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Prologue

Ben nearly walked past the house.

He stopped on the pavement, checked the number again, then looked up at the narrow terrace with peeling paint and a recycling bin overflowing with someone else’s takeaway cartons.

“This is it,” Priya said, already shifting the weight of her rucksack higher on her shoulders.
Her warm, honey-brown skin caught the light as her dark hair slipped forward, framing her face in soft waves. Her eyes were deep almond and watchful, calm in a way that made people notice her only after they had already started listening.

There was a calmness to her beauty, the kind that made people look twice only after they had already started listening to her.

Ben nodded, though nothing about it looked like the beginning of adult life. It looked like a mistake made cheaply and in a hurry.
He had one of those thoughtful faces that always seemed halfway to a question, as if he were still deciding whether he belonged anywhere.
His hair was slightly overgrown, his glasses slipping down his nose, giving him a quiet, bookish earnestness he never quite knew what to do with.

They pushed the front door open together. It creaked loudly, as if announcing them.

From somewhere inside came laughter.

Ben froze.
“Oh. People.”

“Incredible observation,” Priya said, already stepping inside.

The hallway smelled faintly of cleaning spray and something fried. Boxes were stacked unevenly along the wall. Music drifted from the back of the house.

The kitchen door was open.

A girl sat perched on the counter, legs crossed, phone in one hand, mug in the other. Slim, composed, perfectly at ease. A guy leaned against the opposite counter, broad-shouldered, relaxed, talking with his hands like he owned the space.

Megan looked up first.
“New arrivals.”

Leo turned, grin already in place.
“Freshers.”

Priya stepped forward, polite smile locked in.
“I’m Priya. Hi.”

Ben followed half a step behind.
“Ben.”

“Leo,” he said, offering a casual nod. “And that’s Megan.”

“Medan,” she corrected lightly. “But Megan is fine.”

Priya adjusted her straps.
“Sorry, what?”

“It’s Medan,” she repeated, unbothered. “People panic, so I let them choose Megan.”
There was a cool, effortless kind of beauty about her, the sort that came from knowing exactly how she moved through a room.
Ben noticed, with a flicker of surprise, how her slim frame and narrow hips were balanced by a surprisingly full bust, a shape that drew the eye whether you meant to look or not.
Priya noticed it too, filing it away with a private, complicated mix of curiosity and comparison.
Even sitting still, there was a hint of danger in her confidence, a quiet sexiness she never needed to announce.

Ben blinked.
“Oh. Right. Sorry.”

She smiled.
“It’s fine. You didn’t ask me if I eat dogs, so we’re already doing well.”

Priya laughed before she could stop herself.

Leo raised his eyebrows.
He was tall and broad-shouldered, the kind of build that looked like it belonged on a football pitch even when he was just leaning against a counter. His skin was a deep, warm brown, and his smile came easily, bright and disarming.
“She likes to set expectations early.”

Megan hopped down from the counter and looked at Priya’s rucksack.
“Is that all yours?”

“Yes.”

“And that one?”

“Yes.”

“And the one trying to cut circulation off your shoulder?”

Priya sighed.
“Yes.”

“Brave,” Megan said. “Optimistic. Slightly unhinged.”

Leo glanced at Ben’s single suitcase.
“And you packed emotionally.”

Ben shrugged.
“I don’t own much.”

“Give it a week,” Leo said. “You’ll have three mugs you don’t remember buying and at least one emotional crisis.”

Priya smiled, feeling the tension ease.
“So you got here early?”

“This morning,” Megan said. “We claimed kitchen dominance.”

“By which she means,” Leo added, “we tried every cupboard before giving up.”

Megan opened a drawer and held it up.
“Six forks. No knives. One ladle.”

Priya nodded solemnly.
“A house with no weapons. Promising.”

Ben relaxed enough to smile properly now. The kitchen felt less intimidating, more like a shared joke already in progress.

“So,” Leo said, looking between them, “who else are we waiting for?”

“Alice and Tom,” Priya said. “I think.”

“Good,” Megan said. “I was worried this would turn into a gym cult.”

Leo put a hand to his chest.
“Unfair. I am very welcoming.”

Megan looked him up and down.
“Loudly.”

Ben watched them banter and felt something unexpected settle in his chest. Not confidence, not yet. But relief.

Maybe this house would not swallow him whole.

Maybe it would just be noisy about it.




Chapter One

Alice arrived with too many bags and an apology already forming.

“I’m sorry,” she said automatically, as Tom struggled in behind her with a cardboard box labelled BOOKS, then underneath, in smaller writing, PROBABLY TOO MANY.
Alice was small and softly curved, with the kind of fuller figure that drew the eye before she ever realised why. Her face was open and pretty, framed by loose hair that brushed her shoulders, and there was a shy, unintentional sensuality in the way she moved, as if she was always trying to make herself smaller than she was.

The front door resisted, then gave way suddenly. Alice stumbled forward, arms tightening around her bags.

“Strong entrance,” Tom said, breathless.

“I panic under pressure,” she replied.

Voices drifted from the back of the house. Laughter. Someone talking far too confidently.

Alice stopped in the hallway.
“They sound settled.”

Tom swallowed.
He was tall in a slightly awkward way, all long limbs and shoulders that never seemed sure where to rest. His fair hair fell across his forehead as if he kept forgetting to get it cut, and there was a gentle, boyish honesty in his face that made him easy to like, even when he looked nervous.
“They’ve bonded.”

They followed the noise into the kitchen.

Leo stood leaning against the counter, mid-story, hands moving like punctuation. Megan sat on the counter again, phone in hand, listening with half a smile. Ben and Priya stood near the sink, mugs clasped like shields.

“And then,” Leo was saying, “he says, ‘You’ll never find the seminar room,’ and I say, ‘Watch me.’”

Megan glanced up.
“He got lost.”

“Briefly,” Leo said. “Strategically.”

Alice cleared her throat.

Four heads turned.

“Oh,” Megan said. “The final instalment.”

Alice smiled, nerves jangling.
“Hi. I’m Alice.”

“Tom,” Tom added quickly, lifting the box.

Leo grinned.
“Leo. Welcome.”

“I’m Priya,” she said warmly. “And Ben.”

Ben nodded.
“Hi.”

