we have,” she whispered. “This is what they’ll never understand. We’re stronger together.”

Mia murmured in agreement, her lips pressed to my skin. “Let them come for us. We’ll always win.”

I held them both, one arm around each, and for the first time since the letter arrived, I felt untouchable. The world outside could rage and threaten, but in this room, this fortress of love and sweat and wild devotion, nothing could ever break us.

I closed my eyes, let their warmth and faith sink into my bones, and knew with absolute certainty: we’d already won.

All that was left was to make the world see it.


Little Bro


Ethan showed up at dusk, his duffel bag slung over one shoulder and a Mountain Dew in his free hand. He wore his “Ashbourne Titans” hoodie like body armor, probably hoping it would help him blend into the sea of West Coast privilege he was stepping into. Spoiler: it didn’t. Not even a little.

As soon as he stepped through the door, the world went quiet, like the house itself was holding its breath. Chloe was on the sofa, legs up and totally bare except for a cropped tee and shorts that didn’t even pretend to cover her ass. Her golden hair glowed against the white couch and her tits, somehow even more perfect than normal, threatened to spill out of the shirt whenever she leaned forward. Across from her, Ren lounged in ripped black jeans and a paint-splattered sports bra, the fit so tight it looked like it had been custom-molded to her full, gravity-defying boobs. She had her feet up on the coffee table, flipping through an art book and looking like she’d just stepped off a Tokyo runway.

Ethan froze in the doorway, eyes wide, his swagger dying instantly. For a second I thought he’d drop his bag or, hell, maybe faint. His gaze pinballed from Chloe to Ren to Chloe again, tongue caught in his teeth like he was afraid to breathe.

Chloe spotted him first and sat up, bouncing a little, which did incredible things to her chest. “Hey, Ethan!” she squeaked, waving with both hands. “Long time no see!”

Ren barely looked up, but the sly up-tick at the corner of her mouth said everything.

Ethan cleared his throat, twice, then forced a smile. “Uh. Hey.” He swallowed, blinked again, then set his bag down with a thud. “Sorry, didn’t realize you guys had…company.”

Ren closed her sketchbook and crossed her arms under her tits, which only pushed them higher. “We’re always around. Welcome to the madhouse.”

He tried and failed to look her in the eye. “Yeah, thanks.” Blood rushed into his face, ears flushing red.

I stepped up, clapping him on the back. “You remember Chloe from Thanksgiving, right?”

His voice cracked. “Who could forget?” He looked Chloe up and down, not even pretending to hide his interest.

She giggled. “Ethan was obsessed with me,” she stage-whispered to Ren. “I think he might’ve tried to follow me home last year.”

Ren snorted. “Get in line.” She flicked her gaze from Ethan to Chloe, then to me, her eyes daring me to intervene.

Ethan rallied, squaring his jaw. “So, uh, this is your place? It’s huge.”

Chloe grinned, bouncing on the couch so her boobs jiggled. “It’s home. You want a tour?”

Before he could answer, Brooke sauntered in from the kitchen, barefoot and wearing a spaghetti-strap dress that clung to every inch of her. Her hair was fire, alive and glossy, and those D-cups bounced with every step. Ethan’s jaw literally dropped. If cartoons were real, his tongue would’ve rolled out onto the hardwood.

Brooke caught his look and grinned wide, like a lioness who’d already tasted blood. “Well, well. Outlier’s little brother finally escapes the farm.”

Ethan tried to recover, grabbing his bag like a shield. “Uh, yeah. Nice to meet you, too.”

“No need to be shy,” Brooke said, coming over and sticking out her hand. Her nails were painted a deep, daring red. “That’s a killer hoodie. You play for Ashbourne or just cosplay as a jock?”

He managed to shake her hand, but it wasn’t smooth. His palm was clammy, and, as if on cue, his eyes dropped straight to her cleavage and stayed there.

Brooke held his hand for an extra beat, then winked. “Don’t worry. Most guys lose focus when I walk in a room. You get used to it.”

Ethan grinned weakly, face now a full-on traffic light red.

Behind her, Mia padded in, hair damp from a shower and skin still flushed. She wore leggings and a form-hugging silk cami that left nothing to the imagination. Her breasts, big, soft, and sinful, pushed at the thin fabric, and the curve of her waist was pure art. She smiled, all warmth, but the way she sized Ethan up was careful, calculating.

“I’m Amelia,” she said, offering her hand.

Ethan shook it, then stared, eyes glazed. “Nice to meet you.”

“Call me Mia,” she coached, voice soothing, like she’d already pegged him as a lost puppy.

Ethan nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

Serena and Rory appeared together, both wearing business-casual that looked like it belonged in a Vogue spread, not a college harem. Serena’s honey-blonde hair was in a perfect twist, sundress skimming her absurd curves, and Rory wore high-waisted slacks and a fitted blouse that showed exactly how perfect her ass was. If Ethan had a type, it was probably “all of them at once.”

He finally found his voice. “Serena! Rory! Didn’t expect to see you two here.”

Rory rolled her eyes. “You’re the last person I thought would end up on the West Coast. Still playing football, or just admiring your brother’s conquests?”

She meant it as a jab, but it made Ethan’s face go even redder.

Serena extended her hand. “Welcome to the house. Sit. Let’s catch up.”

I could feel the tension rolling off him like radio waves. If he didn’t spontaneously combust, it was going to be a long night.

I settled him at the dining table, where Chloe instantly claimed the seat beside me, her thigh pressed to mine, while Ren perched herself on my lap and hooked her arm around my neck, like it was normal to use me as a human throne. Mia and Brooke flanked us, each pouring wine and water like they were in a competition to see who could seem the least threatening. Spoiler: they were all lethal.

Rory sat across from Ethan, arms folded, and Serena took the head of the table, radiating authority. The sight of all six women, six harem wives, made even me want to duck for cover.

Dinner was steak, salad, and a carb bomb of roasted potatoes, Mia’s unofficial specialty. I carved at my steak, watching Ethan try to keep it together. His hands shook when he speared a piece of beef. He missed his mouth entirely with the first bite.

Chloe leaned in, her perfume hitting hard. “So, what do you think of Ashbourne? Is it everything you dreamed of?”

Ethan nodded, cheeks puffed with potato. “It’s…unreal. I mean, the campus alone—wow. And the girls—” He caught himself, looked down. “—uh, the classes. Everybody says the programs are intense.”

Brooke cackled, nearly spraying her wine. “You can say it, champ. The women here are next-level.”

Ren shifted in my lap, grinding her ass into my crotch as she reached for the bread basket. “He’s processing,” she said, smirking at me. “Let the man breathe. He’s not ready for the St. Celeste Welcome Committee.”

Chloe giggled harder. “Aw, be nice. You’re scaring him.”

I gave Ethan a nudge. “You okay, little bro?”

He swallowed, then tried to regain his composure. “Absolutely. Just, uh, adjusting. Seriously, how do you even concentrate with all this…?”

His hand made a vague circle at the table, as if gesturing at the living, breathing fantasy arrayed around him.

Brooke stretched back in her chair, her dress riding higher up her thighs. “Fun fact: you never really do. Most guys just flunk out or turn into stalkers. Lucky for us, Outlier here,” she jerked her thumb my way, “actually knew how to handle business.”

Mia leaned over, squeezing my shoulder. “We trained him,” she purred, eyes dancing.

Ren snorted and wiggled against me. “He was already a prodigy. We just made him less boring.”

Ethan was starting to sweat, beads forming at his hairline. The man looked ready to climb out of his own skin.

When dinner plates were cleared, Ren stayed put in my lap, swinging sideways so her legs draped over mine. Ethan’s gaze locked onto the way her thighs parted, and when she shifted, her boobs jiggled dangerously where the sports bra strained, and mostly failed, to contain them.

He broke, right there. “Uh, Ren,” he blurted, trying to sound cool but failing. “Would you want to grab coffee sometime? Or, like, hit up the beach? I mean, just us?”

The whole table froze, like he’d just pulled the fire alarm.

Ren didn’t hesitate. She pulled my arms tight around her waist, then placed my hands right on top of her breasts, mashing them together until the cleavage was truly obscene. “I’m already taken,” she said, grinning at him with pure mischief. “Sorry, stud.”

Chloe’s giggle was pure helium, bubbling up. “Someone’s got confidence!”

Brooke hooted, rolling her eyes. “Get in line, Little Bro. Every guy on campus tried and failed to get with Ren except for our golden boy here. No shame in it, but if you want a shot, you’ll need to develop time travel and undo the last year.”

Ethan, hands now visibly trembling, tried to play it off. “Right. Bet he can’t handle you anyway.”

Ren just hummed, pressing back against me so her ass fit snug against my already interested cock. “Oh, he handles me fine. We’re pretty much glued together.”

Chloe let out a sharp giggle in response, while Serena, beside her, snorted—a noise so sudden it startled even herself.

It was almost mean. I loved every second.

Then, Ethan’s eyes went hyper-focused. His dumb jock brain had finally noticed that everyone, me, Ren, Chloe, Brooke, Mia, Serena, and even Rory, wore matching silver bands on our ring fingers.

He blinked. “Hold up. You all have the same ring. What’s that about? Some kind of team thing?”

Brooke deadpanned, not missing a beat. “That’s one way to put it. We’re married, Champ.”

He stared at her, gobsmacked. “To each other?”

Brooke laughed so hard she almost spit her wine. “Oh my god. No, dummy. We’re all married to Noah.”

The table exploded with laughter. Chloe threw her arms around me, clinging and giggling so hard she nearly fell out of her chair. Mia leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek. Even Serena and Rory cracked real smiles, like they enjoyed watching the world break Ethan’s brain.

Ethan just sat there, absolutely stunned, the color draining from his face, then returning all at once in a hot rush. “You’re kidding.”

Brooke shot him a look. “Do we look like we’re kidding? Ren is practically having sex with your brother at the dinner table, and Chloe’s had her hand jammed down Noah’s pants playing with his cock the entire time. Meanwhile Serena and Mia are practically eye fucking him across the table.”

Ren waggled her ring at him. “It’s for real, babe. If you want a chance, you’ll have to marry in, and I think we’re full up.”

Ethan stared at the table, then at Ren, at Chloe, at Brooke, then back at me. “Dude. Are you, like, a sex cult?”

That sent the table over the edge. Brooke howled with laughter, Rory snorted cabernet, and Chloe wiped tears from her eyes.

Mia went for the kill, her voice honey-sweet. “It’s just called being happy, Ethan. You should try it sometime.”

The look on his face was worth a million bucks. Every hope, every fantasy, every “maybe it’s my turn with Chloe this year” died right in front of us, and nobody was even pretending to hide their enjoyment.

I topped up everyone’s glasses. “You’re family, man. That makes you a VIP guest. But the wives? They’re mine.”

Brooke grinned, raising her glass. “To Noah. May he never run out of stamina, or wedding bands.”

The girls cheered. Ethan tried to smile, but he looked like a man who’d just watched his entire sexual worldview collapse in real time.

Welcome to the family, little brother.

You never stood a chance.

***

The table was still buzzing when Ethan finally found his voice again. He looked at me, then at the harem, desperate for a lifeline, anything to restore his sense of self.

“So then… you guys aren’t just Noah’s roommates?”

Brooke snorted so hard she nearly choked on her wine. “Oh my god. That’s adorable, but no. We’re all fucking Noah. It’s a total fuck fest in this house, especially since he got locked out of the lab. It’s a miracle he hasn’t dropped dead from exhaustion.”

That set everyone off. Chloe almost spat out her drink. Ren giggled so hard she had to bury her face in my shoulder. Mia beamed with pride, and even Serena gave a sly, approving nod.

I chimed in, “Lab lockout’s changing soon. We’ll have the new place up and running before you know it.”

Chloe cheered, “More bench time, less blue balls!” and the whole table laughed.

But the damage was done. Ethan’s eyes lost focus, like he was trying to unsee every curve and every bounce. The man was spiraling, hard.

He went back to Chloe, holding her gaze like maybe, just maybe, she’d show mercy. “Look, I know we’re basically family, but—”

She cut him off, voice sharp and clear: “I would never have sex with my brother-in-law, or any other man for that matter. Noah is the only man I’ve ever been with or ever will be with.” She flashed her ring, just to underscore the point. “Sorry, E. You’re sweet, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Ethan turned, eyes pleading, to Brooke. “Come on. There’s gotta be mercy for one night. I mean, with a body like yours…”

Brooke laughed in his face, mean and magnificent. “Sorry, cowboy, but the days of me with other guys are over. Nobody can satisfy me like Noah does. Once you go Mercer, you never go back.”

Ren added, “He ruined us for everyone else, babe,” her tone pure tease.

Panic creeping in, Ethan looked at Rory. If there was one woman in the world who could shut him down cold, it was her.

She didn’t even blink. “Don’t even look at me. Not happening, Ethan.”

He flinched like he’d been slapped.

Serena gave him her best law student glare, eyes cool and unreadable. “I’m off the market. Permanently.”

Mia was softer, but even she didn’t sugarcoat it. “No, Ethan. I’m in love with your brother.”

He wilted. For a second, I almost felt bad. Almost.

Then Mia leaned in, voice calm and practical: “If you want to land a beautiful woman, work on yourself. Women are attracted to guys who have their shit together.” She shot me a look, then reached over and kissed me, slow and deep, lingering just long enough for the message to be unmissable.

Chloe clapped and whooped. Brooke smirked. Even Ren had to hide her smile behind her hand.

Ethan stared at the table, totally defeated, like he’d just lost the Super Bowl and his helmet didn’t fit anymore.

Message received.

***

I tried to play the responsible sibling, passing Ethan another Coke and patting his shoulder like I hadn’t just watched my entire harem body-slam his libido into another zip code.

“Seriously, you okay?” I asked, hiding my grin as Ren continued to grind her perfect ass into my lap, all soft skin and relentless friction. I could feel every shudder of suppressed need running through Ethan. Even when I’d brought Chloe home, he’d never been this off-balance.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Yeah, fine. It’s just…dude, there’s no way to prepare for this. All my life I was jealous of you being the smart one, but now? I feel like you’re living in some kind of porno I can’t even order on pay-per-view.”

Chloe inched closer, her breasts pressing up against my arm until her cleavage rose like twin peaks, soft and warm, her thigh sliding over and practically fusing itself to mine. “It’s not a porno. It’s real life.” She shot Ren a wink. “And we make sure our baby here never goes hungry, if you know what I mean.”

Ren popped a grape in her mouth, then sucked on her thumb, eyes locked on Ethan. “Poor guy. Should we apologize for being so irresistible?”

Brooke cackled, stretching her arms over her head, which made her boobs practically bounce out of her dress. “I think the damage is done. Unless you want a tour of the bedrooms, Ethan. Maybe you’ll get ideas for when you meet a real St. Celeste girl.”

Ethan just shook his head, defeated. It took him a minute to regroup.

I tried to throw him a bone, change the subject. “How’s Olivia? You two still together?”

That did it. He clammed up, suddenly a little more somber. “No. We broke up, right after what happened last Thanksgiving. You remember the look on her face when she saw me watching you make out with Serena and Rory on the front porch? It was over then. She told me I’d never find a girl like that, and honestly? She was right. Since then, nothing. I can’t even look at girls from my high school anymore. Not when perfect tens are literally growing on trees at St. Celeste.”

Chloe beamed at the compliment, resting her head on my shoulder and sighing dramatically.

“Sorry, man,” I said, and meant it. Kinda. “On the bright side, if you come to Ashbourne next year, you can shoot your shot with any number of smart, beautiful women.”

Ethan shrugged. “It’s fine. The fantasy was over anyway.”

He watched Ren cup her boobs with my hands again, squeezing them together to show off the ring. His eyes glazed over for a second before he caught himself.

Then he frowned, genuine curiosity piercing the haze of hormones. “Do Mom and Dad even know about your…situation?”

I snorted. “They know. Mom’s mostly just excited about grandkids. She has a group thread going with Mia, Chloe, Brooke, Ren, Rory, and Serena. Every week she sends out baby name ideas, exchanges recipes with Mia, and even talks reality TV with Chloe.”

“We both watch The Bachelor,” Chloe added.

That landed like a bomb. Ethan’s jaw dropped. “Baby names? Is one of you pregnant?”

Mia and Serena spoke at the exact same time, voices perfectly synced: “Working on it.”

Even for Ethan, who’d watched me do crazy things for years, this was a new dimension of “what the fuck.” He just stared at them, like if he blinked, they’d disappear.

Dinner wound down quickly after that. Everyone dropped their plates in the sink and peeled away to their rituals, Serena and Mia upstairs to “trade nursery ideas,” Brooke out to the patio to text god-knows-who, and Ren and Chloe flanking me on either side, dragging me to the living room.

The next couple of hours blurred into a scramble of laughter and half-remembered stories, Ren and Chloe circling me and Ethan, tossing memories back and forth like playing catch at dusk. If I ever thought I could keep my awkward childhood locked away, Chloe smashed that illusion wide open, her sly grin a dare as Ethan took every juicy detail and lobbed it back at me, sharper and louder than before.

Eventually, the girls slipped away in tandem, claiming bedtime, but Chloe’s eyes flashed mischief over her shoulder, a promise, not a farewell.

As their footsteps faded, I set to work, unfolding the couch for Ethan, the fabric still stiff from disuse, the room settling around us. Tomorrow lingered at the edge of my thoughts, the day the Board would sit in judgment; the future waited sharp and hungry.

“I have a meeting with the Ashbourne coach early in the morning,” Ethan said, the words steady, no-nonsense. “You don’t need to get up, and I’ll circle back before I head out of town.”

I let out a slow breath, feeling the press of my own appointment on my chest; the board, the firing, the reckoning. But this time I wouldn’t be alone. Vivian would be there, her support a tether; suddenly, hope flickered, tangible and electric.

“Sounds good,” I said, pulling him into a hug, hard and fast. “Good luck tomorrow. If that coach has half a brain, he’ll offer you a scholarship on the spot.”

Ethan squeezed me tighter, his grip fierce. “Thanks, Noah. I may be jealous of you beyond belief, but you’re a good big brother.”

“Back at you, E.”

I found Ethan an extra pillow and the big, soft throw blanket, and dumped him on the sectional directly under the framed drawing Ren had done of me surrounded by all six women. The irony wasn’t lost on him.

“You need anything else?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Nah. I think I’m just going to crash.”

Chloe tousled his hair. “Night, E! Sleep tight,” she chirped, cheeks pink from wine. “Don’t let the harem nightmares bite.”

Ren wagged a finger at him. “Go easy, kid. Some things you can’t un-hear.”

The second the lights dimmed in the living room, Chloe and Ren tackled me from either side, giggling and pulling me toward Ren’s bedroom. The door clicked shut behind us, but the walls? They may as well have been made of tissue paper.

Chloe pressed me back onto the bed, her hands already under my shirt. “We’re going to make it extra loud, so he knows exactly what he’s missing,” she stage-whispered, loud enough for the whole county.

Ren laughed, stripping in record time, her ass bouncing as she climbed into my lap, nipples already hard and ready. Chloe shucked her shorts and top, crawling over the bed until those golden curls were haloed by the moonlight, eyes bright and hungry.

They launched into me together, Chloe mouthing my neck, Ren grinding down on my cock through my jeans, both of them giggling and moaning for maximum effect. Welcome to fantasy land, little brother.


Noisy


The second the bedroom door clicked shut, Chloe went full California temptress, shoving me back onto the bed with a flourish and crawling up my body. Her tongue found my ear, lips nibbling as she breathed, “Make it loud, baby. I want him to hear every second.”

Ren stripped with zero hesitation, dropping her clothes like a challenge, her perfect breasts bouncing free, then knelt on the bed beside me and pulled my jeans off with a single yank. My cock sprang up, already rock hard and leaking from the show, and Ren caught it in her hand, stroking slow and deliberate.

Chloe, not to be outdone, joined her at my feet, blonde hair tumbling over her face as she knelt beside Ren, their curves crowding my thighs. I watched, helpless and already throbbing, as two of the most beautiful girls on the planet eyed me like their favorite shared dessert.

“I’ll start with the tip,” Chloe said, voice syrupy-sweet, before licking a warm stripe up the underside of my shaft. She circled the head with her tongue, blue eyes flashing up to mine, and winked. “He tastes even better after steak. Have you noticed?”

Ren giggled, nuzzling up so her cheek pressed against Chloe’s. “Yeah, but it’s the way he twitches when you curl your tongue under his head that’s addicting.” She stroked my cock from beneath, twisting her wrist just right, before leaning in and planting a kiss on the base, then coming back up to lick just behind Chloe’s lips.

It shouldn’t have been possible for two women to synchronize oral like this, Chloe lapping at the head, Ren trailing kisses and nibbles along the shaft, occasionally meeting Chloe’s mouth for quick, messy kisses with my cock pinned between their cheeks.

The sensation was unreal. Chloe and Ren rapidly shifted into tag-team mode, taking turns sucking me all the way down, lips stretching wide, then both of them stroking my shaft with their hands as they traded licks and kisses at the tip. The visual alone would’ve broken lesser men. Chloe’s golden hair brushing my thigh, the gleam of her wet lips; Ren’s long dark hair framing her face as she took me deep, then swapped out with Chloe in a seamless, hungry rhythm.

Chloe locked her gaze on mine, cheeks hollowing as she took me into her mouth, her hand pumping what she couldn’t swallow while Ren pressed her breasts together beneath the base of my cock. “I want you to cum for us, baby,” Chloe purred, voice so loud I knew Ethan would hear every word. “I want you to make a mess all over our tits. Let’s ruin him for every girl on the planet, Ren.”

Ren was only too happy to help. She squeezed her tits around my shaft, the softness enveloping me, and Chloe released my cock with a wet pop, then nudged forward to mash her own breasts against Ren’s, creating a wall of pillowy cleavage that instantly swallowed my entire length. The skin-on-skin was magic, Chloe’s warmth silky against one side, Ren’s plush curves enveloping the other. Together, they pressed, bouncing in time, giggling as they trapped my cock and pumped in perfect sync.

Chloe spit in her palm, adding extra slick, then massaged the shaft as Ren bent to lick the tip, tongue darting out to meet Chloe’s whenever she bobbed down. “You hear that, Ethan?” Chloe called, voice half-mocking, half-orgasmic. “This cock is all ours.”

Ren giggled, her hand joining the assault. “Sorry, E. Only the best for the harem.”

I couldn’t hold back. The heat, the friction, the sight of those two wonders sandwiching every inch of me, it was overload. My balls clenched, the orgasm charging in like a freight train, and I warned them a split second before it hit.

“I’m gonna…fuck, girls, I’m gonna…”

They both braced, squeezing their tits tighter, and I erupted, thick, hot ropes shooting up and out, splattering across the mounds of their breasts, glazing Chloe’s golden skin and painting streaks over Ren’s perfect curves. The release was so massive it jolted my whole body off the bed, fists gripping the sheets, vision going spotty.

Chloe giggled as the first wave hit, a hot streak right between her boobs, then another on her nipple, and then she mashed them together with both hands, smearing my cum everywhere. “Wow. That’s so much, baby. You’re so fucking hot when you explode like that.”

Ren ran her fingers through the mess, swiping my cum across both her nipples before licking the residue and moaning. “Delicious. I could live off this. Think Ethan heard you lose it?”

Chloe caught Ren’s gaze, and they both laughed, then kissed messy and loud, tongues tangling as the glaze of my orgasm dripped down their chests. I watched, blown out and adoring, as my two lovers made a meal out of each other, swapping cum-flavored kisses and pressing their breasts together to mix every last drop.

They let me recover for maybe thirty seconds before the show started again.

Ren swung around, crawling onto the bed with that feral grace, then got on all fours so her ass pointed straight at me. Her body was art, slender waist, hips wide and inviting, her pussy glistening and ready. Beneath her, Chloe flopped onto her back, legs bent, golden hair wild over the pillow. Ren lowered herself, hands tangling with Chloe’s, and the two of them made out, tongues writhing and lips mashing, breasts still covered in the glaze of my first orgasm.

I lined up behind Ren, not even pretending to be gentle, she was dripping, and it was clear from the way she arched her back that she wanted it rough, loud, and spectacular.

I pushed in, slow at first, savoring the way her body welcomed me, then building speed. The wet slap of my hips against her ass echoed off the walls. Ren moaned instantly, the sound raw and desperate. “Oh fuck, Noah. Just like that. Pound me, baby. Wreck me.”

Chloe, pinned beneath Ren, reached up to squeeze her friend’s tits, fingers digging in, and their kisses turned messy, gasping and breathless as I hammered into Ren. With every thrust, her ass rippled, the flesh jiggling in a perfect show, and her moans got louder. She didn’t care about being quiet. She wanted the world to know she was getting absolutely railed by the one and only Outlier.

I leaned forward, one hand gripping her waist, the other snaking up to grab a handful of hair and pull gently, making her arch even more. “Jesus, you’re so tight,” I growled.

Ren’s whole body trembled, and she let out a scream that was pure sex. “Harder! Please, fill me up, Noah. I want you to pour every drop inside me. Fuck, baby. Your cock is splitting me in half!”

I gave her what she wanted. I pounded her, every stroke slamming home, balls slapping her clit, knowing the rhythm of it had to be echoing in the hallway. Chloe’s hands snaked down to finger herself, her other hand locked with Ren’s, the two of them moaning and shouting my name in a duet of fuck-you energy aimed straight through the wall to Ethan’s ears.

On the final thrust, I pinned Ren’s hips and drove as deep as I could, letting go with a spray of heat that filled her up so completely she whimpered, her lower body quaking as she collapsed forward onto Chloe’s bare skin. My cum poured out of her, splashing onto Chloe’s stomach, and both girls just lay there, pinned together, gasping, shaking, completely obliterated.

We sprawled like that for a minute, me on my knees, cock still twitching, Ren piled onto Chloe, all three of us sticky and spent. The room reeked of sex and victory.

Chloe was the first to recover. She shimmied out from under Ren, hair wild, face flushed, and crawled straight for my cock before it lost all hope of staying upright. “Let’s get you ready for round three, baby doll,” she purred, licking my shaft clean with a patience that bordered on reverence.

Ren rolled to one side, propping her chin on her hands, eyes dancing as she watched Chloe take my cock into her mouth. Every time Chloe bobbed down, her tits swayed, still streaked with my first release.

Chloe worked magic with her tongue, swirling it around my head, then taking me deep, sucking and humming until I started to thicken again. When I was fully hard, she grinned, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and straddled me, planting her perfect ass on my thighs.

She lined me up, then eased down, sinking my cock into her soaked, clenching pussy, and gasped, loud enough to rattle the window. “God, yes. Yes, that’s what I needed. You feel so good, baby.” She started to ride, slow at first, boobs bouncing in time, then faster as she got into it.

Ren couldn’t help herself. She reached over to play with Chloe’s tits, squeezing and jiggling them, then pinching her nipples to make the bounce even more dramatic. “Damn, girl, you make it look so hot,” Ren said, turning to the wall. “You getting all this, Ethan? Hall of fame, right here.”

Chloe didn’t break rhythm, bouncing harder, grinding her clit against me, hands on my chest for leverage. “He could listen for a year and never be inside me, not once,” she said, voice pure satisfaction. “Only my baby gets to fill me up. I want you to fuck me, Noah, I want you to cum so deep I can’t walk tomorrow. Please, please, give it to me. I want to feel it dripping out.”

I was already close, the feeling of her squeezing me, the frantic slap of her ass against my hips, the way she begged for it with no shame. I arched up, grabbed her waist, and pistoned into her, every thrust angled to make her squeal louder.

She let loose, moaning, gasping, voice climbing higher and higher until the last line broke and she screamed my name, nails raking down my shoulders.

That did it. I bottomed out, holding her flush to my body as I exploded again, shooting everything I had deep inside her, my cock pulsing as I unloaded. Chloe howled her own orgasm, pussy convulsing around me, milking every drop.

When it was over, she collapsed in a golden heap across my chest, sweaty and shaking and totally, blissfully spent.

Ren cuddled up beside us, rubbing Chloe’s back, kissing my cheek, both girls laughing in the afterglow.

I blinked at the ceiling, totally drained, and let the moment drift. If Ethan survived that, the man deserved a medal.

Chloe whispered, too loud to be accidental, “I love you, babe. You wrecked me. No one else could even come close.”

Ren giggled, snuggling me from behind. “What she said. Now let’s wait a minute, then parade you shirtless in front of your brother so he knows this is the real deal.”

I just lay there, wild with pride and a little dumbstruck by what we’d just pulled off.

Across the hallway, silence reigned. At least until round two.

***

The aftermath was pure harem chaos, sweaty limbs, tangled sheets, and two girls grinning at each other like they’d just robbed a bank and made it out with the loot. I should’ve known they’d up the ante before round two.

“Water,” Chloe gasped, rolling onto her back, one leg thrown over mine. “And wear nothing but shorts. Show Ethan what a real champion looks like.”

Ren giggled wickedly. “He’s been dying for a peek. Might as well give him the highlight reel.”

I peeled myself off the mattress, stomach muscles still quivering from the workout, and slid into a pair of gym shorts. No shirt, no shame. My chest was streaked with sweat, a few scrapes from Chloe’s overzealous nails, and I still wore the smirk of a man who’d just made two top-tier models black out from pleasure.

The living room looked like a crime scene for broken dreams. Ethan sat hunched on the edge of the sectional, head in his hands, the familiar Mountain Dew on the coffee table next to a box of tissues. Two crumpled, clearly used, tissues lay abandoned on the floor.

I caught the whiff of defeat from three paces away.

He didn’t even look up. “Bro, you’re going to kill me. I might have to go on a run or take a cold shower because I can’t take it.” His voice was raw, half joke, all pain. “I’ve never heard anything like that in my life, and the worst part is knowing I’ll never get the real thing.”

I shrugged, grabbing glasses from the kitchen and filling them at the filtered tap. “It’s a privilege, what can I say.”

Ethan eyed me, envy clear in every inch. “That wasn’t a privilege. That was an Olympic event. I could actually hear Chloe begging for it through the wall.”

I grinned. “She’s passionate.”

Right then, Chloe and Ren burst into the room, both wearing nothing but my T-shirts, and I mean nothing. Chloe’s golden hair was messy, skin flushed and glowing, and the shirt barely covered the curve of her ass when she spun around for effect. The outlines of her breasts were totally obvious: high, full, perfect. Ren’s version hung a little longer, but the black fabric clung to every inch of her, and her nipples shadowed right through, big and stiff and impossible to miss.

Ethan literally dropped to his knees, palms out like he was praying to the harem deities. “Please. You’ve got to give me something! Anything. I’ll do whatever it takes. Name your price. One hour. Thirty minutes. Hell, two minutes. Just let me try to keep up.”

Chloe giggled and ducked behind me. “Sorry, babe. This ship sailed. I’m strictly one-man only, and he’s the only man for me.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed, boobs squishing against my back.

Ren flanked the other side, using me as a human shield, then popped her head around my shoulder. “Not even a shot at the walk-on tryouts, E. I’m done scouting for this lifetime.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief, voice dropping low. “But if you behave, and maybe put in some serious work, I’ll introduce you to my little sister. She’s coming to St. Celeste next year.”

Ethan perked up like a retriever hearing his food bag opened. “You have a sister? Like, a real sister?”

Ren nodded, grinning. “Aki. Cute as hell. Some people think she’s even hotter than me.”

Ethan locked in. “Does she look like you? Like, at all?”

Ren shrugged, hamming it up for maximum tease. “Straight black hair, big brown eyes, same family tree. Maybe a little softer, more petite. But she’s got the goods if you’re into big boobs. She’s stacked.”

Ethan looked like he might have a medical event. “Tell me she’s single. Just say the word.”

Ren wagged a finger. “She’s got a boyfriend back home. But maybe if you level up, ditch the tissues, and work on your game, you could get a shot next year.”

Chloe was dying, giggling into my shoulder. “Good luck, Ethan. I hope you like a challenge.”

He didn’t even skip a beat. “I would sell my soul to be with a girl like Ren… I mean, Aki. But—wow. If she’s even a fraction of what you two are, I’ll train like Rocky for the next twelve months. You’ll see. I’ll make her forget that loser in a week.”

Both girls howled with laughter.

Ren leaned over and flicked the tissue box at Ethan. “You might need these tonight, champ. We’re about to head back into the ring for round two, and we’re aiming for a ten-round event.”

Ethan groaned, flopping back onto the couch with a drama king’s sigh.

Chloe squeezed my arm, kissing my bicep for show. “We’re going to blow the walls off, babe. Wish us luck.”

Ren grinned at Ethan, then grabbed my hand. “Don’t wait up. You should probably find earplugs.”

The girls dragged me back to the bedroom, hips swaying, bare legs flashing, leaving Ethan alone with his Mountain Dew and a brand new fantasy: maybe, just maybe, a second chance was waiting in the harem wars of St. Celeste.

If so, he’d better pace himself.

Because this family never did anything halfway.


Revenge


Iwoke to the scent of fresh espresso, sunlight cut into sharp diamond stripes across the ceiling, and the low, orchestrated chaos of seven women on a mission. I rolled out of bed slow, the ache in my thighs a throbbing reminder of last night’s double header with Ren and Chloe. My body felt like it had wrestled a freight train then swallowed it for dessert. My mind, however, was already on the coming battle.

By the time I pulled on sweats and padded down the hall, the kitchen had turned into a war room worthy of cable news coverage. The townhouse’s main level was all glass and polish, white quartz countertops gleaming under a battery of pendant lights, floor-to-ceiling windows framing the bay like a living mural. The Pacific shimmered just beyond the terrace, blue as a promise.

But the real show was at the kitchen island.

Vivian Ross stood at the head, radiating a mix of calm and holy-shit intimidation. Her suit was black, cut razor sharp, cinched at the waist, skirt tight enough to be a felony in three states. She’d foregone the usual updo: her hair was loose, falling in glossy waves over her shoulders, glinting in the early light. Her makeup was subtle—soft highlight on her high cheekbones, mouth a perfect sweep of rose, but the eyes were pure fire. Confident, controlled, but warmer than I’d ever seen in a boardroom. If the word “unfuckwithable” needed a spokesmodel, she’d just strolled in from central casting.

She spotted me entering and smiled, the corners of her eyes softening just a fraction, a private Morse code. Then she turned back to the assembled harem, voice cool and velvet. “Let’s run the scenario one last time.”

To her left, Serena was already flipping through a deck of color-coded case files, her hair tucked behind one ear and glasses perched low on her nose. “Precedent’s clear, if they push on IP, we counter with fraud and retaliation. Page four of the brief has the state statute and the two most recent appellate decisions. Nobody wants discovery on this, not with a donor scandal lurking in the footnotes.”

Brooke, planted on the corner stool, cracked her knuckles loud enough to startle the espresso machine. She wore red workout leggings and a tank that bared her abs and about four square feet of freckled skin. “If they so much as breathe near you, boss, I’ll run security in the hall and take teeth as trophies. I’m over letting rich creeps run the world.”

Rory sidled in next to Serena, iPhone glued to hand, the screen’s blue glow reflecting off the flawless curve of her cheekbones. She scrolled news alerts and swiped between social feeds, her voice low but lethal. “Media plan is locked. If they fire back, I’ve got three friendly outlets lined up and three rival universities on standby for the play-by-play. We get ahead of it, reframe as a win. If anyone leaks, they answer to me.”

Ren hunched over her sketchbook at the far end of the island, long black hair streaming over the page. She’d already filled half a dozen sheets. One showed a cartoon Viv drop-kicking board members off a cliff, another had the harem in matching superhero capes and me photoshopped into a NASA flight suit. Every now and then she looked up, flicked her gaze from the ring on her finger to the sunlight, and back to the storyboards. “If you need infographics holy enough to make Harvard Law weep, I have you covered.”

In the kitchen proper, Mia was everywhere at once, pouring thick coffee into insulated tumblers, slicing banana bread, refilling water glasses, and, somehow, still radiating calm. The moment I entered, she met my eyes over the rim of the coffee pot. “Black, two sugars, right, baby?” She poured before I could answer, setting the mug on the counter like she’d been doing this for a hundred years.