Megan hopped down from the counter and looked Alice over, not critically, just assessing.
“You brought your life with you.”

Alice glanced at her bags.
“I overpack emotionally.”

“Good start,” Megan said.

They did the tour quickly. Bedrooms claimed, stairs complained about. Alice’s room was small but bright. She sat on the bed for a second longer than necessary, listening to unfamiliar footsteps and voices moving around her.

This was happening.

Back downstairs, takeaway menus were spread across the table.

Leo returned from the hall, pulling his jacket on.
“Classmates want to grab a drink. I’ll be back.”

“Try not to adopt anyone,” Megan said.

“No promises.”

The door shut behind him.

The house exhaled slightly.

They ate on the floor, knees touching, conversation overlapping. Alice noticed things without meaning to. The way Priya listened before speaking. The way Ben stayed slightly apart. The way Tom kept adjusting his glasses even when they did not need adjusting.

Then the kettle shrieked.

Everyone jumped.

Megan stared at it.
“It does that.”

“I told you,” Ben said. “It’s aggressive.”

Alice laughed, surprised by the sound of it.
“It sounds angry.”

Tom nodded seriously.
“That’s not a normal whistle.”

They laughed, and the tension eased, but Alice felt something else underneath it. Awareness. These people would see her tired, irritated, unguarded. There was no space here to disappear.

The kettle became a thing.

Someone mentioned it every time it boiled. Someone always flinched.

Later, Alice lay in bed listening to the house settle. A door closed. Someone laughed quietly. The kettle clicked as it cooled.

Six bedrooms. One year.

She wondered who she would be by the end of it, and whether she would recognise herself at all.


Chapter Two

Tom realised he fancied Priya while she was explaining bin days.

It was not romantic.
It was simpler than that. Priya laughed at something Megan said, and when she looked up, those wide almond eyes caught his for half a second. There was warmth there, and a spark of humour, and something about the way her mouth curved when she smiled sent a sudden, quiet rush through him.
Her slim frame, the soft lines of her face, the grace she carried without trying, all of it pulled him in before he had time to think about why. He felt it in his chest first, then lower, a tug he tried to ignore and absolutely failed to.

She stood by the fridge, hair tied back, pointing at the handwritten rota Megan had taped up slightly crooked. Tom nodded along far too intensely, as if she were delivering vital medical instructions.

“So, Tuesdays are recycling,” she said, “and if you forget, Megan will judge you silently.”

“I don’t forget things,” Tom said quickly.

Everyone turned to look at him.

Priya smiled.
“Oh. That’s… impressive.”

What Tom meant to say was, I try my best.

What he actually said was, “My mum says I’m very reliable.”

The silence lasted exactly one beat.

Megan covered her mouth.
“Oh no.”

Leo leaned back against the counter.
“He’s brought his mum into it.”

Ben winced.
“Mate.”

Tom felt his face heat.
“I didn’t mean, I just meant I’m good with bins.”

Priya, to her credit, did not laugh. She nodded solemnly.
“Well. That’s reassuring.”

Alice snorted into her tea.

It became a pattern.

Whenever Priya was within three feet, Tom lost the ability to speak like a normal human being.

If she mentioned coursework, he over-explained his revision strategy.
If she mentioned food, he panicked and offered to cook something deeply unappealing.
If she laughed, he tried to be funny and instead became earnest.

“So,” Priya said one evening, stretching after a long day, “I’m exhausted.”

Tom jumped up.
“I can get you water.”

She blinked.
“I’m fine.”

“I mean,” he added quickly, “not that you’re not fine. You are fine. Obviously. Very fine.”

Leo choked on his drink.

Megan did not even try to hide it.
“How are you real?”

Alice watched from the sofa, half amused, half sympathetic. There was something painfully sweet about it. Tom was not smooth. He was not subtle. But he was sincere in a way that felt almost dangerous.

Later that night, Ben nudged him as they washed up.

“You like her.”

Tom froze.
“I don’t.”

“You offered her hydration like she was a Victorian orphan.”

Tom stared into the sink.
“I just don’t want to mess it up.”

Ben smiled softly.
“You already are. But in a way that’s very entertaining.”

From the doorway, Megan called out, “House rule update.”

Everyone looked over.

“Whenever Tom says something weird around Priya,” she said, “we all take a sip.”

Leo nodded approvingly.
“Alcohol poisoning by mid-term.”

Priya laughed then, properly, and Tom felt it hit him straight in the chest. Not the teasing. Not the embarrassment.

The laugh.

He smiled back, awkward and hopeful, and completely unaware that the whole house could see it.

And that none of them would ever let him forget it.


Chapter Three

Leo left just after seven, jacket over one shoulder, phone already in his hand.

“Try not to burn the house down,” Megan called after him.

“No promises,” he said, grinning, and then he was gone, the front door slamming with a confidence that lingered in the hallway for a moment after.

The house went quieter.

Not silent. Just less full.

Priya noticed it first. The way the air settled. The way conversations no longer had to compete for space. She kicked her shoes off and curled up on the end of the sofa with a cushion pulled into her chest.

Alice brought mugs through from the kitchen, mismatched and chipped, one with a faded slogan no one could quite read anymore.

“Tea?” she offered.

Ben nodded gratefully.
“Please.”

Tom took one too quickly and immediately apologised for it.

They ended up in the kitchen, naturally. Half-unpacked boxes still lined the walls. Someone had found the kettle earlier. No one had found mugs that matched.

The kettle whistled, sharp and impatient.

Megan rolled her eyes.
“There it is.”

Alice laughed.
“It really does sound angry.”

“Like it’s disappointed in us,” Ben said.

Tom hovered by the counter, then settled for leaning awkwardly against the fridge.

“So,” Megan said, casual but deliberate, “what do we think of Leo’s new mates?”

Ben shrugged.
“They seemed loud.”

“Of course they’re loud,” Alice said. “He collected them.”

Tom hesitated.
“He did ask earlier if we wanted to do a house vote.”

Megan smirked.
“On what?”

“On who’s hottest,” Tom said, then flushed. “I said no. Obviously.”

Priya raised an eyebrow.
“He would.”

Ben laughed quietly.
“He really would.”

There was a pause. One of those moments where the room collectively decided something without needing to say why.

Ben cleared his throat.
“So, does anyone here actually fancy him?”