Chloe, perched cross-legged on a stool, wore an oversized hoodie and nothing else. Her hair was a golden halo, her face scrubbed raw and beautiful without a hint of makeup. She bounced her leg, hands wrapped around her mug. “You got this, babe. Seriously. You have the Avengers of girlbosses on your team and we’re not letting you set foot on campus unless you’re ready to take a victory lap. It’s yours, Noah.”

For a minute, I just stood there, absorbing the energy of the room. Sunlight hit the glassware and bounced crazy patterns across the countertop. Every gesture, every flash of finger, sent the promise rings into overdrive. Seven identical bands, one for each woman, glinting like tiny silver lightning bolts whenever they pointed, jotted, or tapped the table for emphasis.

Vivian leaned in toward me, eyes narrowing, “You ready to bury them?”

I sipped the coffee Mia had placed under my nose. “Yeah. Let’s end this.”

Chloe hopped off the stool and barreled into my side, arms tight around my waist. “Win big. Then come home so we can celebrate. With cake. And also sex, but mostly cake. Kidding, it’s like eighty percent sex.”

Brooke cackled, snatching a piece of bread. “The cake is a lie. But the sex is very, very real.”

Serena barely glanced up from her notes. “Don’t forget to breathe, babe. We’ll be tracking by phone. If anything gets weird, I’ll have the injunction ready for digital submission.”

Mia came around the island, her warmth coating the air like vanilla. She pressed her hand to my back, then pulled me in for a quick hug. “You’ve already won, baby. Everything else is just noise.”

I caught Vivian watching me, the gravity of the moment settling in behind her eyes. She tossed back her coffee, then motioned with her hand for me to follow. “Ten minutes.” The words had a finality to them, like a general calling troops to the front.

Ren passed me her latest sketch. It was a comic panel with the headline: “Outlier Rescues the World’s Sexiest Science Team.” The punchline? Vivian, standing on a stack of board member heads, with the rest of the women waving victory banners in the background. I grinned, folding it and tucking it in my pocket.

The last thing I saw as we prepped to leave: Mia’s hand lingering at the small of my back, Brooke’s eyes narrowed in a dare, Chloe blowing a kiss across the kitchen, and all seven sets of promise rings catching the sun, refracting it into a low-level laser show of absolute loyalty.

Vivian led me out through the double glass doors to the balcony. The wind off the bay was cool, bracing, knifing straight through the adrenaline. She waited until the door clicked shut, then turned to me, dropping the mask for the briefest second.

Her fingers dug into mine, harder than I expected.

She spoke without looking at me, her focus on the shimmer of water below. “I’m supposed to be great at this part. The fight. The logic. The chess with angry men in suits.” Her voice barely wavered. “But today, I’m terrified. Not for me. Not for the job. But for you. For us. For the family we built.”

I shifted so I could see her profile, every line of her face both unbreakable and so heartbreakingly human.

“No matter what happens,” she murmured, “I don’t ever want you to think I put career over you. Or that I’d let anyone touch what we made here. That’s all I need. That’s the real win.”

I pressed my hands to her jaw, tilting her face so our eyes locked. “Viv. They can take the research. They can spin the story. But they cannot touch what matters most.” I kissed her, deep and slow, tongue sliding against hers, arms folding her in until her body went soft against mine.

She melted into me, hands snaking behind my neck, silver ring biting into my skin.

When we broke, her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glass-bright, and the steel was back in her voice.

“Let’s go burn it to the ground,” she whispered.

“My favorite kind of science,” I said.

We walked back inside. Chloe and the others lined up at the door for another round of hugs and last-minute hype.

“Don’t let them rattle you, baby. If you need backup, text 911 and I’ll bring the whole harem as reinforcements,” Chloe whispered, then winked.

Brooke slapped my ass hard. “C’mon, Outlier. If you’re not home by lunch, we storm the gates.”

Vivian tossed her hair, squared her shoulders, and led me down the walk to the waiting car.

As we pulled away, I looked back once: six women on the balcony, rings flashing, silhouetted against the bay, every one of them grinning like they already knew we’d won.

I let their confidence carry me out into the wild blue, and for the first time all week, I honestly believed it.

Today, we ended it.

***

St. Celeste hadn’t changed. The boardroom was a temple to old power, thick carpet, high ceilings, windows facing the quad like judgmental eyes. Twelve high-backed leather chairs ringed a table so polished the overheads bounced off it like a second sun. The air smelled of shoe polish, legal pads, and enough arrogance to choke a bull.

The board was already seated. Harrington, chair and reigning king of petty, lounged at the head with three gold pens arrayed in front of him, like a general prepping for armistice. His smile was all gums and confidence, as if he’d already won. To his left, a vice provost in a silk tie made a point of not meeting Vivian’s eyes. There was a whisper network of deans and lawyers, maybe half already leafing through printouts they hoped would bury us by breakfast.

Vivian didn’t hesitate. She strode to the target chair two seats down from Harrington, not waiting to be offered, just taking. I followed, sat at her right. Nobody else in the room mattered.

Harrington tapped his pen. “Dr. Ross. Mr. Mercer. I trust you’re aware this proceeding is confidential and, if you have any dignity, you’ll withdraw your childish appeal—”

Vivian cut him off with a voice that didn’t even rise above room temperature. “Before we begin, I’d like to state for the record that this meeting is being recorded.” She set a small digital recorder on the table, the red light popping on like a tiny sniper dot. “Any attempt to remove, erase, or tamper with this record will be considered obstruction of justice, and we’ll let the appropriate authorities bet their tenure on who prevails.”

It was the first sign of panic: a paper shuffle, a throat clear, a muttered “she can’t do that.” Harrington went purple, but his hands trembled as he checked the recorder.

Vivian opened the first folder, slid a neatly tabbed packet toward Harrington. “Patent paperwork. Filed, stamped, and acknowledged by the United States Patent and Trademark Office. Noah Mercer is the sole inventor of the BioPrint Regenerative Scaffold. The research board’s prior claims are null and void. That’s the end of your intellectual property play.”

Harrington’s jaw twitched. “That’s not possible. The project was under St. Celeste IP audit—”

Vivian nodded, all polite, as if teaching remedial math. “Which is why there’s a second folder. This one contains email transcripts, audio recordings, and three minutes of board member conversation discussing how to spike Noah’s research, replace his name on the provisional, and divert any future royalties to a shell corporation tied to—” she paused for effect, “a pharmaceutical conglomerate where at least two of you have consulting contracts. I have a hard drive with back-up copies at home, in three jurisdictions. If you’d like to dispute their authenticity, I’d be delighted. May I play the audio?”

She didn’t wait for permission. She pressed play, and the table filled with the hiss and click of a secretly taped meeting. Harrington’s own voice came through, clear as daylight: “If we shut Mercer down before he gets to patent stage, we can split the equity five ways. It’ll be our little secret.” The tape stopped. The silence was volcanic.

In the chair nearest me, a board member’s hand shook as she re-capped her pen. The guy next to her started sweating, visibly. The whole side of the table leaned back as if physical distance could keep them from the blast zone.

Vivian kept going. “Folder three: a detailed breakdown of Title IX and institutional policy violations over the last three years. That includes documented retaliation, suppression of academic freedom, and attempted fraud. I trust you’ll see the implications. If you counter with legal action, or touch Noah’s record in any way, these go straight to the Chronicle, national media, and the local D.A. with full supporting affidavit. I’m told they’re quite interested in campus corruption these days.”

Harrington’s pen was motionless now. He tried to gather himself, voice trembling. “You realize, Dr. Ross, you’re finished in academia after this. There’s not a university in the world that’ll take a saboteur or a—”

Vivian didn’t flinch. She smiled. “That’s an interesting projection, Dr. Harrington. Particularly since your offshore transfers to Grand Cayman and Luxembourg, in increments of fifty thousand U.S. at a time, are already in the hands of the IRS and the lead investigator at your favorite pharmaceutical sponsor. Here—” she slid a sleek, black folder across the table, crisp as a guillotine, “is a printout of the wire transfers, organized by destination account, date, and recipient. I trust you’ll recognize your own handwriting on the original authorization requests.”

For a second, nobody breathed. The legal counsel at the far end just started packing his briefcase, barely bothering to close his laptop. The woman two seats down from Harrington stood, face white, and muttered, “I’m contacting my attorney.” Another member bolted for the side door, cell phone up and already dialing.

Vivian leaned forward, hands folded over the patent. “Let’s make this simple. You each have two choices. Either sign your resignations, effective immediately, and I’ll consider this matter closed. Or you can watch as every major outlet in the country runs a headline about institutional fraud, kickbacks, and the largest STEM scandal in the history of St. Celeste. I will not be silenced. Neither will Noah. I suggest you pick wisely.”

Harrington looked at the folder, then at Vivian, then at me. For the first time all morning, he looked small. Defeated. He tugged at his collar, then scribbled his name on a form she offered, barely looking up.

One by one, the others folded. Ink on paper. The big table, so intimidating five minutes ago, now looked like a prop in a bad play. Power diffused, fragmented, gone.

Vivian’s hand shook for only half a second as she gathered the documents. She stacked them neatly, pressed the button on the recorder, and pocketed the device.

She stood, smoothed her suit skirt, and nodded to the room. “Thank you for your time. You’ll hear from the university president’s office by end of day.”

I followed her out, nearly breathless. My head was spinning, partly from pride, partly from the aftertaste of pure, unadulterated victory.

When the boardroom door closed behind us, the corridor felt lighter, sun pouring in through tall glass panes, the world suddenly wide open. Vivian exhaled all at once, the lines in her face softening. She took my hand, squeezing so tight I almost winced.

I just hugged her, right there in the hallway, not caring who saw. “That was—fuck, Viv. You were brilliant. I’ve never seen anyone take a room apart like that.”

She smiled, but the relief went deeper. “I told you. This time, we fight on our terms.”

As we walked toward the exit, staffers and grad students in the hallway parted like we were a coronation procession. Nobody asked questions. Nobody even made eye contact. The rumor mill was already spinning, but we didn’t care.

We stopped at the edge of the quad, the whole ocean of campus laid out before us. Vivian looked back once at the administration building, as if to make sure it was real. Then she turned to me, her voice ragged with adrenaline and something like wonder.

“We did it,” she said, so soft I almost missed it. “They’re done.”

I shook my head, still stunned. “You did it. I just tried to keep up.”

She laughed, and it was the sound of a decade’s worth of tension snapping all at once.

We walked arm in arm back to the car, neither of us saying much, just letting the victory settle in.

I’d watched a lot of smart people work magic in my life. I’d never seen pure, surgical destruction like that. Vivian Ross was a force of nature, and I realized what it meant to be loved, chosen, and protected by someone who saw me as worth fighting for.

The sun was already up over the cliffs as we pulled away. The future felt clean, full of possibility, and for once, untouchable.

This was just the beginning.

***

The house was silent when we stepped inside. Not hush-hush, library silent, more like the pregame standoff before a title bout. Through the open arch, I caught a freeze-frame of my entire life, assembled and waiting: Chloe pacing the rug, hands twisted in her hair, eyes flicking to the door every time it creaked. Brooke stood with arms folded, shoulders tight, jaw clenched enough to crack granite. Serena sat on the edge of the sofa, papers fanned out in a perfect arc, posture so prim she looked ready to cross-examine God. Rory, perched at the far end and hunched over her phone, kept swiping like she could manifest good news by sheer force of will. Beside her, Ren gnawed a pencil and ripped through sketchbook pages, the tips of her fingers stained black. Mia moved through it all, silent and steady, laying out a spread of pastries and fruit on the coffee table like it was the only thing anchoring the planet.

Vivian held the poker face. She could’ve taught master classes in “nothing to see here.” She let the pause drag, let every pair of eyes in the room glue themselves to her every breath.

Then, on cue, she smiled.

“They’re gone,” she said, voice slicing the tension like a champagne saber. “All of them. Effective immediately.”

For a split second, nobody made a sound. Then the entire living room detonated.

Chloe screamed, full body, lungs-to-ceiling scream, and lunged for me, her legs wrapping my waist as she peppered my face with kisses. “I knew it! I fucking knew it! You’re incredible, Mom. You’re both incredible. We did it!”

Brooke let loose a howl, then scooped me up like a sack of potatoes, spun in a circle, and roared, “Hell yeah! Outlier for the fucking win!” She fist-bumped so hard I thought I’d lose an eye.

Serena exhaled, shoulders dropping two inches, and actually smiled. “Well played. That was—honestly? I want to watch the transcript on loop with popcorn.”

Rory’s phone hit the table with a clatter. “It’s already trending. The campus forums are losing their minds. You took down an entire board before breakfast.”

Ren, shaky hands and all, managed a slow clap, then flashed me her wildest grin. “Champagne. Now. And if you’re not drinking from the bottle, you’re doing it wrong.”

Mia didn’t say a word at first. She just wrapped Vivian in a hug so tight it left both of them breathless, then did the same to me, her body warm and soft and overheating with relief.

Brooke was already halfway to the kitchen, popping champagne like she was auditioning for the Indy 500. The cork slammed into the ceiling, raining glitter and foam down over the leather sectional.

Vivian let herself sag into the couch, exhaustion mixing with triumph. Immediately, six women descended, shoving glasses of bubbly into our hands, peppering her with questions. “Did Harrington cry?” “Did you record it?” “Did you really threaten to call the IRS?” “What did his face look like when you dropped the fourth folder?”

Viv enjoyed every second of it. She raised her glass, ring catching the last light of day, and toasted the circle: “To the best legal, moral, and emotional strike team in America. I couldn’t have done this alone.”

The next two hours were a blur of laughter, post-mortem diagnostics, and a lot of “I can’t believe you pulled that off.” Ren drew a victory comic on the whiteboard, Brooke flexing over a pile of boardroom corpses, Serena in a judge’s wig, Vivian and me making out while patent paperwork exploded behind us. Chloe took pictures, live-blogging every second to the house Discord. Mia kept the food coming, passing plates and keeping the peace, but behind it her hands shook just a little, as if the energy had to leak out somewhere.

The sun was burning down into orange over the bay by the time the adrenaline started to fade. Vivian slipped away onto the balcony, glass cradled in her hands, eyes fixed on the horizon. I waited a beat, then followed.

Out there, the party noise was muffled, a memory, not a soundtrack.

She leaned on the rail, hair blown wild, face backlit with the last gold of the day. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “My whole life, I’ve been fighting. For a seat at the table, for respect, for the right to not be someone’s damn piece of window dressing. I thought the only way to win was to out-bludgeon them, outwork them, outsmart them. But today?” She laughed, throat tight. “I just…showed up. As myself.”

I curled my arms around her from behind, fitting us together like old puzzle pieces. “That’s your magic trick, Viv. The steel and the softness. It’s why you win.”

Her hand covered mine on the railing, fingers lacing tight. “Do you ever wonder if any of this is real?”

I squeezed her. “It’s real. The harem. The work. Us. You don’t have to fight anymore. Not alone.”

She closed her eyes and let herself lean back into me, trusting I wouldn’t let go. For a few breaths, neither of us said anything. Just the sound of waves and echoes of laughter drifting through the glass.

She turned in my arms and kissed me slow, deep, a promise and a benediction.

“Let’s go back in,” she said finally, smiling up at me. “It’s your party, too.”

Inside, the energy had morphed from “Super Bowl win” to “family reunion.” Serena and Rory were already deep in strategy mode, plotting the future of our new company. Chloe and Ren had drifted to the piano, Ren picking out a victory tune while Chloe sang at the top of her lungs. Brooke and Mia held court over the snacks, swapping war stories and debating which new ring design they should commission for “World Domination: Year Three.”

In the middle of a group selfie, Vivian’s phone rang. She glanced at the screen, then answered.

On speaker, the president of St. Celeste was all apologies, glossy, desperate, and suddenly full of “we hope you’ll accept our sincerest regrets.” And then, the offer: a flagship partnership, R&D funding, carte blanche to build a new company with every resource the university could muster.

Vivian played it cool, but her eyes glowed like Christmas lights. “Thank you, Madam President. We’ll be in touch.”

When she hung up, the girls erupted again, Brooke nearly tackled me, Chloe wrapped herself around my waist, and Mia kissed the top of my head, soft and grateful.

I stood in the center of it, watching the swirl of color and laughter and intake of bright, living oxygen. Seven women, all different, all mine. Promise rings flashed on every hand, the light bouncing across the walls like a private constellation. For a heartbeat, I just soaked it in, what it meant to be chosen, not for my research, but for my soul.

Through the noise, Mia slipped quietly down the hall. Nobody noticed; not even me, at first.

She moved with purpose, every step a little shaky. In the quiet of the master bath, she closed the door behind her, exhaled, and pulled the stick from her cardigan pocket. She perched on the closed toilet, breath held, heart stammering, and waited the eternal ninety seconds.

When she looked, the answer burned in blue: positive.

She cupped a hand over her mouth, tears springing up even as she fought to steady herself. In the golden hush of the bathroom, the world shifted. Not just for her. For us, all of us.

In the living room, the party rolled on, but where Mia sat, a new life had already begun.

Everything, every war, every heartbreak, every last hope, had finally come home.


What Happened Next?


The sky over Pacific Heights never played fair. It wasn’t content with just being blue or gray or some acceptable shade in between. It had to throw itself across the horizon in mad streaks of orange, violet, and bleeding gold, like even the air was trying to upstage the women on our rooftop.

Salt gusted in from the bay, curling around the glass-and-steel edges of our townhouse, whipping through hair and threading every breath with freedom. I stood at the edge of the rooftop terrace, hands in my pockets, the Pacific laid out beneath us like a dare. Six women arrayed themselves in a loose arc: Vivian, front and center, and the Ross sisters fanned around her, silver promise rings flashing as they clutched each other’s hands.

It didn’t look like a funeral, but it was. It was the death of the last obligation she owed a man who never deserved her.

Vivian wore white, not bridal white, but the kind of easy linen that made her look both soft and dangerous. If you’d asked me a year ago what she’d be wearing to firebomb her past, I’d have guessed business armor, a steel badge, bulletproof hair. Instead, she stood barefoot, toenails painted a wicked shade of red, her hair loose and wild in the wind, every line in her face softer, younger, as if she’d peeled back a decade and left it somewhere on the sand.

She gripped a single sheet of paper, the marriage certificate, in one hand and a shiny silver bowl in the other. The bowl looked like it belonged at some ancient temple, not our patio table, but Mia assured us it was fireproof and “symbolically perfect.” Chloe, Brooke, and Mia crowded close, shoulder-to-shoulder. Whenever the sun hit them just right, the silver bands on their fingers threw laser-bright slashes across the bowl.

Rory cradled a bottle of real French champagne. She’d gone all-in on the “celebration, not mourning” theme, perched in pumps and a suit that could’ve headlined a Paris runway. She twisted at the wire cage, eyes flaring with anticipation. If anyone could pop a cork for drama, it was her.

Serena handled the lighter, fingers steady as granite, face calm. She wore a wrap dress, emerald silky against her skin, sunlight making her look like she didn’t even belong to gravity.

Vivian set the bowl on the low stone table, right where the wind couldn’t snatch it away. She stared at the certificate for a second, lips pressed flat, then rolled it tube-tight and set it upright in the bowl.

Nobody spoke, not because there were no words, but because some moments deserved silence.

Serena leaned in, flicked the lighter, and touched it to the edge of the paper.

The flame caught instantly. Silver and gold light licked up the certificate, devouring names and dates, every lie, every illusion. The fire threw hard shadows across Vivian’s face, gilded her hair, and in that moment, she looked every inch the legend: not a professor, not a pawn, but a queen crowned by rebellion.

Rory popped the cork with a savage twist. The sound, pure gunshot, made Chloe shriek in delight and sent a swirl of foam arcing over the terrace. She caught the spray in a crystal flute, laughing, cheeks flushed with the kind of vibrant happiness you only get when you’re watching someone you love incinerate their own chains.

I kept my eyes on Vivian, because nobody else in the world came close to her right then. Tears glossed her eyes, but they weren’t the messy kind I’d seen after campus disasters or family blowups. These welled from something else, joy, maybe. Or the sudden, shattering relief of finally being done with pretending.

The paper burned to gray ash, curling on itself, and as the last bit collapsed, Vivian lifted her chin.

“Endings don’t have to be sad,” she said, voice ringing clear through the wind. “Sometimes they’re nothing but freedom. And sometimes the ashes are the best place to plant something new.”

She glanced at her daughters, then at me, then at the sky flaming out behind the Pacific. “So tonight, we’re not burying anything. We’re setting it loose.” Her fingers moved to her left hand. The wedding ring, heavy, platinum, once so meaningful, slid off her finger with barely a whisper.

For a moment, she just stared at it, turning it in her palm. The sun caught the diamond, a tiny flick of light. Then, with a certainty I’d never seen from her before, she dropped the ring into the bowl, right on top of the ashes.

It landed with a delicate clink. The sound cut through the moment like a clean break, no going back, no regret.

Chloe, always the first to feel everything, let out a sound that was half laugh, half sob. She lunged forward, arms open, and hugged her mother so hard the rest of the harem had no choice but to pile in.

Brooke circled from the other side, wrapping both arms around the two of them, her voice throaty. “You did it, Mom. You’re finally free.”

Mia pressed in, her warmth steady and sure, tears streaming down her face, though her smile never faltered. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. The way she said it made the hair on my arms stand up.

Rory stepped up with the champagne, pouring into flutes and passing them around the circle. Her hand shook, just a little, but the precision of her pour never failed. “It’s not every day you get to torch your mistakes and start fresh,” Rory said, a little too loud. “If it were, the world would be a lot less miserable.”

Serena took her glass, never breaking eye contact with Vivian. “To transformation,” she said, voice diamond-bright. “To choosing yourself. And to the family you built.”

Ren sidled in, sly and soft, snapping photos on her phone, but her eyes were glassy, too. “This is going on the next logo, by the way. If you don’t put this in the company origin story, you’re missing out.”

Everyone turned to me, waiting.

I stepped forward, glass in hand, and raised it. “To Vivian. To freedom. And to the future we make together.”

Glasses met in the center, a crystalline, perfect ring.

Vivian straightened, the weight of every old fight, every secret, every dark, hungry night spent wondering if she’d ever be enough, gone in the space of one breath. Tears streaked her cheeks, but the grin splitting her face was radiant. She looked immortal.

“To new beginnings,” she said, her voice steady as the wind rising around us. “On our own terms.”

They drank, except for Mia and Serena who only pretended to do so, and for one wild heartbeat, I saw it: a world where this woman was never a victim, never a hostage to anyone else’s story. Vivian was her own spark, her own solution, and her daughters, gorgeous, wild, brilliant, were the legacy she’d always deserved.

The Ross sisters clutched her, burying her in arms and laughter. Brooke kissed her cheek, Mia stroked her hair, Chloe just clung tighter, their rings forming a silver constellation around Vivian’s wrist.

Serena and Rory pressed in from behind, and even Ren found her way to the perimeter, hand on Vivian’s back, sketchbook already out and working.

For a while, they just let her sob and smile and breathe.

The sun bled itself out over the cliffs, the ocean wind roared approval, and in the center of our makeshift family, Vivian glowed.

Nobody would ever mistake her for fragile again.

The divorce ceremony ended not with sadness, but with champagne-drenched cheers, the Ross sisters crushing their mother in a vortex of love, and Vivian’s silver band catching the last glint of day as she lifted her glass high.

None of us would remember what we’d worn, or the exact words, or even who finished the bottle.

But everyone, even me, would remember this: the night we burned the past to the bone and built something wild from the ashes.

***

The office didn’t look like a startup. It looked like the set of a prestige TV show about startups, like some Hollywood producer had binged a few seasons of Succession and then airbrushed away all the misery, left only the caffeine, the ambition, and the sex appeal.

Every inch of the room was loaded with kinetic possibility. Vivian had picked the far wall beneath a bank of west-facing windows for the “command center”, her idea of a whiteboard was a floor-to-ceiling glass panel littered with formulas, milestones, and more than a few curse words. My patent, the one that had nearly gotten me excommunicated, now hung in a beefy black frame above the “CEO Chair.” I had to smirk at the way our names, MERCER & ROSS, dominated the print, as if the universe was finally putting things where they belonged.

Vivian was all business, but in a way that made the blood rush to your head in more ways than one. She’d ditched the last scraps of academia for a sleeveless blouse, smart black pants, and a pair of glasses that could strip paint. She sat cross-legged at the main table, laptop open, emails firing so fast the screen glowed blue. Every time she made a point, her left hand flashed, silver promise ring sending tiny Morse code declarations of “taken” across the conference table.

Serena ran legal. She turned dry clauses and bullet points into something alive, as if she personally despised every loophole the old boards ever used. Her gold-flecked eyes never left the screen, her hair twisted up so only the most stubborn strands escaped. She’d already highlighted every relevant statute in three colors and had a fresh Word doc open, titled, in all caps: “VICTORY PLAYBOOK.”

Rory worked beside her, hands flying over her MacBook and a stack of color-coded marketing plans. The old drama queen was gone, replaced by a woman who wielded market analytics like daggers. She wore her silver band on her right hand, close enough to the keyboard that it caught every bit of stray light when she typed. Her voice never lost its edge: “We need press by Tuesday, a launch event by the end of the quarter, and a media narrative that’s ninety percent innovation, ten percent revenge. If we can pivot the scandal into hero talk? Viral. Instant legend.”

My job was technical, but I couldn’t stop watching the brilliance swirl. I rebuilt lab specs, sourcing clean-room hardware and 3D printers, but every few lines I’d look up at the patent on the wall. Our names, side by side. A fucking miracle.

Ren’s influence was everywhere. Her logo sketches covered one side of the corkboard, some abstract, some even dirtier in silhouette than she realized. In one, a strand of DNA morphed into a double-helix wedding band; in another, the harem’s silver ring served as the “O” in a glitzy sci-fi company name. I could see her in the kitchen, hunched over her iPad, perfectly content to be “creative observer,” but her fingerprints were all over this place.

The mood in the room was pure adrenaline, but still laced with the kind of inside jokes only true family could manage.

Vivian tapped the edge of her laptop, waiting for dramatic silence before she spoke. “You’re going to want to hear this.” She tilted her screen so the font was, even from across the table, big enough to impress a blind man. “We just secured our first million in angel funding, courtesy of three donors who used to compete for my ‘exclusive consulting time.’” The smirk was all pride, all queen.

Serena didn’t even try to contain the grin. She just reached across the table for a high-five. “That’s what I’m talking about. I’ll put the account numbers in escrow and start prepping for compliance by the afternoon.”

Rory tossed a sheet of projections in the air, her laugh bright. “We’re funded through phase two and have runway for a full calendar. You realize how rare that is? Most launches die before they write their own by-laws.”

Vivian shot her a sly look. “Not if you’re playing on the right team. And let’s be honest, this is the only team anyone should want.” She flashed her ring again, slow, just in case anyone missed the symbolism.

I tried to play it cool, but the satisfaction rolled up my spine like a hot oil massage. The patent, the people, the promise of not just making it, but owning every atom of our success. I raised my mug, coffee, black, the only way to survive board meetings, and added, “Now we just have to avoid being sued into the stone age or assassinated by one of the old Dean’s goons. Should be fun.”

Brooke’s timing was flawless. The minute a joke landed, or a win stuck, she barreled in. Today she wore running shorts and a ripped tank, boobs bouncing with zero apology, a tray of iced coffees balanced in one hand and enough snack bars to fuel an expedition.

“Room service!” she called, dropping the tray onto the table so hard it nearly upended Rory’s carefully stacked marketing printouts. “Jesus, you nerds multiply in here faster than rabbits on Adderall. Last time I saw this much blue light, it was at a pole-dancing seminar in Vegas.”

Serena deadpanned: “Some of us work for a living.”

Brooke wasn’t fazed. “Some of us have to refuel genius or the whole damn operation grinds to a halt.” She pointed at the silver rings on every hand. “It’s like the Lord of the Rings, only you’re all Gandalfs, and I’m the one with the abs and the attitude. Drink up, babes.”

I took a sip. Even the coffee tasted like victory.

Vivian grinned, not even trying to fake outrage. “You know, when I imagined crushing the patriarchy, I didn’t picture doing it with a tray of scones and a caffeine dependency. But I’m here for it.”

Rory raised her glass in a mini-toast. “To the smartest, sexiest board in Pacific Heights.” They all raised their mugs, the clink of glass and metal echoing off the marble.

Ren poked her head in, iPad still open. “If you don’t approve a logo by dinner, I’m submitting the DNA double-helix wedding band. It’s the people’s choice.”

Vivian didn’t hesitate. “If it’s not sparkly, you’re fired.”

“We’re not even paying her,” Serena said, straight-faced.

Chloe breezed through with a tray of fruit, giggling. “You look like a scene from Revenge of the Nerds, except everyone’s hot.”

Brooke grinned, swiping a strawberry. “Don’t let the secret out, Blondie. Some men aren’t ready for the future.”

We all laughed, but the mood didn’t break, if anything, it sharpened. Rory returned to her marketing deck, nails tapping the glass, her ring flashing every time she underlined a must-win target. Serena outlined terms for the IP trust, her legal pad filling with red-ink cross-outs and the occasional “HELL YES” scrawled in the margin. Vivian plotted acquisition strategies, occasionally pausing to glance at me, and the look on her face was everything the old guard once feared; it was intellect married to power, and it was ours.

For a few minutes, the only sound was the rustle of paper, the click of keys, and the ocean breeze rattling the upper windows.

I risked a glance around the room. Seven rings, seven minds, a war chest of cash, and the kind of bespoke ambition you can’t buy or fake. Even if nobody else ever understood what we’d built, I knew: right here, right now, we were the future. And this time, we were making the rules.

By the time the sun edged into the upper windows, the harem had melted back into the house, Brooke and Chloe out the door, Ren lost to her art, the rest of us locked into the primal flow of building something that mattered.

Nobody ever put it on a formal PowerPoint, but the truth of it was everywhere: the promise rings, the echo of laughter, the certainty that, win or lose, this team was all-in, all the way to the end.

And honestly? I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

***

The kitchen island was the sort of chaos you’d expect only if you’d survived the Ross family at peak volume. The whole space was alive: roasted vegetables steaming on platters, bread warm from the oven, champagne chilling in buckets, and a parade of glassware that made it look like we’d stolen a bar cart from a high-end restaurant.

Chloe perched at the end of the island, tucked under my arm with a bowl of cherries she popped into her mouth at warp speed. Her legs were bare, tan, curled up effortlessly, and every time she laughed, she’d lunge into my side with all the subtlety of someone launching a surprise attack. Brooke prowled behind us, stealing bread and dropping commentary like grenades. “If this is what domestic bliss tastes like, I might never move out. Mia, that dip is a war crime. Nobody should be this happy on a Tuesday.”

Mia just smiled, stirring her “secret recipe” and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Even though her hands were steady, there was an undertow of nerves just below the surface. She kept glancing at Serena, who sat ramrod-straight on the stool, picking at her salad and not so much as touching her wine.

Ren was hunched over at the other end, sketchbook flat on the marble, pencil flying as she tried to keep pace with whatever insane new energy was buzzing through the house. She’d already scribbled a cartoon “Mercer Family Banquet” where every harem wife wore a chef hat and I looked like a dazed intern at a sorority takeover.

Rory and Vivian claimed the far end, trading bites of some fancy cheese and dropping not-so-subtle flexes about the business. “Nobody’s going to remember Harrington even existed after this quarter’s press drop,” Rory mused, fingers flying over her phone. “Outlier here is about to be more famous than Elon.”

Vivian raised her glass. “If we’re lucky, less disastrous at Twitter.”

The banter ran hot, but under it, something was gathering speed. I felt it the way you feel a storm rolling in: electricity sharpening the edges, making every sound brighter, every smell more alive.

It happened all at once.

Serena, usually unshakeable, suddenly froze, her fork half-raised, face pale, beads of sweat blooming at her hairline. She slid off her stool, excused herself in a whisper, and walked straight out of the kitchen.

Nobody moved for a solid three seconds.

Then Mia stood, slow and deliberate, wiping her hands clean before reaching into her cardigan pocket. She palmed something so tight it looked like it might snap. When she spoke, her voice barely made it out of her chest. “She’s not the only one.”

For a split second, the world went quiet. Then Mia opened her hand: a small plastic pregnancy test, the readout clear as day.

Chloe was the first to break, a full-body squeal as she shot around the island to tackle Mia in a front-loaded hug. “Yes! Oh my god, yes, yes, yes. I KNEW IT. I knew your boobs looked insane this week, but I didn’t want to say anything and be rude. Holy crap, Mia, are you—seriously? Is this for real?”

Brooke barreled in for the double-hug, nearly flattening both women. “Out of my way, future godmother coming through. I want dibs on naming rights. Also, Mia, if you don’t let me host your baby shower, we’re not sisters anymore.”

Mia laughed, actually laughed, even though her eyes brimmed with tears. “I was going to wait, but I couldn’t. Not after today.”

I tried to look surprised for the others, but Mia's eyes caught mine with that same secret smile from last night when she'd whispered it against my chest in the dark. We'd agreed to let her share the news her way. Still, seeing her actually do it sent my heart racing all over again.

That’s when Serena reappeared. Her cheeks were ghost-white, her lips tight, but she clutched a piece of paper in her hand, the kind a doctor gives you when they don’t trust you to remember the words.

She stopped at the edge of the island, forced a smile, and set the paper down next to Mia’s test. “Turns out, she’s not alone.” Then, softer, just for us: “I’m pregnant, too.”

If you want to know what pure joy sounds like, it’s six women screaming at once, the dog whistle pitch of disbelief and happiness ricocheting off every glass surface in the room.

Brooke lost her mind, hoisting Serena in the air and spinning her like a prom queen. “Two babies! We’re gonna need a second house. Hell, build a compound! Serena, give me this angel! Give her to me!”

Serena, always the calm one, cracked. She clung to Brooke, laughing and crying at the same time, her promise ring glinting as she braced herself on Brooke’s shoulder.

Rory dropped her phone, then snatched it back at lightning speed, thumbs flying. “Okay. First, we need prenatal vitamins, probably an OB within a mile radius, and wait, can you have caffeine? Mia, Serena, are you cleared for, like, anything? I want an expert on speed dial by morning. Also, I’m designing a harem baby registry that will melt Instagram.”

Chloe broke away from Mia long enough to lunge at Serena, piling on with the kind of hug that would have flattened anyone else. “I am going to spoil your baby rotten,” she promised, voice still shaking. “Best auntie on campus, calling it now!”

All the while, Ren sat back, pencil whirring, eyes skipping over every face. She zoomed in on the test, then the look on my face, then the flash of silver bands gripping hands across the island. Without saying a word, she captured it perfectly: chaos, love, and the future, all tangled together.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. I just…stood there, every breath echoing in my ribs, watching Mia and Serena, both glowing and a little terrified, holding each other, their rings jammed together where their hands met.

Vivian finally cut through, raising her glass again. Her smile was pride and wonder and something softer, the kind only a mother could pull off. “To the future,” she said. “To the smartest, bravest mothers I’ve ever known, and the luckiest children who will ever walk this earth. And to you, Noah,”—her eyes held mine, raw and real—“thank you for giving this family everything it never had before: hope, and a reason to believe.”

The words hit me harder than I’d have admitted. There were tears in my eyes, and for once, I didn’t even try to blink them away.

The group closed in, a vortex of hugs and kisses and wild laughter. Mia’s test got paraded around like a trophy, Brooke insisted on a group selfie with “the baby daddies and mamas” (all of us, naturally), and Chloe climbed onto the counter to lead a toast, nearly toppling two wine glasses as she did it.

“To the new harem generation!” she crowed, fist in the air. “May our kids be weird, wild, brilliant, and… preferably not redheads, no offense, Brooke.”

“Too late,” Brooke shot back, red hair blazing as she reached over to ruffle Chloe’s. “You know you wish you had my genes.”

Ren stage-whispered, “I’ll sketch them all. Next year’s Christmas card is going to break the internet.”