The question hung there, light but loaded.

Alice snorted into her tea.
“Oh absolutely not.”

Priya did not even look up from stirring her drink.
“Not even close.”

Megan tilted her head, considering for half a second.
“Way too cocky.”

Tom looked up.
“All three?”

“Yes,” Alice said, counting on her fingers. “One, ego. Two, he definitely owns more mirrors than furniture. Three, dating him would be exhausting.”

Priya nodded.
“Emotionally loud.”

“Chronically loud,” Megan added.

Ben let out a breath he had not realised he was holding.

Leo’s voice echoed faintly in memory, confident and teasing. Megan mimicked it badly.

“So, you’re saying none of you would ever fancy me as a boyfriend.”

“In this lifetime?” Megan said. “No.”

“Or the next,” Priya added.

Alice smiled sweetly.
“I’d last about six minutes before telling him to please stop talking about himself.”

There was a pause.

A very noticeable one.

Ben leaned back, shoulders dropping.
“Good. That’s good to know.”

Tom nodded, perhaps a little too quickly.
“Yeah. Really good.”

Megan watched them both, amused.
“Relax. We’re not fighting over him.”

“He’s still annoying,” Alice said.

“Don’t push it,” Megan added automatically.

“But” Alice continued, “useful for reaching high shelves.”

“And carrying heavy things,” Priya said.

Megan lifted her mug.
“He brings value.”

They laughed, easy and shared. Something shifted quietly. Leo was part of the house, not its centre.

The kettle shrieked again.

Everyone jumped.

“See?” Megan said. “Aggressive.”

Later, back on the sofa, Tom found himself sitting closer to Ben than anyone else, very deliberately. Ben leaned in slightly.

“At least tonight,” Ben murmured, “you didn’t offer anyone water.”

Tom sighed.
“Small victories.”

When Leo came back later, louder than the house remembered him being, he paused in the doorway.

“Why do you all look smug?”

Megan smiled innocently.
“No reason.”

The kettle clicked as it cooled.

Six bedrooms. One year.

And the house, quietly, had chosen its sides.


Chapter Four

The house felt hollow without them.

Priya was still out at a society meeting. Leo had vanished hours earlier with course mates and a promise not to come back “too late,” which meant nothing. Tom was upstairs, either studying or pretending to study. Alice had gone to bed early, door closed, fairy lights glowing faintly under the crack.

The only sound came from the kitchen. The hum of the fridges. The steady tick of the clock. The soft clink of a spoon hitting ceramic.

Ben leaned against the table; hands wrapped around a mug he had stopped drinking from ten minutes ago.

Megan sat opposite him, perched sideways on the chair, one knee tucked up, head tipped slightly as she listened.

They had started with something ordinary.

Deadlines. Modules. The kettle that screamed at them like a scolding aunt.

But the conversation had drifted.

Megan laughed at something he said, low and warm, and Ben felt it like a physical thing, a little thud in his chest he did not know how to hide.

Her eyes caught his. Dark, bright, alive. There was mischief in them even when she was being serious, like she knew a joke no one else had earned yet.

He looked away too late.

She noticed.

She always noticed.

“So,” she said lightly, stirring her tea, “you like this place yet?”

Ben shrugged.
“I think so. It’s… louder than I thought it would be.”

Megan smiled.
“Even when it’s quiet.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Even then.”

She shifted slightly, hair falling forward over her shoulder. Her lips curved, not in a deliberate smile, just naturally, the shape they took when she thought. He found himself watching her mouth and immediately hated himself for it.

He tried to pull back. He tried to be casual.

“You’re easy to talk to,” he said, meaning it, saying it too honestly.

Megan froze for half a heartbeat.

Then she smiled again, brighter this time. Controlled.

“That just means you’re good at talking,” she said. “I’m barely doing anything.”

He laughed, embarrassed.
“No, I mean… you’re funny. And you don’t make things feel… heavy.”

She tilted her head.

“Careful,” she said playfully. “You’ll ruin my reputation.”

He smiled, but the feeling didn’t move. It just settled deeper.

The kitchen light softened around them. The world outside their window felt distant, unimportant. He could smell her shampoo. Something citrus. Clean.

He shouldn’t have noticed that either.

They drifted into another story. Something about school. A teacher who hated him. A friend he lost touch with. She listened in the way she listened to everything, focused but relaxed, eyes steady.

“Oh,” she said quietly at one point. “That sounds lonely.”

He swallowed.
“It was.”

Something flickered in her expression. Empathy. And then, just as quickly, she slid the conversation somewhere lighter.

“Okay,” she said, clapping her hands softly together, “tell me your most chaotic childhood moment.”

He blinked.
“What?”

“Chaos,” she repeated. “Everyone has at least one. If you say something boring like ‘I forgot my PE kit once,’ I will be disappointed.”

He laughed again. It was easy. Too easy.

He told a story. She told one back. They bounced off each other, rhythm building, banter becoming comfortable.

And somewhere between laughter and quiet, he realised it:

He wanted more of this.

More of her voice. More of her leaning forward when she got excited. More of the half-smile she wore when she was pretending not to care.

The realisation hit him softly, then all at once.

He liked her.

Not in the way people liked Megan at parties. Not loudly. Not jokingly.

He liked sitting across from her in a silent kitchen with the lights low.

His chest tightened. He tried to hide it behind his mug.

Her eyes flicked over his face.

She saw it.

Of course she did.

Megan took a slow breath. Her smile shifted, just a shade. Softer. Safer. Carefully neutral.

“Ben,” she said gently, “you’re a good guy.”

He felt his stomach drop.
“Oh.”

“Hey,” she added quickly, still bright, still playful, only a little more brisk. “No sad faces. I’m declaring a ban on sad faces.”

He forced a smile.
“I’m not… sad.”

“Good,” she said, tapping the table with her fingertip. “Because this is nice. And I like nice. And I’m not ruining nice.”

He nodded, pretending he understood exactly what that meant.

She changed the subject.

Effortlessly.

Back to classes. Back to deadlines. Back to the safe edges of conversation.

He followed.

Because what else could he do.

Eventually the kettle clicked off again. The clock ticked on. Tom’s bedroom door creaked upstairs. Somewhere outside, a car passed.

Megan stood and stretched, easy and unbothered.
“Bed.”