For a while, all I could do was watch: the flash of promise rings as women clinked glasses, the way Mia’s hand kept drifting to her belly, the stunned happiness on Serena’s usually stoic face, the way the sisters huddled Vivian in every celebration, as if nothing mattered more than her approval.

Then I was in the middle of it, no longer an observer, but the axis around which the entire wild future spun.

Vivian caught me in a hug, her lips brushing my ear as the others carried on. “You’re ready for this, Noah,” she whispered. “You were born for it.” And for once, I believed her.

The night carried on, hours blurring into waves of joy and exhausted, happy disbelief.

But the thing nobody would ever forget? That first rush of new life, and the sound of seven women celebrating their future with all the ferocity of a world finally built on their own terms.

***

If the world had to end, it should’ve ended in that kitchen. Sunlight torched the countertops, everything glazed in white-gold and possibility. Mia and Serena sat shoulder-to-shoulder at the island, a battered calendar between them and two steaming mugs of lemon tea. The kind of scene every ad agency in town would kill for, only nobody there knew how good these women actually looked with bare faces and hoodies and pure, undiluted hope.

They poked at dates in early spring, glancing at each other as if waiting for the universe to confirm what the stolen test strips already had.

“I count six days apart,” Mia said, tracing the calendar with her finger. Her nails were short and unpolished, but the silver promise ring blazed under the pendant lights. “Yours is…March 18th or so? Mine’s a week after.”

Serena’s eyes were sharp, but her hands trembled just enough to betray her. “Typical, huh? Even pregnancy is a race.”

Mia nudged her, and they both laughed, a little watery, a little scared. For a second, nothing else mattered, not the business, not the world outside, just the invisible thread tying their futures together.

I stepped in, coffee in hand, cheeks tight with a grin I couldn’t quite shake. “We’re…really doing it.”

Serena locked onto me with laser focus. “We are.” Then, softer, the lawyer-queen stripped away: “Are you ready for this?”

The honest answer lived somewhere behind my ribs, pounding like a second heartbeat. “I don’t know if anyone is. But I want it. More than anything.”

Mia turned, eyes shining. “I was so scared to admit it. But the second I saw the test, all I could think was: finally. A family I get to build, not just hold together for everyone else.”

We gathered around the calendar, three hands tangled, the rings a constellation of promise.

Serena spoke, voice low, a little anxious. “I worry about screwing it up. About the company, about being too much—”

“You’re not too much,” I shot back, not even hiding the urgency. “You’re the only reason half of us made it out alive. You’ll be the best damn mom in town. Well…tied for the best mom in town,” I said, glancing at Mia who took no offense.

Mia bit her lip, gaze on the baby-blue squares. “I want our daughter—” (she said it like she’d already decided) “—to feel safe. Like she can break the world if she wants, but always has a place to come home to.”

I kissed the top of her head, brushed her hair behind her ear. “That’s all I ever wanted to give you.”

The hush settled, and for a while, time stopped. Sunlight, tea, two brilliant women planning next-level life with nothing more than hope and a Sharpie.

Serena broke the spell first, tucking the calendar under her arm. “I have to get ready for a call, but…come see me after?”

It wasn’t a question. I’d learned by now that when Serena asked, you listened.

***

Serena’s room was clinical, oceanic, and so perfectly her it hurt. She waited by the window, sundress clinging to every line, breeze lifting her hair as she looked out at the water. The moment I closed the door, it was like she hit “pause” on the world.

She walked to me, barefoot, the glow of early motherhood already warring with the wild hunger in her eyes.

“I want you,” she whispered, yanking me in for a kiss that could have torn enamel from bone. My hands found her waist, the curve softer than before, her body already different, readying for what was to come.

I peeled the dress off, leaving her bare to the sun, every inch polished and golden. Her breasts were fuller, nipples dark and hard, and when I touched her stomach, flat, but humming with new purpose, she shuddered.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. “Just…see me.”

I did. I worshipped her with my mouth, my hands, my tongue. I knelt, lips trailing lower, but the whole time, she kept pulling me back to her face, her mouth, the place where words and want became one.

She urged my clothes off, no patience, just urgent, rough hands and a gasp every time my cock brushed her thigh. I lined up, slow, teasing her slit with my tip until she bucked enough to drag me in.

When I pushed inside, Serena arched, nails biting my shoulder, every nerve in her body lit up like a fuse.

“Fuck,” she hissed. “That’s it. Harder, baby. Fuck me like you mean it.”

I braced her against the wall, driving deeper, the stretch and heat near-violent but perfect. She wanted it wild, animal, and I didn’t hold back.

Every thrust echoed in the room, the slap of skin against skin a benediction. Her tits bounced, milk-white and eager, and when I sucked one between my teeth, she locked her legs around me, grinding clit to bone.

“Give me everything,” she begged, voice breaking. “Make me feel it. For both of us.”

I slammed in, jackhammer rhythm, her pussy gripping so hard I lost control. I exploded deep, filling her, the orgasm detonating through every cell.

She came at the same time, a strangled sound, head tossed back, sweat running down her chest. I felt the pulse in her cunt, wringing me, milking every drop in greedy, perfect sync.

When the aftershocks passed, I slumped beside her, both of us shaking, grins splitting our faces.

She cupped my cheek, kissed me like a winner. “You’re going to be an incredible dad. Our kid will never feel alone.”

I laughed, a little uneven. “Not with a mother like you. I’ll be the backup singer.”

She snorted, squeezing my cock one last time for effect. “Good. Because I’m going to need you. A lot.”

We held each other, nothing left but sweat, love, and a view of the ocean that went on forever.

***

Mia’s room was a greenhouse, humid and alive. Ferns and succulents everywhere, vanilla candles burning low, silk sheets smoothed to perfection. She waited on the bed, wearing almost nothing, just a soft blue cami and the silver promise ring, her belly already marked with the first whispers of what would be.

She smiled as I entered, shy and hungry at the same time. “I’ve been thinking about you all morning.”

I slid beside her, tracing her cheek, hair, the dazzling heat of her body. She melted into me, kissing slow, gentle, needy.

This wasn’t wild, but it was intense. Every touch was a confession, every all-in motion a bet on our future. My cock swelled, aching, but I let her take the lead. Mia always needed time, space, permission to want.

She rolled on top, straddling me, guiding my length to her entrance. She was wet, open, and when I pushed in, her whole body shook.

“You can’t imagine what this feels like,” she whispered, tears in her voice. “Having something real inside me. It’s like…every dream I never admitted.”

I held her as she moved, grinding slow and steady, her tits bouncing, her lips finding my jaw, my neck, my mouth. She rode me, at her own pace, and every time I bottomed out, she squeezed her pussy, milking the length of my cock.

I reached for her stomach, palming it, slow and reverent.

“Our child,” I said, voice thick. “She’ll be perfect.”

Mia moaned, lost to the pleasure. Her clit found my thumb, and with a few tight circles, she tumbled over the edge, body quaking and cunt spasming around me.

The way she clenched nearly broke me. I came hard, balls tightening, shooting deep inside her, filling her with everything I had.

“Oh, god,” she whispered, collapsing onto my chest. “Don’t let go. Just—stay.”

I wrapped her up, arms around her, sweat mixing on our skin. We lay tangled, the only sound her breath and the distant rush of surf.

“I’m scared,” she confessed, head tucked under my chin. “But with you, I’m less scared than I am…hopeful.”

I squeezed her, letting the comfort sink in. “That’s all I want to give you. Hope. And a home that nobody can wreck.”

She stroked my back, her other hand never breaking contact with her stomach or the ring.

We drifted like that, the minutes unspooling easy, love heavy in the air.

And somewhere in the house, Serena marked her own calendar, and Mia’s plants soaked up the sun, and the world outside faded.

What we built here would last. I’d stake everything on it.

Because that future, ours, felt inevitable, and sacred, and real.

***

Breakfast had always been harem territory, but nothing prepared me for the siege Brooke staged that morning.

She kicked open the kitchen door, arms overloaded with architectural magazines, laptop clamped under her armpit, her hair a lion’s mane of chaos and intent. “Emergency!” she announced, dropping the pile onto the granite like she was unboxing treasure. “I have seen the future, and it involves us not tripping over babies or bras in three months. We’re building a compound.”

That got everyone’s attention. Chloe nearly spilled her smoothie, Mia choked on her tea (“You build a mansion for babies?”), and even Ren, usually unflappable, perked up, eyes glinting.

Brooke spread out the magazines, glossy photos of Pacific Heights estates that made our current townhouse look like a playhouse. “We’re talking: enough bedrooms for everybody, a nursery wing for the next decade of baby outliers, communal space so nobody has to fight over the last banana muffin. I want a real home. Forever home.”

She tossed the first magazine at me. The cover was a modern glass palace perched on the cliff, all clean lines and sprawling terraces. Chloe snatched it up, her eyes huge. “Can we have a garden? Mia needs her plants. It’s non-negotiable.”

Ren was already flipping open her sketchbook, pencil moving at warp speed. “What do we think, infinity pool or rooftop deck? Or both? Plus a private studio for, um, house portraits and other stuff.”

Rory strolled in, still in pajamas but brain already in CEO mode. “I want a live-work space, separate enough for board calls, but open enough to run campaigns with babies on my lap.” She pointed at a floor plan. “Also, kitchen islands should be sized for at least a ten-person debate. Minimum.”

Serena took a seat, arms folded, the professor in her already outlining. “Don’t forget the library. If our kids aren’t admitted to Harvard by age five, we’ve failed as parents. And a reading nook. With a view.”

Vivian entered, fresh from her own calls, and grinned unabashed at the madness. “I have a demand: a real lab. No more basement startup vibes. Noah, you deserve a proper space for all the science the world’s not ready for.”

My role here? To play spectator to the greatest design charette in harem history.

Ren’s pencil never stopped. Within minutes she had a rough plan: sprawling mansion, nursery wing with ocean views, private bedroom suites for each woman (Brooke’s was labeled “Soundproof. For Obvious Reasons.”), two monster kitchens, and a common lounge that looked like it could host a UN summit. The garden wound around the back, spilling into glass-walled greenhouses for Mia and a “secret path” to the baby play area.

Brooke leaned over her shoulder, narrating like a sportscaster. “See? Plenty of room for celebratory orgies, presidential debates, and maybe a small army of children. Bonus: this side of the house is all sunlight. Perfect for tan lines and family photos.”

Chloe was lost in the garden, tracing imaginary lines where Mia’s succulents and lemon trees would go. “It’ll be paradise. Every flower you want, Mia, and a sunken patio for morning coffee. Babies can nap in the shade. It’s the dream.”

Mia, quietly touched, reached over and squeezed Chloe’s hand, the twin silver rings glinting as their palms locked. “You’re an angel. We’ll turn your thumb green if it kills me.”

Serena pointed at the wing labeled “library.” “Don’t skimp on first editions. I want the kind of room where you can hypnotize a toddler into loving nonfiction.”

Rory hovered, strategizing floor plans. “I’m serious about the work complex. Media war rooms, campaign conference suite, and a soundproof office for Noah.” She winked at me. “You’re going to need it with twins.”

I tried to object, but silver bands on every hand told me I’d already lost the vote.

Vivian shrugged, conceding the point. “Design a lab worthy of the kids, big glass walls, ocean view, the whole thing. And a break room with a couch. Some of us might need it more than others.”

Brooke tackled the rec room question, wild ideas flying. “I want a gym, dance floor, movie theater for family marathons. Go big or go home. Hell, build a panic room in case Ethan brings home a date.”

Ren finished the sketch, spinning it for the circle to see. The mansion spanned two wings, connected by a glass garden atrium. Rooftop infinity pool, check. Library the size of a bank vault, check. Nursery wing with play-space, science lab, creative studio, multiple kitchens, and a primary bedroom that took up half the upper level. Whoever ended up in there would probably never sleep alone again.

Chloe clapped, eyes lit up with pure joy. “It’s perfect. It’s us. Can you imagine the holiday parties?”

Brooke grinned, arms folded, looking at me like she’d just won the world. “This is our legacy, Outlier. Nobody gets to touch it but us.”

I studied the sketch, all that ambition and hilarity somehow captured in a single page. Even if half the lines were wild, the point was clear: this was home. Not just for the harem, but for every kid, every wild hope, every messy, beautiful day ahead.

Ren held her pencil high. “Version one. We can tweak, but first impressions count.”

Vivian looped an arm around her daughters, pulling them into the moment. “Make sure there’s a sunroom where I can rock my future grandbabies.”

Serena and Mia shared a look, both hands drifting to their bellies. “We’ll fill it,” Mia promised.

The energy crackled. The idea was so much more than architecture or bedrooms. It was about claiming space in the world, and in each other’s lives. The rings, the laughter, even the little fights over what color the walls should be; all of it was family, pure and simple.

By the time breakfast ended, the plan had a name (“The Palace,” courtesy of Chloe), a first sketch, and a kitchen table full of women who’d already made up their minds.

This was where we belonged. No apologies, no disclaimers.

A harem home for the ages, built on love, lust, and the kind of teamwork that leaves the rest of the world spinning in our wake.

***

Most moving days were box-hauling nightmares; this one felt like a coronation.

Vivian appeared at the townhome’s front door with a stack of bright blue bins, hair pulled back in a high, messy ponytail, bare arms flexing as she shouldered the last of her old world into the new. One look at her face, open, confident, alive, and I knew this wasn’t just logistics. It was the final page of her old life, getting shredded and recycled for parts.

We made a dozen trips, up and down the glass-railed stairs. Every box was deliberate: research notebooks, company files, the black-bound journals she’d filled during her years at St. Celeste, some battered first editions, and a folder of family photos so carefully preserved it felt like smuggling treasure.

The seventh bedroom, once the “guest suite,” mostly unused, transformed as we worked. Vivian arranged her collection of books on the built-in shelves, stacking professional texts beside beach reads, heady philosophy next to daughters’ birthday cards. The window caught the morning sun and threw it across the desk, and for the first time, the space felt lived-in, claimed.

She lined her research up along the sideboard, then opened the last small box. Inside was a silver-framed snapshot: Chloe, Mia, and Brooke, wild with laughter on the bluffs above Celeste Beach, and another, Evan, her son and my friend, in a tux, grinning like a rock star from his high school graduation. They landed in the center of her bookshelf, right above a heavy glass paperweight that read: "Lead with Light."

We tackled the main event together: the company patent, (I’d insisted on adding Vivian’s name) our names in bold ink. She’d had it double-matted, royal blue, black frame, a statement piece if there ever was one. We measured twice, then hung it above her desk, dead center. It didn’t just dominate the room. It radiated.

Vivian took a step back, arms crossed, surveying the space. “Not bad.”

I grinned. “You sure you want to share office hours with the house’s resident mad scientists?”

She rolled her eyes, pulling me in. “From professor and student to partners in every way,” she murmured, voice low enough to land right between my ribs. “This is it, Noah. Home.”

She kissed me, slow and deep, her hands framing my jaw, promise ring digging into the side of my face. The heat in her mouth, the absolute certainty in her grip, it undid every uncertainty I’d ever carried.

The moment lasted just long enough for the kettle to whistle in the hall.

Chloe peeked in, carrying a lacquered tray: two mugs of green tea, a plate of Mia’s banana muffins, and a smile so radiant the room got brighter. “Thought you two might need fuel,” she chirped, setting the tray beside the laptop. She barely paused before leaning in to hug Vivian, arms tight, all-in. “Welcome home, Mom.”

Vivian hugged back, no hesitation, cheeks flushed. “Thank you, sweetheart. Feels good to finally land.”

Chloe’s hand slipped into mine as she bounced onto the edge of the bed. “This room seems happier already. I bet you sleep better here.”

Vivian winked, eyes on me. “Probably not. But it’ll be worth it.”

The space held the three of us easily. Me at the window, Chloe perched like the sun, Vivian behind her desk, all our rings glinting in the light.

We didn’t need speeches or ceremonies. You could feel it, in the quiet, in the comfort: this was family. Every inch of that room, from the patent to the pictures to the tea, belonged to us.

I’d made a lot of places my own over the years. Labs, dorms, even my old guest suite at the sorority.

But this? This was the first time “home” meant everything I wanted, and nothing I wanted to escape from.

We clinked mugs, and for a while, just let the feeling settle.

Vivian’s past? Gone, boxed up, recycled.

Her present? Us.

Her future? More than even the seven-bedroom could hold.

We were ready.

***

The house after dark was a heartbeat, not a structure.

Somewhere on the coast, the moon heaved its silver show over the ocean, painting the wall in a stripe that landed right across Chloe’s spine, her hair and skin turned liquid gold. She was naked, limbs wild and tangled, her breath slow and soft against my chest. Her promise ring flashed every time she shifted, a tiny lighthouse in the dark.

I’d spent half my life believing the future was a thesis, a spreadsheet, a polished thing you brought to boardrooms. But lying there, with Chloe humming in her sleep and her hair fanned across my chest like a silk surrender flag, I realized the future was flesh and hope and insanity. It was the weird, wild family we’d built from nothing but faith.

Chloe mumbled in her sleep, cheek mashed into my ribs, and I just grinned. If anyone was the anchor of this ship, it was her, pure joy, pure loyalty, this sun-warm gravity that made everything else revolve and stick. She’d loved me when I was broke, doubted, exiled from Ashbourne and hunted by a mob of angry old men. She’d loved me when I wasn’t sure there was a place for men in a house like this at all.

Now, there was no place I’d rather be.

My thoughts spiraled, first to Mia and Serena, their pregnancies neatly penciled into spring, both women already humming with the energy of new life. It hit me all over again: I was going to be a father. Twice. Mia would be the kindest, fiercest mom on the planet, her hugs, her softness, the way she made peace out of noise. She’d grow a garden in our new mansion and fill it with kids and succulents and stories about hope. Serena would run the boardroom and the nursery with equal rigor, probably have the baby debating ethics before she could walk. Her ambition would be their blueprint.

Vivian? There was no word for what she was to me now, lover, partner, mentor, warrior queen. I’d spent years worshipping her mind, mostly from afar; now I got to worship her in every way that mattered. Sometimes, in quiet moments, I’d catch her watching the harem from across the room, her eyes wide, and I knew she felt it too: she belonged. The armor was gone; the woman underneath was unstoppable.

Brooke would be the protector, the laughter, the spark that kept us all alive. If I ever doubted our harem could survive the world, one look at Brooke, fist in the air, smile so bright it bared teeth, and I was cured. The future would never steamroll us. Not with her on our side.

Ren’s art was already everywhere, hallways, logo, the notebooks Mia started for the babies. She didn’t want the spotlight, but every scene she sketched, every logo she tweaked, became a marker for what we’d built. If there was a chronicler for our madness, it was her.

Rory, oh, Rory. Forever the strategist, the fixer, the one who could turn a disaster into a win and still find time to baby-proof a marketing plan. She would make sure those kids had a voice in the world even before they could speak.

And Chloe. It always circled back to Chloe. Her love was uncomplicated, infinite, and bright. I’d never known anything as pure as how she pulled me close when she woke, how she whispered secrets into the night without even knowing she was doing it. She was my everything, my world, and I loved her more than words could describe.

The phone buzzed, shattering the hush. I fumbled for it, half-blind, and found a text from Ethan.

Bro, Ren’s sister just accepted my friend request! I owe you my life.

I started laughing, so hard I almost jostled Chloe off my chest. The kid had a way of worming into every story, even from a time zone away.

Chloe stirred, sleepy, smile already on her lips. “What’s so funny, baby?”

I pulled her closer, sighing against her hair. “Just my brother, being an idiot. He’s trying to start his own harem, but he’s not nearly as cool as me.”

She snorted. “Nobody is. You’re my one and only. Love you, baby, so, so much.”

I kissed her temple, and she hummed in approval, promise ring glinting where her hand found my chest.

We lay there, time suspended.

Somewhere in the house, Mia probably dreamed of lullabies, Serena of legal legends, Vivian of rewriting history, Brooke of wild dances in the rain, Ren of bold sketches, Rory of world domination.

But here, there was only Chloe, her love a radiant field, and me, lost in it, forever grateful.

The world outside could wait.

I finally, truly belonged.

And if anyone doubted how the harem story ended, all they’d need to do was peek through this window, and see: happiness wasn’t a myth.

It was right here, moonlit and undeniable, wrapped in the arms of the only woman I’d ever need.

Or, if I was lucky, six or seven.

But tonight? Tonight was Chloe’s.

And she was perfect.


Devoted


The night before, I barely slept. My brain spun wild, running structural stress tests on every possible way seven devotion vows could collide. Would it be awkward? Would anyone laugh? Would I fuck it up? The scientist in me wanted a flowchart. The rest of me kind of wanted to throw up.

But at dusk, on the terrace, it just worked.

I started with the bones. The deck was wide as a ballroom, polished cement still warm from the day. Beyond the glass rail, the Pacific fumed and glittered, sunset pumping the sky full of orange, red, and violet so bright it made your teeth ache. Wind curled off the cliff and tangled the fairy lights I’d strung like a valentine over every upright, beaming soft gold down onto the space I’d built for us.

In the center of the terrace, I laid the circle: heavy pillar candles, low and wide, alternating with driftwood torches I’d hand-wrapped in white ribbon. Petals, petals everywhere, white and blush roses, scattered so thick the air practically dripped with scent. I’d borrowed the trick from Mia, but the way the flowers glowed under the lights was pure harem magic. At the core, on a velvet square the color of midnight, I’d lined up seven slim gold promise rings, new ones to replace the silver, one for each of my women. The rings gleamed, almost vibrating in the candlelight, like they couldn’t wait for showtime.

I stood back, wiped sweat off my palms, and stared. It looked like the last scene in a romance movie, or maybe a cult, but with better lighting. I grinned, nerves flaring to life, and called it ready.

***

They came one at a time, just as I’d planned.

First: Chloe.

She waited at the stairwell, glowing, her dress spun from something so light it barely counted as fabric. White, sleeveless, all flutter at the skirt and a band at the waist that made her boobs look even bigger, if that was possible. Her hair was beach-wild, golden and loose, and her wrists shimmered with little crystals that caught the lights. Her perfume was coconut and sun. The minute she saw the setup, she squealed, arms open, and spun a circle so the skirt flared.

“Baby, this is unreal. You did all this for us? I’m obsessed.”

I steadied her, hands warm on her bare arms, and whispered, “You’re my first love. Of course you go first.”

Technically that honor belonged to Rory, but in our harem story, Chloe was, and would always be, first.

She blushed, then smirked, and I led her to her spot in the circle.

Next: Rory.

She waited at the edge of the upstairs hall, poised, like she was prepping for a coronation, or a firing squad. Her dress was fitted, cream silk, off the shoulders and just suggestive enough to make you forget how sharp her eyes could get. Hair slicked back, pin-straight, gold hoops at her ears, and flawless makeup, she could have gone live on CNN and nobody would have dared to interrupt. But her hands shook when I took them.

“Is it too much?” she asked, voice just for me.

“It’s perfect,” I said. “You’re perfect.”

She nodded, once, and I guided her out under the lights.

Serena drifted up with zero fanfare. She wore a long wrap dress, pale ivory, cinched high and open at the leg, her hair in a soft chignon with sun-bleached wisps everywhere. On anyone else, it would’ve looked bridal. On her, it was pure confidence, her body humming with composure and warmth. She kissed me full on the lips when I reached her, her eyes shining with unfettered joy.

“You made it beautiful,” she murmured. “I’ll make you proud.”

I escorted her to her place beside Rory, both of them radiating calm at opposite wavelengths.

Then Brooke. If you thought she’d go subtle, think again. Floor-length slip dress, white but so sheer she might as well have been naked. No bra, nothing underneath, her tanned skin a shock of color against all the pale. Her hair was down, wild, and her lips were painted fire-engine red. When I offered my arm, she took it, then squeezed my ass because of course.

“You’re killing me, babe,” she whispered, loud enough for Chloe to giggle. “Let’s light ‘em up.”

Mia was next. No drama, just a soft, draping long dress in robin’s egg blue so pale it almost looked white, the fabric clinging to her body and letting her curves own the night. Her hair was in gentle waves around her shoulders, and her eyes were glassy with emotion as I met her at the door.

She blushed as I held her hand. “I’m not sure I should go barefoot, but the heels didn’t feel right.”

“No one here cares about shoes,” I promised, “least of all me.” And she smiled soft, real, and let me walk her into the circle.

Ren materialized like a ghost, white palazzo pants, off-white silk tank, hair slick as midnight and eyes lined heavy. She’d tucked a paintbrush behind one ear, and she carried a tiny sketchbook like it was a security blanket. “You’re not getting away without a drawing, you know,” she muttered, but her hand never left mine as I pulled her into the ring.

Finally, Vivian.

She’d saved the best for last: a white pantsuit, flared at the ankle, with a cream silk cami underneath that showed a scandalous slice of cleavage. Her hair was down, dark and shining. She wore no jewelry but the old silver promise ring, and when I met her at the stair, she gripped my wrist with the force of a woman who’d survived a century.

“Didn’t think you could surprise me anymore,” she whispered. “But you did. I love you.”

“I love you, Viv,” I said, letting the realness punch me. “Tonight, you get to be more than Professor Ross. You get to be the reason for all of this.”

She nodded once, and the eyes that had once terrified faculty meetings now brimmed with something softer. We stepped into the circle together. Now it was time.

***

The seven women, in white and cream and gold, arranged themselves perfectly in the flower ring. They looked like a cult for beautiful witches, ready to enchant every molecule of Pacific Heights. The candlelight crawled across their skin, caught in their hair, shimmered in eyes that were already glassy with emotion. For a beat, I just stood there, absorbing it.

When I finally stepped to the middle, the words stuck a little. All I could do was breathe and let my heart break wide open.

“I never thought I’d have a family. At least, not like this one. I never thought anyone would trust me to lead something so…insane, and brave, and honestly, so perfect.” My voice went tight. “But you all chose me. And I want to make tonight about choosing you, openly, for always.”

I let the pause settle, watched the way every woman straightened, the light catching on seven sets of rings.

“We’re not here to do what’s normal or even what’s safe. We’re here to promise: no matter what the world throws at us, we stand. Together. As a family.” I looked at Chloe, because where else could I start?

I held out my hand. “Chloe. First in every way. Will you come forward and speak your vow?”

She bounced, practically vibrating, and stepped into the circle until we were only a breath apart.

Her eyes gleamed, wet-lashed but wild with happiness. She grabbed both my hands in hers.

“I, uh, didn’t write anything down, because that felt cheesy, but I’ve been thinking about this forever.” Her voice managed to be both tremulous and nuclear-bright. “You’re my best friend, my only obsession, and the reason I like waking up every day. You make me feel seen, not just looked at, and you never once asked me to be less. I want to be your light, your chaos and your calm, your wild thing, your home. I promise to make you laugh, make you coffee, make you crazy. I promise to love every version of you, even the grumpy ones that hog the covers and pretend not to cry at Pixar movies. Baby, I am yours, now, forever, always. And you better not forget it, because I will haunt you even if you get Alzheimer’s by thirty-five.”

The circle broke into giggles, soft and electric.

Her voice softened, hitching a little: “I love you, Noah. All my sunshine is yours.”

She bit her lip, waiting.

I squeezed her hands, throat tight as steel. “You saved me,” I said, voice a stranger to even me. “You pulled me back when I was ready to quit, and you taught me that joy isn’t stupid, it’s strength. Every time I look at you, I see not just hope, but the future. I promise to always, always choose you first especially when it’s hard. I promise to love your chaos, your laughter, your weird fixations, and your heart. You’re my golden hour, Chloe. My home.”

She shrieked, honest to god, and tackled me in a hug before falling back into line, cheeks blushing so hard the color practically lit her up.

I turned to Rory.

She stepped forward, spine straight, dress clinging. Her lips trembled in a way nobody but me would catch.

She held my gaze, voice low. “You know me better than anyone, and you know how hard it is for me to say something real, without wrapping it in a hundred layers of performance. But tonight, it’s just this.” She swallowed. “You taught me grace. You forgave me before I ever believed I deserved it. I spent years trying to win everything, reputation, beauty, power, but the only thing that ever really mattered was the way you looked at me, like I was worth loving even at my worst.” Her eyes shimmered, the words pure nostalgia and heartbreak. “I promise I’ll never run again. Not from you, not from us. I’ll fight for this family with every trick I have. I vow to speak truth, to protect what we’ve built, to never, ever let anyone rewrite our story. You were the right person. I was just late growing into the woman who knew how to love you back. But I’m here now, and I’ll never let you go.”

Chloe sniffled, clearly moved. Hell, we all were.

I reached for Rory, fingers folding over hers. “You were my first heartbreak and my first wonder. You made me who I am, pain and all. I promise to never use your past against you, to believe in the woman, not the headlines. I’ll treasure your intellect, your ambition, and the way you always, always land on the right side of what matters. I want to help you build the life you always pretended you didn’t need. I love you, Rory. I always have. Always will.”

She nodded, jaw tight, then drifted back to her place, eyes shining.

Serena was next, and she needed no invitation. She glided forward, hair a halo, her whole aura cool and steady.

Her words were effortless, but packed. “I’m not easy to love. I know that. I was raised to be perfect, to hide and to hold, and to never let anyone close enough to see the cracks. But you…you saw them. You let my wild and my discipline both exist, and you never asked me to be less. I promise to be your shield. To be the calm in every storm, and to call you on your bullshit when it’s needed. You are my equal, my partner, my obsession. I vow loyalty, clarity, and devotion to you and to every woman in this circle. Our bond is science and soul, forged one hard-earned truth at a time.”

Her gaze was unblinking. I felt it straight to the spine.

“I see you, Serena. Always have. You’re the only person who ever made me want to try harder, stretch further, be more. I promise to match your discipline with my own, to seek your counsel, and to never let routine dull the wonder between us. I’ll cherish every word, every glance, every impossible standard you hold me to. Because you’re worth it and so are we. You’re the calm in my chaos, and I need you more than you know.”

She smiled, that rare, regal thing, then reclaimed her spot with a whisper of silk.

Brooke strutted in next.

She didn’t care about the tears. She went barefoot, grinned wide, and took my hands so firm I thought she’d snap my fingers off. Voice rough and alive.

“I’m not a princess. I’m not quiet, or easy, or any kind of good role model. But you never made me hide the hungry or the loud. You want bold? I’ll burn down the world for you. I promise to defend this family and most of all, you, with fire. To make us laugh, to keep us honest, and to never let anyone, even you, especially you, forget what brought us together in the first place. I vow to be your heat, your mischief, your lock-picking, rule-breaking wild card. And when the babies show up, I’ll be the aunt who teaches them how to set boundaries and how to shatter them. I love you, and that’s not an easy thing for me to say out loud. But you’re worth the risk. Noah, my loyalty, and more importantly my love, is yours, forever.”

She stuck the landing. Mic drop.

I found my voice, barely: “You lit up my world the second you walked in. You make me brave. I promise to never tame your fire, but to build with it. To let you break, and to help you put yourself back together, every time. I’ll stand between you and any darkness, and I’ll never, ever let the world make you less than what you are, the heartbeat of our family. You wreck me, Brooke. And I’ll always, always want more.”

She blinked, looking like she might actually cry, then masked it with a laugh and a hug before rocking back to her station.

Mia. Oh, Mia.

She moved slow, almost hesitant, blue dress drifting around her, hair curling like smoke. When she spoke, her voice was velvet, pure and raw.

“I’m the one who’s supposed to hold everyone together. But even rocks break, and I never knew how much I needed to be held until you showed me it was safe. I vow to nurture, every day, every night, no matter how wild our house or our hearts get. I promise to love you, all of you, even the parts you hide from the world. I want to be your comfort, your gentleness, your landing zone when the rest of life turns brutal. And I vow to let you care for me, too. No more hiding behind smiles. We’ll share it all, joy, pain, the future. That’s my vow. My only one.”

She shook as she finished, and there was not a dry eye on the deck.

I framed her face in my hands. “You’re the shelter. The reason we all can dream. I promise to slow down, to listen, to make time for every hope and dream you share. I swear to love your softness as much as your strength, and to never take your care for granted. You are our home, Mia. I love you more than I’ll ever be able to put into words.”

She brushed away her own tears, and I saw the steel under the velvet, the woman who’d never let any of us slip out of orbit.

Ren wandered forward next. She didn’t play for drama, never had. She stepped up cool and clear, sketchbook clutched in one hand, the other reaching for mine.

“I wasn’t supposed to be part of this. Not the noise, or the spectacle, or even the forever. But watching you with these women, I realized something: families aren’t always built the way they’re supposed to be. Sometimes they’re a weird, gorgeous accident. You are the only person who ever saw through my calm. I vow to keep seeing you. To be your observer, your silent champion, the one who catches what everyone else misses. I’ll be your mirror, your lens, your reality check. And every once in a while, I’ll make you laugh.”

She smiled crooked, the way only she could.

I squeezed her fingers, hard. “Ren, you made me see myself clearly for the first time. You ground me. You remind me that the only reality that matters is the one we build together. I promise to trust you, to let you draw out the truth, and to always defend your space to create, to breathe, to just be. You are extraordinary. And you’re one of us. Always. I’ll love you forever.”

She nodded, content, and floated back into the white circle.

Vivian. It all came down to her.

She waited a beat, then stepped in, her eyes only on mine.

“Power comes with a price. For most of my life, I thought the answer was armor. Be tough, be unbreakable, and never let anyone close. But you broke through. You saw me, and you didn’t turn away. You taught me that authority means nothing if you don’t have the courage to love. I vow to be what I never had: a partner who leads with heart. I’ll never use power to control, only to defend. I swear to build something with you, something bigger than ambition, bigger than reputation. I promise to believe in you, challenge you, and never settle for less than the best of us. And above all, I vow to love you openly, fiercely, for all of our days.”

For a long time, I couldn’t answer. The world went out of focus. There was just her.

I managed, “You changed every equation I ever believed in. You gave me a place to stand and the force to move the world. I promise to honor your courage, to be worthy of your trust, to build and rebuild as many times as it takes. I’ll never let anyone define you but yourself. I love you, Vivian. You’re not just my mentor, my partner, you’re my always.”

We stood there, trembling, the circle of candles and women and vows closing around us like a shield.

This vow circle was supposed to feel like the summit, but instead, it was just the beginning.

Every woman in white and gold, all of us ringed by light, the future stretching wide. Even stars started to flicker into existence above the Pacific, like the universe itself wanted to join in.

I stared at the seven gold promise rings waiting in the center, and knew: we’d built something here no one else would ever match. Not in this world, or any other.

Tonight, everyone belonged.

And tomorrow, we’d make the world believe it, too.

***

The air had gone syrup-thick. Seven women in cream and white exchanged glances across the candlelit ring, pulses fluttering, eyes swimming, breasts heaving under fabric that clung like a second skin. Even the ocean seemed to hush, the wind flattening as if the whole world wanted to hear what happened next.

I didn’t let myself hesitate. Some moments come with a countdown, and this was ours.

I stepped back to the velvet square at the center and faced them: wives, lovers, partners, revolutionaries, the only women I would ever need. My hands shook and for once I didn’t try to hide it.

“I know when people look at us, they see chaos. Impossible, maybe even a circus. But that’s not what I see. I see strength. I see honesty. I see seven women who changed my life so completely, I can’t find the edges.” My voice went ragged. “Every one of you built me, in a way, piece by piece.

“Chloe, you’re my light. You teach me the magic of every ordinary day.

Rory, you taught me grace, how to forgive and fight and come home again.

Serena, you’re the voice in every storm, the discipline that sharpens me and the calm that catches me when I fall.

Brooke, you’re my courage to dive in, never restrained, never tamed, always the first to defend and the last to back down.

Mia, you are the warmth that makes anything possible. You make home feel real, not just a word.

Ren, you ground everything, catch every detail, and remind me that the truth is the most beautiful thing any of us can ever share.

Vivian—Viv—there’s no world without you. You built the blueprint. You turned power into love and fear into belonging.”

I let the words hang, the women vibrating in silence.