He nodded.
“Yeah.”

He fell into step behind her.
His eyes dipped, just for a moment, to the sway of her heart-shaped ass in those tight sweatpants, and the thought landed before he could stop it. Heat crept up his neck. He dragged his gaze away, just in time.

She stopped halfway down the hall, looked over her shoulder, and gave him a cheeky smile, eyes bright with mischief.

“I’m going to my bed,” she said lightly. “You’re going to your bed.”

Ben blinked, then flushed.
“Yes… yes… that’s what I was doing.”

She laughed softly, not unkindly.
“Good.”

He laughed too, embarrassed but relieved that it was still a joke, still safe.

“Night, Megan.”

“Night, Ben.”

They parted, and he headed to his room, heart still warm and aching all at once.

The house settled into silence.

Six bedrooms. One year.

And not everyone would want the same thing.

Not from each other.
Not even from themselves.




Chapter Five

Ben hit the bottom step and paused.

Voices. Laughter. The faint clink of mugs.

He stepped into the kitchen and found them already there: Leo sprawled at the table with a mug clasped in both hands, Priya perched neatly beside him, and Megan sitting sideways in her chair, bare feet tucked up, hair scraped into a lazy bun.

Three pairs of eyes turned.

“Morning,” Ben said, trying to sound casual.

Megan looked up and smiled, slow and kind and uncomplicated.

“Hey, you,” she said.

Heat climbed up his neck before he could stop it. He crossed to the counter, busying himself with the kettle like it required advanced engineering.

Coffee. Focus. Breathe.

He took a mug, poured, and slid into a chair at the table, deliberately choosing the one furthest from Megan.

“So,” he said, nodding at the group. “What’s the conference?”

Priya exchanged a look with Megan, then turned to him.

“We’re investigating,” she said calmly.

Megan hid a grin behind her mug.
“Journalistic integrity.”

Leo groaned.
“I hate this house.”

Priya ignored him.
“Leo did not get back until this morning.”

Ben raised his eyebrows.
“Oh.”

“Exactly,” Megan said, lifting her mug like a gavel. “We are asking him to kindly submit a full report.”

Leo pinched the bridge of his nose.
“There is no report.”

Priya leaned forward, elbows on the table.

“Megan and I,” she said, with deliberate politeness, “are simply establishing whether she was lucky… or whether we should be offering her our condolences.”

Megan nodded solemnly.
“Unlucky seems likely.”

Leo stared at them both.
“You two are menaces.”

Ben sipped his coffee to hide a smile.
“So? Who was she?”

Leo hesitated, then shrugged, trying for nonchalance and missing it by an inch.

“Just someone from the course,” he said. “It was… nothing.”

Priya’s eyes softened for a moment.
“Was it?” she asked quietly.

Leo blinked.
“What?”

She held his gaze, not unkind but firm.
“That’s the problem, Leo. It might be nothing to you. But did you ever stop to think whether she thinks it was nothing?”

The kitchen went still for a beat. Leo looked down at his mug.

Leo looked away.

Megan let the moment pass, then clapped once.

“Okay. New rule. Anyone who sneaks back at sunrise gets debriefed over coffee. No exceptions.”

Ben laughed.
“House accountability.”

Leo shook his head, but he was smiling now.

“I am finding a new house,” he said. “One without reporters.”

Megan pointed at him.
“Try. We’ll still find you.”

Ben caught her eye, then quickly looked at his mug again. She pretended not to notice, kindness flickering at the edge of her smile.

The kettle clicked. The morning light crept across the table. Outside, the day began like any other.

Inside, the house was teaching each other, piece by piece, story by story, whether they wanted to or not.

Leo stared into his mug, jaw tight. He didn’t answer.

Megan glanced at Priya, then back at Leo, tone softening.

“Coffee first,” she said lightly. “Self-reflection later.”

He huffed out a half-laugh, grateful for the lifeline.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Alice appeared in the doorway, hair messy, wrapped in an oversized hoodie.

“Is there any tea left,” she yawned, “or has Leo emotionally processed all of it?”

Megan snorted.
“Top shelf. Mug with the chipped rim.”

Alice shuffled to the counter.

Tom followed a moment later, already dressed, hair damp from the shower. He froze when he saw Priya, then quickly busied himself with the toaster as if it required intense technical focus.

“Morning,” Priya said, warm and simple.

Tom didn’t quite look at her.
“Morning. Toast?”

“I’m fine,” she said gently.

He nodded too fast.
“Yeah. Cool. Toast.”

He placed two slices in, then stared at the slot like he could will them to brown faster. His shoulders went stiff with effort.

Megan watched the whole thing, eyes flicking from Priya to Tom to the toaster, then back again. A tiny smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

Alice sat down with her tea.
“What did I miss?”

“Interrogation,” Megan said.

“Morality lesson,” Priya added.

“Character assassination,” Leo muttered.

Ben hid a smile behind his mug.

Tom finally risked a glance across the table at Priya and immediately looked back at the toaster.

He cleared his throat.
“So. Uh. Everyone good?”

“We are,” Megan said sweetly. “How’s the toast?”

“Complicated,” Tom replied.

The toaster popped. He jumped.

Leo laughed for the first time that morning.

Priya glanced at him, then at Tom, then back again. She didn’t push. She rarely did. But she noticed everything.

Alice blew on her tea.
“Feels like the house got more intense overnight.”

Megan shrugged lightly.
“Growing pains.”

Leo lifted his mug, thoughtful now.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Something like that.”

They sat there together, not quite comfortable, not quite uncomfortable, each person carrying their own private tension.

The day moved on anyway.


Chapter Six

Tom was out at football practice.
Alice had disappeared upstairs after dinner, claiming she was “just closing her eyes for ten minutes,” which everyone knew meant the night was over for her.

So, it was just the four of them at the kitchen table.

The kettle had done its usual shriek, been scolded into silence, and now there were mugs everywhere. Ben sat with both hands wrapped around his, warming his fingers. Megan had one knee tucked up, chin balanced on it as she listened. Leo leaned back in his chair, spinning his teaspoon lazily between two fingers.

Priya watched them all, quiet for a moment, thoughtful.

They had drifted easily through conversation.
Lectures. Seminars. Lecturers who loved the sound of their own voices.
Megan told a story about a group presentation gone wrong. Leo punched up the details for comedic value. Ben laughed more than he spoke, content just to be there.