“So here’s my pledge. I promise to protect each of you like my life depends on it, because it does. I promise to honor the gifts you bring to this family, every single one, because without them, I’m nothing. I swear to tell the truth, to laugh when the world wants us to cry, and to hold every story, every hope, every heartbeat you trust me with. I’ll never let anyone or anything touch what we’ve built.”

I caught Mia’s hand in mine, tracing her knuckles before turning to the others.

“We talk about building a house, call it a mansion, a compound, a palace, but the walls don’t make it real. You do. Every ring, every vow, every time we fight and forgive and pick each other up. I want to fill that house with laughter and babies and the madness that only a true harem could ever call love. I want every neighbor, every stranger, every outsider to look up and see the proof that we’re unbreakable. No shame, no secrets, no more hiding.”

My eyes blurred. I blinked hard, then let the moment just stand, raw and exposed.

“Tonight, I choose all of you. Forever.”

A storm of breath and tears washed the circle. Nobody moved, not even a twitch.

I reached for the first ring, a narrow gold band, brushed matte, the inside engraved with a tiny sunshine for Chloe. I approached her, took her hand in both of mine, and slid it onto her finger, replacing the silver. As I did, I whispered, “You’re my sun. You light the way. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

She trembled, lips quivering, and I pressed a kiss to her forehead.

Next was Rory’s, a warmer gold, inscribed inside with a laurel leaf and stars. I slipped it onto her finger, slow, deliberate. “You are the heart of every second chance. I want to be your soft place to land, always.”

Her jaw shook, but she held it together and squeezed my hand so tight I lost feeling in my pinky.

Serena’s: a ring etched with an ocean wave. I took her hand and fit the band to her, careful, reverent, my eyes never breaking from hers. “You’re my sanity. My reset button. I’ll never let you fall, not now, not ever.”

She nodded, lips pressed into a thin line, eyes utterly exposed. Her left hand locked on the ring, like she never wanted it to leave.

Brooke’s: heavier, made to last, with a fire motif wrapping around the edge. I slid it home, then leaned in so only she could hear, “Your flame makes every day brighter. I promise to fan it, not fight it. Burn with me, forever.”

She grinned, wild, then kissed me right on the mouth before whooping for the whole city to hear.

For Mia: soft yellow gold, etched with a vine and leaf to match the garden she dreamed of. I took her hand and slid the ring on, then held it between our palms, heart hammering. “You give me faith. I’ll never let you go, never let anyone dim the heart you give so freely.”

Mia broke, just for a second, and hugged me, burying her wet face in my neck.

Ren’s: white gold, minimalist, with a tiny brush and palette inside to remind us both what she brought to the circle. I twisted it into place, locking eyes with her. “You see me, even when I forget who I am. Always remind me, Renny. I’m yours.”

She smiled, sly, then bumped her forehead to mine, real and true.

Finally, Vivian. Hers was a ring unlike anything I’d seen, yellow gold, set with a single blue sapphire flanked by engraved waves. A symbol, she’d told me once, of wisdom and transformation. I fit the band to her finger, voice barely above a breath: “We’re equals, always. I promise to build this world with you, Viv, side by side, until there’s nothing left to build.”

She let out a trembling exhale and didn’t even try to hide the tears as the ring found home on her finger.

Job done, I returned to my own place in the circle and slid on my own gold band, huge, weighty, with seven tiny icons carved around the outside. There was a sun, a laurel, a wave, a flame, a leaf, a brush, and a gem, one for each love standing before me. The women didn’t miss it. Chloe squeaked, “You got all of us on the ring!” and Brooke crowed, “Damn right, Outlier. You’re officially branded.” Even Ren flicked me a rare grin, voice full of pride.

With the gold bands gleaming, we joined hands, the circle now fused. As the sun dropped behind the water, the rings flared, catching every last scrap of light and reflecting it across the deck and the faces I loved most.

Vivian, ever the ritualist, broke the spell. “One more thing,” she said, producing a crystal goblet and a slender bottle of red wine from behind her chair. “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it right.” She eyed Mia and Serena. “Don’t worry. It’s non-alcoholic.”

She poured a small measure into the glass, then passed it, first to Chloe.

Chloe tipped the bottle and let a single drop land inside. The wine at the bottom pulsed, dark as blood. She sipped, quick, eyes wide, and held the gaze of every woman in the circle, one by one. “Now you’re stuck with me, forever,” she said, giggling, and sent it on.

Rory poured her drop in and raised the glass. “To second chances. To bold choices.” She sipped, then locked eyes with each of us, sharp, clear, devastatingly sincere.

Serena followed, her drop precise, her motion measured. “To discipline and daring. We’re unstoppable.” Every woman got a cool nod, a warm wink, but the look she gave me was pure, molten pride.

Brooke barreled in, upending a dramatic splash into the cup. “To wildness, to unconditional, insane loyalty. We fucking own this.” She drank deep, then flashed the goblet around for maximum effect, eye contact so loaded every woman would remember it.

Mia’s hands shook, but she didn’t spill a drop. Her voice was soft as she poured. “To hope. To safe havens. To never being alone again.” Each woman got a soulful look, the kind that lingered after the glass moved on.

Ren’s turn. She poured, then whispered, “To reality. To honest eyes and open hands. And never letting go.” With each glance, she sketched an invisible portrait. No one missed the affection behind her smile.

Last, Vivian. She finished the circle, poured, then raised the glass high. “To legacy. To truth. To the power of choice. We made this family, and we will never let anyone break it.” She sipped, slow, savoring, then set the goblet at the center of the velvet.

Seven women, seven drops, braiding together.

I reached in, took the glass, and sipped. The wine burned, alive with everything we were.

I set it down, palm shaking, and held out my hand beckoning everyone in.

The women pressed close, hands landing on mine, first one, then two, then all seven, promise and gold rings stacking in a sunburst tangle. The heat of the moment wasn’t just emotion; it was a physical force.

I fought to breathe, so full I could barely get the words out.

“This is the beginning of our forever,” I whispered, and my voice broke, shattering the moment and rebuilding it into something wild and permanent.

The circle exploded, collapsing into a mass of arms and hair and tears and laughter. Seven women crushed me in a single, convulsive hug. Chloe sobbed and clung to my chest, Brooke tackled us from the side, Rory and Serena braced our backs, Mia and Ren melted in, and Vivian wrapped all of us, mother and queen, holding the knot together so tight I thought I might black out.

There were kisses, everywhere, mouth, cheek, even hands. Tears streaked faces, got kissed off, replaced by grins so reckless it made me dizzy.

The sky went full indigo, not a star in sight, but the terrace glowed with fairy light, candle flame, and the flash of gold rings shifting as the knot of bodies pulsed with life.

Down below, the mansion’s windows burned orange, dinner waiting, beds turned down, the world asleep to what we’d built up here, but the evidence clear to anyone who bothered to look.

We stood together, a single organism, shuddering and bright, the future locked into every code and curve.

Tonight, we’d built something unbreakable.

And tomorrow?

We’d prove it, every damn day, to the end of the world and back.

***

Later, when the wind picked up and dusk settled into true night, we lingered on the terrace, unwilling to let the high fade. Chloe perched on my lap, giggling into my shirt; Brooke spoon-fed chocolate truffles to anyone who let her; Mia tucked a blanket across our legs, ever the caretaker, even while her own eyes brimmed with tears.

Ren snapped candid polaroids of the rings, the wine glass, the way our bare feet tangled in the rose petals. At one point, all seven girls locked arms and circled me, then dragged me into the middle and demanded a “husband speech.” I just grinned, shook my head, and let them pile me under until our laughter echoed off the bay.

Vivian held the last word, as always.

She raised her glass and surveyed the circle. “We did it. We rewrote the rules, and no one will ever take this from us.” She stared at each woman, letting the weight of her promise land. “This is our family. Our future. Our legend. And it starts tonight.”

The others echoed her, some with whoops, some soft, some crying, some howling at the moon. I’d never heard anything better in my life.

In that golden hush, with the wine, the vows, and the warmth spinning together, I realized: I’d never have to worry about losing my place again.

This was what I was made for.

All in. All theirs. All ours.

Forever.

Under the dark, wild sky, eight rings caught the light, and the world had never looked brighter.


Bonus Chapter: The Taste of Victory


We’d barely made it back from the beach before the world flipped upside down.

Salt still dusted my skin; every inch of me hummed with the memory of waves and sun and laughter. The girls made a show of spilling into the townhouse like it was Miami Swim Week, not a mellow afternoon with their future babies on board. All seven of us ended up on the rooftop terrace, somehow still in swimsuits that defied all known standards of coverage and common sense.

If you’d lined them up ten feet apart just to watch what would happen, you’d get what happened next.

Chloe’s bikini was a marvel of modern engineering, the kind of pastel barely-there that used friction and prayer to keep her D-cups from springing free each time she so much as bounced. She’d picked the “butterfly” style, triangles for top, a string so low on her hips I could see the shadow where her abs started and her tan line ended. Every step she took, the fabric surrendered a little more territory.

Next to her, Rory smirked in something white and classical that turned see-through the second it caught the afternoon light. Her high-cut bottoms flashed every muscle in her legs, nipples ghosted right under the top, and when she twisted her hair off her neck, the line of her back was obscene.

Mia had gone for powder blue, a wrap-around bikini that hugged her hips and cradled the curve of her ass in a way that made it look ten times as soft as anyone else’s. Her breasts, full and unreal, spilled out of her top with every movement. When the sunlight hit, you could see the gold in her olive skin and the glisten of salt on the slopes of her cleavage.

Brooke? Brooke wore red, because of course she did. The top was a vertical slash that left most of her chest bare, and the bottoms weren’t even really bottoms, just hip straps and an invitation to stare. Her boobs, D-cup and gravity-defiant, bounced with every step, almost daring the world to keep up. When she stretched her arms overhead, the bikini pulled so tight her nipples puckered against the fabric, drawing more attention than a flare gun in a blackout.

Serena took a different angle, emerald, high-end, elegant, but still pure sin. Her one-piece was slashed open to the navel, cut high across the hips, and somehow made her look even more regal. When she crossed her long legs at the knee, I nearly blacked out. Every inch of her looked like it belonged on a magazine cover.

Ren brought the wildcard energy in a black bandeau bikini with paint marks and splatter art, her signature move. The top was a single twist of fabric across her chest, doing its best to contain breasts that would have made a Sports Illustrated editor cry. The bottoms clung high on her waist, showing off her hipbones and the subtle muscle curve of every move she made. She didn’t even bother with a cover-up, because why would she?

Vivian was out for the count tonight, work event, but even if she’d been there, the contest would have had to be illegal in three states.

The sun hadn’t even set, and I was already half-hard.

Chloe flopped herself onto a pouf, grinning up at me with legs splayed and a move that would have gotten us cited for public indecency in most jurisdictions. “Not to be dramatic, but if someone doesn’t fuck me in the next ten minutes, I’ll spontaneously combust.”

Her eyes told me that somebody began and ended at me.

Brooke flanked my right, perching on the back of the futon with her knees spread, arms draped around her thighs. Her boobs hung heavy, straining her top. “Why do you play coy, Blondie? Just say you want it. I’ll sign you up for first round if you’re scared.”

Serena shook her head, pure, composed, but you could see the fire in her eyes. “It’s not a sprint. It’s a strategy. If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right.”

Mia set down a tray of lemon water and eyed me, concern etched in every gentle line of her face. “Are you sure you’re up for this? You barely got a nap after last night’s triple header.”

I grinned. “You doubt my stamina?”

“I’ve seen you in the lab, baby. You work hard, you burn out hard. I’m just saying, don’t let Brooke break you on the first lap.”

That got a laugh from everyone.

Ren, who’d been sketching the skyline and pretending not to watch, piped up quietly: “It’s a beautiful concept. May the best muse win.”

Rory was already plotting from her spot by the glass rail, arms folded, every inch poised for a fight. “I say let’s raise the stakes. Winner gets bragging rights until the next lunar eclipse.”

Brooke clapped her hands, eyes wild. “Fuck yeah. We do a real competition. But it needs rules. And a scorecard.”

Chloe giggled, shaking her head. “Are we actually science-ing this?”

Brooke hopped down, bare feet on the concrete, and planted herself in the middle of the terrace like a referee on opening day. “Listen up. Here are the rules for the first annual Mercer family fuck-off. One at a time, you try to break him. Your job is to make Outlier blow before you do. If you cum first, you’re out. Eliminated. Fail. If you make him finish and you hold out? You get bonus points in addition to the total amount of time he lasted.”

She held up a hand, true coach mode. “You can use anything at your disposal. Mouth, tits, pussy, whatever. Props encouraged. But you only get one go. No tag teaming, no group orgy. Not until the finale, anyway.”

“Wait, wait,” Mia cut in, voice gentle but deadly serious. “So if he finishes and you don’t, you win?”

“You win that round,” Brooke clarifies. “The winner is whoever lasts the longest without cumming herself. If nobody goes the distance, it’s whoever made him finish first, then tiebreakers based on how many seconds you held out.”

Chloe held up her hand like a kid in kindergarten, grin nuclear. “So what if, like, nobody breaks him? What if he wrecks all of us?”

Brooke smirked. “Then I guess the trophy stays with our fearless leader here. But I don’t think he’s making it past Serena without begging for mercy. I mean…look at her.”

Serena arched an eyebrow, cool and clinical. “You’d be surprised what a disciplined mind can do. I’ve run the numbers. Strategy beats brute force. Every time.”

Rory rolled her eyes, shifting her weight so her barely-there bottoms hiked up higher. “That’s what losers say.”

Chloe bounced in her seat, boobs threatening to riot. “God, can we please start? I’m so wet just thinking about it.”

Brooke spun, all business. “First up, Rory. You’ve been shooting daggers all day. Let’s see if you’ve got the moves to back it up.”

Rory didn’t hesitate. She strode forward, every step pure runway. “Gladly. I’ll break him before you even blink.”

I sat, suddenly aware that my cock was tenting my swim trunks to the danger zone.

Mia fussed one last time, kneeling by my side with a water bottle. “If you need a break, you can call it, right? No shame.”

Chloe was already massaging my shoulders. “He likes the pressure. Don’t you, babe?”

I shrugged. “I live for it.”

Ren, low-key and observant, sketched the lineup with a lazy flick of her wrist. “What’s your prediction, Outlier?”

I looked at the spread: six world-class women, each with a talent for absolute destruction.

“Honestly?” I said, eyes darting from red bikini to white, to blue, to black. “I’m just hoping to survive.”

Brooke called the group to attention, voice rising above the wind. “Remember, ladies, this is the fuck-off of the century. No mercy, no excuses. Get ready to put on a show.”

Rory cracked her knuckles, marched right into the ring, and peeled the strings of her bikini top until her tits popped free, nipples already hard, the sight alone making me dizzy.

“Give him a taste of what he’s missing, Rory,” Serena said, smirking.

Rory just smiled, eyes locked on mine, then leaned in so her mouth hovered next to my ear. “Round one, baby. Let’s see if you can keep up.”

As Rory started her warm-up, lips, boobs, and a memory of every filthy thing we’d ever done together, Brooke called the clock and the fuck-off officially began.

Six women lined the sideline, waiting for their chance to ruin me.

The only thing I knew for sure? I was never getting out of this alive.

***

The fuck-off started with Rory, which was exactly as dangerous as it sounded.

She stalked forward with a predator’s walk, hips swaying under the wet cling of her suit, top already untied so her tits bounced with every step. She hadn’t even touched me yet and my pulse was drilled into overdrive. You could see it in her smirk. She’d been waiting all day to make me regret ever not giving her one-hundred percent of my undivided attention.

Rory straddled my lap, pinning me against the lounger. Her skin was still humid from the ocean, and when her hand trailed up my thigh, her nails left a line of pure electricity. She leaned in, lips brushing my ear, her voice syrup-sweet.

“I remember the first time you touched me, Noah. My body wouldn’t quit shaking for hours after. You know what I fantasized about the whole summer after we broke up? You, on top of me. Filling me, over and over. Ruining me.”

She let the words hang. Then her mouth was on mine, hungry, insistent, tongue sliding against my lower lip like she was already tasting victory.

Her hands weren’t tentative. She knew every spot that would wreck me. Palming my cock through my swim trunks, she freed me in seconds, then gripped the base with a little twist that made every muscle in my body turn to glass.

Rory never did foreplay halfway. She lined me up and, with a perfect roll of her hips, sank down in one smooth, devastating motion. For a heartbeat, the world bled out. All I could feel was the velvet heat of her cunt squeezing me, every inch locked down like she’d trained for this.

“Holy fuck,” I muttered.

She clenched and released, riding me slow, teasing, every bounce a calculated grind against her own clit. Her tits bounced in my face, firm and high, and she knew exactly what it did to me. She ran her fingers through my hair, pulling my mouth to her nipples, and then gasped as I bit down, gentle at first, then rougher as the sound of her moans hit danger levels.

On the sidelines, Mia’s thighs pressed together. Brooke had both hands on her tits, squeezing in time with our rhythm. Even Chloe couldn’t stop herself; her hand slipped between her legs, fingers wild under the lace.

Rory’s competitive edge sharpened. She braced both hands on my chest and picked up speed, bouncing so hard the cords in her neck stood out.

“You want to cum?” she taunted, barely above a whisper. “You remember how I used to milk you? I could do it now. I could make you lose it. But I’m not done with you yet. Not even close.”

The arrogance. The control. It was vintage Rory, absolute confidence, not a flicker of doubt. Her hair whipped around her face, sweat beading on her brow. She slammed down, harder and harder, my cock so deep inside her I felt her stomach twitch with every thrust.

Then she leaned in, lips scraping my jaw, and whispered, “You ever think about that night behind the football field? Me, on my knees, begging for it?”

Yeah, I had. Every fucking day freshman year.

That move almost did me in. My balls tightened, the orgasm threatening to break loose. But it hit her first. Rory’s eyes went wide, mouth losing words, and suddenly she was shuddering around my cock, quake after quake racking her body. She screamed, nails digging into my shoulders.

Brooke let out a war whoop. “Down goes Bennett! Eliminated!”

Rory wrapped her arms around me, still spasming, but her voice was pure frustration. “Fuck. I thought I had you.”

Mia was already up, kindness in her smile as she helped peel Rory off my lap. “You did great. But my baby needs hydration before round two.”