Then Priya set her mug down.

“So,” she said, lightly.

Leo groaned.
“Not again.”

“Yes,” Megan said instantly. “Again.”

Priya folded her hands.
“Leo. What was her name?”

He blinked.
“Whose?”

Priya looked at him steadily.

“The girl from the other night. The one you stayed out with.”

Leo shifted in his chair, the confidence slipping for just a second.

“I… told you. It wasn’t a big deal.”

“That wasn’t the question,” Priya said. “Her name.”

He stared into his mug.

Megan watched him carefully, humour fading at the edges.

Ben’s stomach tightened. He took a slow sip and stayed quiet.

Leo’s jaw worked.

“I think it was… Hannah?” he said finally. “Or maybe… Anna. Something like that.”

Priya’s eyebrow lifted.

“Something like that.”

He shrugged.
“It was loud. People were talking. We didn’t… talk much.”

Megan winced softly.

Priya leaned back, not angry, just disappointed.

“Leo, that’s the problem,” she said. “You keep saying it was nothing. But you can’t even remember her name.”

He bristled.

“It doesn’t mean anything.”

“It might not to you,” Priya replied. “But it might to her.”

Silence settled over the table.

The clock ticked. Someone’s phone buzzed and went ignored.

Megan tried to soften it.

“Look, we’re not saying you’re a villain,” she said gently. “Just… maybe don’t treat people like events that happened to you.”

Leo snorted quietly, but it lacked bite.

Ben watched him. For the first time, he saw something under the swagger. Not cruelty. Not indifference.

Avoidance.

“It was easier,” Leo said finally, barely audible. “If it’s nothing, I don’t have to think about it.”

Priya nodded once, slow.

“I get that,” she said. “But easy for you doesn’t mean kind.”

Leo looked up at her. Their eyes held for a beat.

Then he exhaled.

“Okay,” he said. “Point taken.”

Megan smiled, relieved.

“Wow. Growth.”

He rolled his eyes, but there was a faint smile there too.

Ben relaxed fractionally, tension easing from his shoulders. He hadn’t realised how closely he had been listening.

Priya picked up her mug again.
“So,” she said, lighter now, “someone else talk. I don’t want to be the morality committee all night.”

Megan nudged Leo with her foot under the table.
“Too late. Also, you need one. Specifically, for you.”

Leo grinned, leaning back a little, that easy confidence sliding back into place.
“Hey, if I’m that much trouble, why do you both insist on keeping me around?”

Priya rolled her eyes, but a faint smile tugged at her lips.
“Free entertainment.”

Megan tilted her head, studying him in mock seriousness.
“And the view isn’t terrible.”

Leo laughed, eyebrows lifting.
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Priya shrugged, pretending to be casual.
“Don’t get used to it.”

Ben felt the beat of it, subtle and unmistakable.
The small smiles.
The shared looks.
The fact they were teasing him differently now.

Not scolding.
Not annoyed.

Interested, even if they would never admit it.

Leo smirked.
“Unanimous vote, then.”

Ben cleared his throat.
“I abstained,” he said. “I was scared.”

They laughed, and the tension eased again.

But Ben felt the shift.

It was subtle, almost nothing. A look here, a teasing line there. The way Megan leaned in when Leo spoke, the spark in her eyes when she joked with him. He knew it was harmless, knew it was just house banter, but it still landed harder than he wanted to admit.

He had already started liking her more than was sensible for a housemate.

And watching her flirt, even lightly, even innocently, stung in a way he tried very hard not to show.

He lifted his mug and took a slow sip, pretending the heat on his face came only from the tea.

The kettle clicked.
Mugs were refilled.
The night stretched on quietly.

And somewhere beneath the jokes, Leo began, just a little, to think about a girl whose name he could not remember, and what it might have meant to her.


Chapter Seven

Tom heard the noise before he reached the kitchen.

Laughter. Glasses clinking. Voices overlapping in a way that only happened when people were happily half past sensible.

He stepped into the doorway and paused.

The table was crowded. Two bottles of wine stood open, one already nearly gone. Scraps of crisps and chocolate wrappers were scattered between mugs and glasses.

Leo sat at the centre like gravity.

Alice was leaning on her elbow beside him, grinning. Megan rested her chin on her hand, eyes bright and amused. Priya sat across from Leo, her posture relaxed but her gaze sharp, as if she had been thinking her way through the conversation while everyone else had been riding it.

Ben sat at the far end.

Not excluded. Not quite included either. His chair angled just slightly away from the rest, hand wrapped around his glass, expression thoughtful rather than drunk.

Leo was halfway through a story.

“…and then he says the assignment doesn’t even count,” Leo finished, shaking his head, “after we’ve stayed up until three doing it.”

Alice groaned.
“No. That would break me.”

Megan laughed.
“You deserve financial compensation.”

Priya sipped her wine, unimpressed.
“You deserve time management.”

Leo pressed a hand to his chest.
“Cruel. Accurate, but cruel.”

They all laughed.

Tom slipped into the room quietly, heading for the fridge, pretending he had always belonged in this moment.

He took a bottle of water, stalled with the cap, and just… watched.

The girls were all tilted toward Leo.

Not obviously. Just enough.

Tom noticed it and felt a jolt of confusion.
His brain practically shouted at him:

But they all said they didn’t fancy him. Too cocky. Too exhausting. Not their type.

And yet here they were, all three of them leaning toward Leo, eyes on him, laughing at his jokes, waiting for his reactions.

When did this happen? he thought.

It didn’t feel like betrayal.
It just didn’t make sense.

Megan’s eyes held his a little longer when he joked.
Alice’s laugh came quicker when he set up another punchline.
Priya listened in that careful way that felt like attention itself was a gift.

Leo soaked it in. Not arrogantly. Almost gratefully.

Ben noticed too.

His gaze flicked from Leo to Megan, then away, then back again. He took another sip of wine he probably didn’t really want.

The conversation shifted. Softer now. Closer.

Priya set her glass down.

Her voice was light.

“So, Leo,” she said, almost conversationally, “serious question.”

He raised an eyebrow.
“I am always ready for serious questions.”

Megan snorted softly.
“No you’re not.”

Priya leaned in slightly.

Tom felt something tighten in the air.

“If I slept with you,” she said, calm and almost playful, “would you even look at me the next day?”

The room stopped.

Even the fridge hum felt louder.

Alice blinked, then clamped her lips shut and watched.
Megan froze mid-breath, eyes flicking quickly between them.
Ben’s fingers tightened on his glass.

Tom didn’t move.

Leo went very still.

Glass halfway to his mouth. Smile gone. Brows faintly drawn, as if replaying the question.

He lowered his drink slowly.

“That’s… a loaded question,” he said quietly.

Priya didn’t flinch.
“Is it?”

There was nothing cruel in her tone. Only curiosity. Concern, even.

Leo licked his lips, leaned back, then leaned forward again, restless.

Priya’s eyes stayed on him.

“So, if I slept with you… would you even look at me the next day?”

Leo blinked, then his mouth curved.

“Are you offering? You mean tonight, now?”
He looked straight back at her, and the rest of the table felt it.

Tom took a sip of water at exactly the wrong moment and almost choked, coughing into his sleeve as quietly as he could manage.

Megan snorted into her wine. Alice stared, wide-eyed.

Priya didn’t flinch.

“If I slept with you tonight,” she said, steady, “would you have coffee with me in this kitchen tomorrow morning… or would I be ignored?”

The joke hung there, but the truth beneath it landed hard.
Leo’s smile faded, just a fraction.

The silence stretched.

Megan tilted her head, voice gentle.

“Sometimes,” she said, breaking the tension, “you do it without meaning to.”

Leo looked at her.

Not angry.
Just… caught.

Megan’s expression stayed soft.

“It’s not always on purpose. But it still lands the same way.”

He looked at her.
“Megan….”

She lifted her shoulders slightly.

“You go quiet. You move on. You pretend it was nothing.”

Alice spoke softly.
“And sometimes it isn’t nothing.”

Leo stared at the table.

Ben swallowed. He felt suddenly like he shouldn’t be there. Like the conversation had gone somewhere private there, and he had just wandered into it by accident.

Priya’s voice softened.

“I’m not asking to catch you out,” she said. “I just… want to know if you’d care.”

Leo looked up at her.

Their eyes held.

Tom realised he was holding his breath.

Leo sighed, the sound small and real.

“If it was you,” he said, honest now, without bravado, “I’d look at you. I’d talk to you. I wouldn’t pretend it didn’t happen.”

Priya nodded slowly.

“And anyone else?”

He hesitated.

Silence answered for him.

Megan let out a quiet breath she hadn’t realised she was holding.

Alice looked down at her glass.

Ben’s chest tightened, though he could not have said why.

Leo rubbed a hand across the back of his neck.

“I don’t always know what to do with people when things get… complicated,” he said. “So, I make them simple. And simple looks like nothing.”

Priya studied him for a moment.

Then she nodded once.

“Thank you,” she said. “For saying it.”

Megan nudged Leo gently with her foot under the table.

“See? Personal growth. We should make star charts.”

He laughed weakly, relieved.

The tension loosened just enough.

Tom moved finally, pulling out a chair, sliding into the edge of the circle. No one had noticed his arrival. That was fine. He preferred it that way.

Ben gave him a small nod. Tom returned it.

Megan refilled Leo’s glass.

Alice changed the subject with careful skill, steering them toward lighter territory and silly lectures again. The laughter came back, slightly quieter now, with something thoughtful underneath.

But Tom couldn’t forget the question.

And Ben couldn’t forget the way both girls had leaned forward when they asked it.

He tried his damndest not to be jealous. Not possessive.

Because they did, both of them, see Leo as someone you might fall into bed with.

And Leo, for the first time, had admitted he didn’t always know what to do with that.

The wine bottles emptied.
The conversation slowed into softer laughter and half-finished sentences.

Priya pushed her chair back and stood, a little unsteady.

“Water,” she murmured, smiling at herself. “Responsible choices.”

She rounded the table.

Her foot caught the edge of the rug.

It wasn’t dramatic. Just a tiny stumble.

But it was enough.

Leo moved without thinking, one arm flashing out to steady her. She lost balance anyway and, in the awkward geometry of the moment, ended up sitting down hard on his lap instead of the empty chair beside him.

The room froze.

Priya blinked, then laughed, a soft, surprised sound.

“Oops.”

Leo’s hands hovered awkwardly at her waist, careful not to grip, careful not to let go either.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

She nodded, cheeks warming.

“Yes. Rug attacked me.”

Megan’s eyebrows rose.
Alice’s eyes went huge.
Ben stared at the tabletop as if it suddenly needed deep study.
Tom pretended to be fascinated by the cupboard door.

Priya shifted quickly to raise herself off his lap, then paused.

Her eyes widened.

She turned her head slightly toward Leo, voice dropping to a shocked whisper that was still just loud enough for the table to hear.

“Oh my God. Is that real?”

Every head snapped up.

Megan’s jaw dropped.
Alice gasped into her glass.
Tom made a strangled noise and looked away.
Ben stared very determinedly at the saltshaker.

Leo went scarlet.

Priya’s face flooded with colour a second later as the realisation hit her. She scrambled off his lap properly and sank into the nearest chair, burying her face in her hands.

“I’m so sorry,” she said quickly, half laughing, half mortified. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

Leo cleared his throat, trying to recover, trying to breathe normally, trying not to exist.

“It’s… fine,” he muttered. “Completely fine.”

Megan pressed her lips together to stop herself laughing and failed.

The table dissolved into uncomfortable giggles, the kind everyone would pretend not to remember in the morning but absolutely would.

And the night, somehow, kept going.

“See?” she said lightly. “Danger everywhere.”

Leo gave a small, embarrassed laugh.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Everywhere.”

The conversation tried to restart.
It did, eventually.

But the image lingered.

And every person at the table felt it.

Something accidental.
Something possible.

Something no one wanted to name yet.

Eventually, chairs scraped back and everyone began drifting off to rooms, yawning and laughing softly.

Tom stayed behind for a moment, clearing glasses automatically.

Ben lingered too, stacking plates, quiet.

Across the table, Leo stared at nothing for a second before shaking himself and heading upstairs.

Priya paused at the doorway, looked back once, eyes thoughtful.

Megan flicked the light off.