She pressed a bottle of cold water to my lips, then dropped into my lap, wiggling her ass until my cock was lined up just right. Mia’s body was lush, her bikini hinted at curves that no outfit could contain, boobs spilling over like a promise, hips perfect, thighs so soft I felt it in my bones.

She didn’t start wild. That was the mindfuck. Mia went slow, tender, almost clinical at first. She kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my jaw. She cradled my face, letting her hair curtain us together. The scent of vanilla and ocean-sweat filled the world.

“I want you to remember every second,” she whispered. “We’re not racing. We’re savoring.”

She rocked onto my cock with a slow, rolling motion, her cunt catching every ridge as she took me deep. Wet, warm, relentless. Mia poured every ounce of herself into the rhythm, grinding my cock against the roof of her pussy, clenching down, then letting go, over and over. It was nurturing, sure, but after the first minute, I realized she was setting me up.

“Let him have it, Mia!” Chloe cheered from behind, hair wild in the breeze. “Make him see stars!”

Mia stroked my jaw, thumb tracing my lips, eyes locked on mine. “I want to watch you unravel,” she murmured. Then she started to tighten her pelvic muscles in pulses, each one ratcheting up the pressure until my knees shook.

She shifted her angle, pulling my head to her tits. Her nipples were big, soft, and so sensitive she whimpered when I sucked on them. But the whole time, she kept control, never once chasing her own pleasure, never letting me up for air.

It was working. I was close. Mia rode me slow, then fast, alternating, her ass slapping against my thighs, sweat beading between her breasts. She shifted, pulling herself up so I could watch my cock disappearing into her, the obscene sight almost enough to push me over.

But then she snapped. Her head tipped back, mouth wide open, and she moaned my name so honest and so desperate it sent a jolt straight through me.

She came hard, hips grinding furiously, pussy milking my cock as her orgasm tore right through her plan. Mia clung to me, sobbing with pleasure, her hands never leaving my face.

Chloe howled from the sidelines. “Eliminated! Down to four!”

Brooke bull-rushed in, slapping Mia’s ass good-naturedly before declaring, “My turn. I’m about to rewrite the scoreboard.”

Mia melted to one side, giggling, as Brooke mounted me like she was born for it. She didn’t bother with slow; red bikini top gone, her tits swung free and proud, nipples already hard and begging for attention. She reached down, grabbed my cock with a grip that meant business, and spat into her hand before stroking me, as if to test my hardness.

Then she lined up and impaled herself, taking everything in a single, savage drop. The force of it made us both bark out a sound, pure animal.

“You ready for a real ride, Outlier?” she taunted.

She started bouncing instantly, rhythm insane, ass slapping my hips so loud it echoed off the glass. Her core was steel, thighs flexing, every muscle in her body working in perfect sync to fuck me into the earth’s mantle.

The fire in her didn’t come from nowhere. Brooke fed on the spectacle, the competition. She didn’t break eye contact, even as she wrung me out with a grip so tight my vision tunneled.

“Think you can last?” she panted. “I can do this for hours. All those pretty faces watching? They don’t know what it’s like to ride you when you get serious.”

She grabbed my hands and plastered them to her tits, making me squeeze and maul them, rolling the flesh in my fists like she wanted bruises.

“Don’t go easy on her!” Serena called, arms folded, barely pretending not to be impressed. “She thinks she’s invincible.”

Brooke just laughed, never breaking rhythm. “I am. Watch and weep, princess.”

She shifted, grinding her clit against my pubic bone, forcing a groan out of both of us. Sweat rolled down both our bodies, the salt from the ocean mixing with the heat of the moment.

Nobody had ever fucked me this hard. Every bounce was a declaration of war. Her hair whipped back and forth, the sunset turning each lock into a burning halo.

Her pussy was so tight, so perfect, I hit the edge three times, barely managing to pull back each time she slammed down. But then she flexed, shifted her angle, and the combination, flesh, friction, pure power, drove me wild.

I felt her go first. The burn in her thighs, the way her pussy spasmed, the scream wrenched from her throat as she came, hard, and rocked us both straight into orbit.

She collapsed on my chest, panting, but refused to let go until the aftershocks had wrung her out.

On the couch, Serena and Chloe, twin golden goddesses, were full-on making out, hands under each other’s bikini bottoms. Rory watched, lips parted, still pissed at being first out.

Brooke rolled away, laughing. “Damn, you’re good. But not good enough. Serena, show them how it’s done.”

Serena broke off her kiss then moved slow, deliberate, every inch of her pose calculated. She untied her swimsuit with a single flick, letting it fall away in stages, a slow, regal striptease that stole the breath from every woman in the room.

Her body was unreal. Breasts full and high, skin gleaming, abs taut, legs for days. She shed her bottoms, tossing them onto the chaise, and then crawled forward, eyes never leaving mine.

She climbed onto my lap, shivering slightly in the cool air, and lined us up. She didn’t rush; she eased my cock inside, savoring the stretch, biting her lip at the fullness.

Her legs locked around my waist, and her rhythm was nothing like the others. She did it slow at first, then varied, getting a read on every twitch, every gasp, every fleck of sweat on my brow.

“You’re close already, aren’t you, baby?” she whispered, voice cool and smug. “I can feel you pulsing. You want to cum so bad. But you’re not going to. Not yet.”

She squeezed, inside and out, and rolled her hips in perfect little figure-eights, no wasted movement. The pleasure built in layers, not spikes, and it made everything else fade away.

Ren, on the bench, couldn’t look away. “That is…wow. She’s literally controlling the entire situation.”

Serena smirked, arching her back to give me a full view of her tits, then digging her nails into my shoulders. She changed angles, started moving faster, then slowed to almost nothing, then fast again, never letting me settle in.

Chloe moaned from the sidelines. “That would end me. I’d explode in a second.”

“Exactly,” Serena said, breath hitching. “He’s not just a man, he’s a system. Controlled input yields controlled results.”

She ground her clit against me, shuddering, but she didn’t let herself tip over. She steadied her breathing, then went back to the slow, relentless grind.

We lasted more than five minutes like that, sweat pouring off both of us, every muscle tensed, every sense tuned to breaking.

But nobody, not even Serena, was immune. My hands found her ass, firm, perfect, and I pulled her down with each thrust, matching her rhythm, making her moan. Her control started to slip.

“Fuck,” she hissed, voice cracking on the edge. “You’re…god. I can feel you about to cum…”

And that was it. Her body betrayed her with a gasp and a full-body quake. Her pussy gripped down, milking me so hard her orgasm hit before I came undone.

Serena came hard, her voice a strangled cry, my own lost in the heat, but I’d held on, even just barely.

She slumped, arms shaking, and for once looked less than perfect.

“Kill me now,” she muttered. “I had you. I fucking had you.”

Brooke crowed, “Told you, Outlier’s stamina is endgame.”

Ren was next, and the transition was pure art.

She didn’t strut or stalk, she moved with slow, painterly confidence, approaching me with a sly grin. Her bandeau top was gone, leaving her god-tier breasts loose, the kind that could have anchored a thousand paintings: big, round, high, nipples dark and already stiff from anticipation. Her bikini bottoms rode high, showing off her hips and the neat triangle of black hair above her pussy.

She crawled onto my lap, settling in with a slow roll, and let her body do the talking. Her skin was still marked by streaks of blue and green paint, and the little flecks just made her more hypnotic.

Ren gripped my cock, aligned it, and pressed down slow, so slow, letting me feel every fraction of her flesh as she slid onto me. When she bottomed out, she didn’t move right away. She just held there, body to body, letting the heat and the pressure speak for itself.

On the sideline, Mia and Rory were openly fingering each other, totally lost in the show.

Ren began to move, but it was unlike anything I’d felt. She kept her torso pressed close, boobs crushed against my chest, arms around my neck. She pulsed her hips in tiny, perfect increments, squeezing my cock with every inch, working me like an artist layering color on canvas.

She moaned in my ear, bites of breathless sound, and whispered: “You look so fucking beautiful like this. I wish you could see how perfect your body is when you lose control.”

She cupped my face, made me look at her, her big eyes locked on mine.

“You turn me on so much. Fuck, I could just milk you all night. Maybe I will.”

Ren’s control was eerie. She’d bring me close, then back off, then get me trembling, then slow down, almost like she was painting a picture and refused to finish until it was perfect.

The women cheered every new move.

“You’re a beast, Ren!” Brooke yelled. “Show him how it’s done.”

Rory, still bitter, called out, “You’re so close, Noah. Just let go for her.”

But I didn’t want to. I wanted to see how long she could hold me at the edge. Besides, I had incentive. Chloe was waiting in the wings.

Ren switched things up, rising up so her boobs bounced and jiggled, then sliding back down, taking me all the way in, over and over, each time with a little twitch of her hips at the bottom.

Sweat pooled between us, the salt making every inch of her skin taste like summer.

She kept it up almost longer than I could handle. My cock pulsed, every nerve on fire, and she looked like she was fully in charge.

But then she broke. The art gave way to instinct. She threw her head back, grinding down, pussy spasming so hard she almost blacked out. Her cum slicked my cock, the heat of it wrapping around me, and I nearly lost it right after, but hung on through gritted teeth.

On the edge of the couch, Chloe was panting, her bikini bottoms gone, pussy glossy and glistening, ready to take the baton.

Ren kissed my jaw, then whispered, “You’re unreal. But you’d better be ready, because Queen Sunshine’s going to finish you in sixty seconds, tops.”

The fuck-off, round after round, had drained me so thoroughly that all I could do was sprawl, waiting for my golden girl to finish the job.

Chloe, sunshine on a mission, walked over, hands on her hips.

“Let me show you how it’s done, baby,” she said, dropping to her knees.

The last battle was about to begin.

***

Chloe knelt between my legs, the picture of post-beach perfection. Her bikini top was already half off, one careless bounce and the right side was a lost cause, her D-cup spilling into open air, nipple pink and stiff. If gravity had a favorite, it was Chloe’s boobs: soft, high, begging for worship. The bottoms were a string and a suggestion, more skin than suit, framing her waist and ass like a sculpture.

She reached for my cock, not shy, not coy. She looked me dead in the eye as her little fingers wrapped around the shaft.

“Oh my god, baby,” she moaned. “You’re leaking for me already. How is that even possible? You just got done with five other girls and you’re still this hard?”

I tried to answer but my brain was fried. She milked my cock like an expert, squeezing at the base, then stroking up to the tip, using my own cum as lube.

Then Chloe straddled me, tits bouncing as she lined up and sank all the way down in a single, effortless motion. Her pussy was heaven—hot, slick, gripping me so tight I nearly cried.

She rode me slow for a second, just to taunt. Then she bent in close, mouth right at my ear, sweetness in her voice that tangled with filth.

“I’m your angel and your slut, and I’ll be both forever.” She punctuated each word with a grind, burying my cock so deep I could feel it in my own soul.

On the sidelines, the other girls melted, literally. Rory’s eyes were wide, lips parted. Mia wrapped her arms around herself, shivering with anticipation. Brooke growled, “Holy fuck, she’s got the power moves.” Even Serena, usually unflappable, was flushed and glassy.

Chloe kept working me, changing rhythm second by second, mixing little bounces that made her tits heave and slow, cruel grinds that let her pussy milk me with every stroke. She put my hands on her breasts, made me squeeze, laughing when I let out an involuntary moan.

“You like that?” she teased, voice dropping. “You wanna cum for me, baby?”

I nodded, but she wasn’t done yet.

Chloe’s thighs dug into my hips as she rode me, every bounce and grind radiating up my spine with a kind of raw, electric joy. She didn’t rush. She didn’t need to. Every move was a flex, a dare, a promise. Her hair fanned out behind her, catching the gold of the low sun and the purple of dusk, framing her face as she grinned down at me, tongue caught between her teeth, eyes huge and wicked.


The salt on her skin made her taste like summer and danger. Every time she arched, her breasts spilled over the triangles of her bikini, sweat beading in the valley between them, nipples stiff and pink and begging for my mouth. I reached up, hands greedy, cupping her, squeezing, thumbs brushing circles that made her shudder and bite her lip.


She rewarded me by picking up speed, thighs slapping against mine, her pussy tight and wet and perfect. She ground down so hard I thought she’d come right then, but she just shivered, cocked her head, and gave me that look, the one that said, I can do this forever. Can you?


Around us, the others had given up pretending to be impartial judges. Brooke was sprawled on her back, fingers between her own legs, watching us with a half-crazed hunger. Serena, never the exhibitionist, was openly rubbing herself, matching Chloe’s rhythm, every stroke of my cock mirrored in the clench of her hand. Even Ren, the stoic, was perched on the arm of the sofa, her thighs slick and her lips parted, barely breathing as she watched.


Rory and Mia lay tangled together, faces pressed close, one of Mia’s hands lost under Rory’s top, the other between her own thighs. Rory’s lips were red and swollen, hair a tousled halo, and when our eyes met, she just mouthed Chloe’s name and smiled.


But Chloe didn’t want an audience. She wanted me. She wanted everything.


She slammed down, driving my cock so deep inside her I thought she’d split in two, and then she leaned in, mouth at my ear, skin hot and trembling. She whispered, not soft, but desperate, feral, like a prayer.


“Put a baby in me. You know you want to.”


The words detonated. I didn’t even have time to process, to think, to breathe. My back arched, every muscle in my body locked, and I came so hard I almost passed out.


Chloe rode it out, milking me, every squeeze a savage caress. She didn’t stop, didn’t slow, kept grinding, kept moving, kept coaxing out every last pulse, her pussy clenching around me, her breath ragged in my ear.


I heard my own voice, guttural, pleading, lost. I’d never come that hard in my life, not even close.


And still, Chloe didn’t give in. Her body trembled, sweat running down her back, but she kept herself balanced at that knife-edge, refusing to tip over. She locked her legs, kept me deep inside, and when the aftershocks faded, she slumped forward, arms around my neck, sucking in air like she’d just run a marathon.


Her laugh was pure joy. “Fuck. I did it. I really did it.”


Brooke whooped from the chaise, slapping her own thigh. “She’s a fucking legend! I can’t believe you held off, Outlier, but damn, she outmaneuvered you.”


Chloe raised her head, still trembling, and stuck her tongue out at Brooke. “Sore loser.”


Brooke just grinned wider. “Don’t worry, I’ll get my rematch. Next time, we go until one of us passes out.”


Ren sauntered over, totally unbothered by her nakedness, and kissed Chloe’s temple, then mine. “That was art. You two should teach a masterclass.”


Serena, sated and smug, flopped onto the cushions next to us. “That was a statistical outlier, Chloe. I’m genuinely impressed.”


Chloe pulled herself off me, slow and gentle, and gave my cock a lingering squeeze, like she was memorizing the shape. Then she collapsed at my side, limbs tangled with mine, and buried her face against my chest.


I could still feel her clenching, even after she’d let go.


There was a soft, sticky, satisfied silence as the others drifted over, a tangle of limbs and laughter and more than a few accidental moans. No one bothered to reach for towels, or to even pretend at modesty. We were a mess, and we loved it.


Mia was the first to recover enough sense to speak. “We should hydrate. Seriously,” she said, voice gentle, curling up under my right arm and nuzzling my neck. “Or we’ll all wake up with headaches.”


Brooke grunted, but reached for the wine and poured a round, handing glasses off with a wink and a flash of tit.


Ren perched on the armrest, her legs on either side of mine, and traced idle patterns in the sweat and semen on my abs. “So, what’s the next challenge?” she asked, voice sly. “Or do we call it for the night and order tacos?”


Rory, eyes unfocused but still sharp, curled up at my other side, holding my left hand in both of hers, like she could anchor herself to me. “He needs a break. Let him recover, at least a little. Then maybe we see if Chloe can repeat her performance.”


Chloe lifted her head and beamed, her golden hair wild, eyes soft but triumphant. “You guys are just jealous I’m the reigning champ.”


Brooke cackled. “Yeah, well, you won’t hold that title for long. I’ve got moves you’ve never even imagined.”


Serena rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at her lips. “You all talk a big game, but it’s still an honor just to compete.”


I tried to speak, but my voice was a wreck. “You’re all insane.”


Chloe kissed my jaw, then nipped my ear. “You love it, don’t lie.”


I did. I loved every impossible, ridiculous second.

The others crowded in, all traces of rivalry gone. Mia kissed my cheek, then Chloe’s, then just curled up under my arm, her soft curves molding to mine.

On the rooftop, under a sky streaked with indigo and gold, we collapsed into a pile of pillows and blankets. Every body was sticky, glowing, alive.

Rory sprawled across my legs, tracing little patterns on my thigh. “Not to be dramatic,” she said, “but that was the single greatest sporting event of my life.”

Serena snuggled up beside her, barely able to meet my gaze. “If you ever tell anyone I lost a bet to Chloe, I’ll write you out of my will.”

Ren tucked herself against my ribs, quietly awestruck. “There’s a symmetry to this. Art in motion.”

Brooke, never one to take a loss without a fight, jabbed a finger at Chloe. “It’s not over, sunshine. Next time, we go by cumulative volume.”

Chloe beamed. “I’ll just make him cum twice as much. You watch.”

We just laughed, the sound was everything.

For a while, we just lay there, letting the sweat dry, drinking in the moment. Every woman was mostly naked, boobs and thighs and asses tangled in every direction, skin still hot from the marathon we’d just shared.

Mia found my hand, placed it gently on her belly. Serena followed, fingers warm, her own hands guiding mine to where our future waited, still just a hope.

“We made more than memories tonight,” Mia whispered. “We made a family.”

Serena nodded, voice softer than I’d ever heard it. “We love you, Noah. All of us. This is forever.”

That hit harder than any orgasm.

I hugged them all close, Chloe, Mia, Serena, Brooke, Rory, Ren, the pride and the peace and the pleasure all melting into one perfect, endless now.

On the rooftop, under the stars, surrounded by the wildest, realest love I’d ever known, I realized, this wasn’t just about sex. It was about belonging, about building a legacy that would outlast any scoreboard.

But with Chloe on my lap, a new challenge already forming behind her grin, I knew we’d always keep score.

I just planned on winning every round.


Where to Next?
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