The house settled into night.

And the lines between attraction, friendship, and truth were getting harder to ignore.


Chapter Eight

Ben pushed the front door closed quietly behind him.

The house sounded different when only voices filled it. Softer. Closer.

He stepped into the kitchen.

All three girls sat around the table. One bottle of wine stood open in the middle, three glasses already half-empty. They were talking, animatedly, right up until the exact second they saw him.

Silence fell.

Three pairs of eyes.
Three slightly too-neutral expressions.

Ben stopped.

Okay…

He glanced at Megan automatically. Her lips pressed into a small smile. Not guilty. Just cautious.

“What’s up?” he thought. “What’s the secrecy?”

He pulled out a chair slowly.

“So,” he said aloud, trying to sound amused, “what’s the big secret?”

The girls looked at each other.

A vote seemed to happen without words.

Megan sighed, then shrugged.

“We were discussing last night.”

Ben blinked.
“What about it?”

Priya lifted her glass and stared into it, as if hoping for answers in the wine.

Alice tried not to laugh.

Megan leaned forward, elbows on the table.

“Leo,” she said simply.

Ben sat back.

Of course.

He kept his tone light.

“Okay. What about Leo?”

Priya groaned softly and covered her face for a second.

“We are unpacking the… moment,” Megan said delicately, circling her finger vaguely in the air. “You know. The rug. The physics. My complete loss of composure.”

Alice snorted.

“Priya sat on his lap,” she said helpfully. “In case you missed that bit.”

Ben’s ears warmed.

“I… didn’t miss it,” he said.

Megan raised her eyebrows.

“And then Priya asked a question she did not intend to ask out loud.”

Priya peeked through her fingers.

“I am never drinking again.”

Alice nudged her.
“You’re fine. We all nearly died.”

Ben shifted, uncomfortable, trying not to imagine the scene replaying again in his head. He cleared his throat.

“So, you’re all… talking about it? Like a committee?”

Megan smiled.

“Not a committee. More like… a support group.”

Alice lifted her glass.

“For women who made contact with Leo and immediately regretted every life choice leading to that exact moment.”

Priya groaned louder.

“I did not regret it,” she said quickly, then realised how that sounded. “I just… did not expect to become aware of certain things so… abruptly.”

Megan tried to keep a straight face. Failed.

Ben stared at the table.

“So,” he said carefully, “you’re all… surprised. By Leo.”

The girls exchanged another glance.

Megan shrugged.
“He is… not what he pretends to be,” she said. “In both senses.”

Ben frowned.
“Sorry, I’m not sure I quite get what you mean.”

All three girls looked at him like he had just missed the punchline to a very obvious joke.

“What?” he said.

Alice leaned forward, whispering as if Leo might materialise.
“Leo. When Priya fell… she felt it.”

Ben blinked.
“Okay, can you all stop talking in code and just say it?”

Megan rolled her eyes, then pointed lightly toward Ben’s lap with her fingers, subtle but clear.

“Ben,” she said, almost laughing, “Leo’s… big. You know. Downstairs.”

Ben stared at her for a second.

Then the penny dropped.

“Oh,” he said.

Alice covered her mouth, trying not to giggle.
Priya buried her face in her hands again.
Megan topped up her glass and sighed.

“Welcome to the conversation.”

The words hung there.

Ben shifted in his seat, cheeks warm.
“Okay, awkward question,” he said, trying to sound casual and failing. “Does that… actually make a difference?”

The three girls tried, and failed, not to laugh.

Priya peeked up through her fingers.

“Well,” she said carefully, “it makes things more… interesting.”

Megan nodded, grinning.
“Purely from a research perspective.”

Alice snorted.

Priya continued, softer now.

“But I don’t think it decides anything. Not really. If you really like a guy, that isn’t the part that matters most.”

Ben nodded slowly, absorbing it.
“Right. Yeah. That makes sense.”

Megan raised her glass.

“See? Educational evening.”

They all laughed again, but the laughter was easier now, less conspiratorial and more shared.

Ben hesitated, then cleared his throat.

“So… would any of you have sex with him just because of that?”

Three heads turned.

Three different reactions.

Alice blinked, then burst into embarrassed laughter.
“Oh my God, Ben.”

Megan leaned back in her chair, thoughtful but amused.

“Short answer? No,” she said. “I mean… curiosity exists. We are human. But sleeping with someone just for a… feature feels shallow.”

Priya nodded.

“For me, it would never be the reason. It might be… an additional factor. But if I don’t trust someone, it doesn’t matter.”

Alice swirled her wine and shrugged.

“I think it would depend. If I already liked him a bit, maybe it would tip the scale. But just because? No.”

Ben nodded slowly.

“Right. Okay. That’s… actually helpful.”

Megan smiled at him.

He really was sweet, she thought. Awkward, careful, always trying to understand rather than judge. It made her chest warm for a second, even if she knew she could never let it go anywhere.

Ben looked away, missing the softness in her eyes completely.

“See? We are providing vital educational services.”

Priya rolled her eyes fondly.
“Very scientific.”

Alice giggled again.

And for a moment, they were just housemates around a table, laughing, learning more than they meant to, and pretending not to feel how complicated things were getting.


Chapter Nine

The house was finally quiet.

A single lamp glowed in the living room, throwing soft yellow light across the worn sofa. Outside, the street hummed faintly and then disappeared again.

Priya sat with her feet tucked under her, blanket over her knees, half-watching whatever show was still playing. She wasn’t really taking it in.

Leo came back from the kitchen with two glasses of water.

He handed one to her.

“Responsible choices,” he said.

She smiled.
“Learning.”

He dropped onto the sofa beside her. Not too close. But close enough that she could feel the warmth of him.

For a while, neither spoke.

It wasn’t heavy. It was comfortable in a way that made it almost dangerous.

Leo broke the silence first.

“About the other night,” he said gently. “The question. And… everything.”

She stared at the screen.
“I wasn’t trying to embarrass you.”

“I know.”
He hesitated.
“And you were right.”

She looked at him then.

His expression was open. No swagger. No performance.

Just a boy trying to figure himself out.

“That’s the problem,” he said softly. “Sometimes things feel easier when they don’t matter. And sometimes… they actually do.”

Priya studied him.

Something in her chest loosened.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” she said.

He laughed quietly.
“I noticed.”

Their shoulders were touching now.

Only barely.

It shouldn’t have meant anything.
But it did.

Priya’s breath slowed. She realised it all at once, the curiosity, the pull, the way she kept wondering who he was beneath the act.

“This is a bad idea,” she said, without moving.

“Probably,” he replied, just as still.

They turned toward each other at the same time.

No rush.
No showmanship.

Just gravity.

He moved an inch closer, then stopped, waiting.

She closed the distance.

The kiss was soft at first. Unsure. Then deeper, warmer, the kind that made time fold in on itself. His hand brushed her cheek. She rested a palm against his chest, feeling his heart beating too fast.

The living room was dark, save for the single lamp casting a warm, honeyed glow over the worn sofa. The house, usually alive with the chaos of six students, was silent, asleep. Only Priya and Leo remained, the empty wine bottle between them a testament to the hours that had slipped away.

“So, you’d just ignore them?” Priya asked, her voice a low murmur in the quiet. She tucked her feet beneath her, the fabric of her dress riding up her thigh.

Leo shrugged, a lazy, effortless motion. His arm was draped along the back of the sofa, his fingers inches from her shoulder. “Not ignore. It’s just… easier if it’s nothing.”

“For who?”

“For everyone.” He looked at her, his dark eyes catching the light. “You make it a thing, and then it’s messy. Feelings get involved. Rules get written.”

“And you don’t like rules.”

“I don’t like pretending,” he corrected, his gaze holding hers. “I’d rather call it nothing than pretend it’s something it’s not.”

The air between them felt charged, thick with all the unspoken tension of shared glances over the breakfast table, of accidental touches in the cramped kitchen. Priya felt the judgement she’d meticulously built about him, the careless charmer, the emotional tourist, crack and splinter. Underneath was a raw, unsettling honesty that mirrored her own hidden curiosity. She had dissected him for weeks, and now, in the quiet intimacy of this shared silence, she wanted to know.

She should get up. Go upstairs to her own room, her own single bed, her own safe, predictable life.

She didn’t move.

Instead, she leaned forward, closing the scant distance between them. Her lips met his, a deliberate, testing press. It wasn’t a question, but a statement. I am doing this.

She pulled back.

“Are we going to regret this?” she whispered.

“Maybe,” he said honestly. “But I won’t pretend it didn’t happen.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

Then she nodded.

Her fingers slipped into his. The world outside the sofa faded. The blanket slid to the floor. They sank back together slowly, like something decided long before either of them admitted it.

For a heartbeat, he was still, surprised. Then his hand came up to cradle her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheekbone, and he kissed her back. It started soft, explorative, but the dam had broken. The self-control she wore like armour and the casual detachment he wielded as a shield dissolved at once.

His kiss deepened, turning hungry. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting of red wine and the faint, sharp mint of his toothpaste. A soft sound escaped her, swallowed by him. His arm slid from the sofa back to wrap around her waist, pulling her firmly onto his lap. The hard line of his erection pressed against her through his jeans and the thin cotton of her dress, and a jolt of pure, electric desire shot through her core.

“Leo,” she breathed against his mouth, her fingers tangling in the tight curls at the nape of his neck.

“Shhh,” he murmured, his lips traveling down her jaw to her throat. “They’ll hear.”

The warning only made it more intense. Every sound was magnified in the silent house, the rustle of fabric, the soft, wet sounds of their kissing, the shaky intake of her own breath. His hands slid up her thighs, pushing the hem of her dress higher, his touch firm and sure. Her own hands fumbled with the buckle of his belt.

He pulled back, just an inch, his forehead resting against hers. “You sure?”

In answer, she unfastened the buckle, the metallic clink absurdly loud. She popped the button of his jeans, drew the zipper down slowly. The sound was a seismic crack in the quiet. She slipped her hand inside, past the waistband of his boxers, and her breath hitched.

Her fingers closed around him, and her eyes flew open, meeting his in the dim light. A slow, knowing smile touched his lips at her reaction. She’d felt him through his clothes, but this… He was thick, heavy, already fully hard and pulsing with heat against her palm. The biggest she’d ever seen, by a significant margin.

“Curious?” he whispered, the word a hot puff against her ear.

“I want to see,” she said, her voice trembling not with fear, but with a need that shocked her with its intensity.

“Then take it out.”

Her fingers, which never shook during exams, trembled as she pushed his jeans and boxers down over his hips. He helped, kicking them off his ankles. And there he was, fully exposed in the lamplight, magnificent and intimidating. She just stared for a moment, her mind blank of everything but the sight of him. Then, driven by a curiosity that overrode all hesitation, she leaned down.

She took the broad head into her mouth, tasting the salty, musky prelude of him. He gasped, a sharp, choked-off sound, and his hands fisted in her dark hair. “Fuck, Priya.”

She swirled her tongue, exploring the silken skin, the prominent vein running along the underside. She took him deeper, testing her own limits, her throat relaxing as she focused on the weight of him on her tongue, the way his hips gave a tiny, involuntary jerk.

“What if someone comes down?” he groaned, his voice strained.

She ignored him, lost in the act, in the power of reducing him to ragged breaths and trembling thighs. She sucked him harder, using her hand to stroke what she couldn’t take. His quiet curses were a melody in the silent room.

With a growl, he pulled her up by her shoulders. “My turn.”

He stood, pulling her up with him, and in one fluid motion, he gathered the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head. It fell, forgotten, to the floor. He undid her bra, letting it follow. His eyes darkened as he looked at her, completely naked before him. His gaze wasn’t leering; it was awed, hot, consuming. He traced the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, his thumb brushing over her nipple, making it peak instantly.

He lowered her back onto the sofa, coming down over her. The feel of his bare skin against hers, the hard planes of his chest against her softness, was overwhelming. He kissed her again, deeply, as his hand slid between her legs. He found her wet, so wet, and he groaned into her mouth. “You’re dripping for me.”

He didn’t tease. He guided himself to her entrance, the broad head nudging against her slick folds. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer, an unspoken plea. He pushed in, just an inch, and they both froze. She was tight, he was immense. The stretch was breathtaking, a delicious, burning fullness she’d never known.

“Okay?” he whispered, his body trembling with the effort of holding still.

“More,” she begged, arching her hips.

He sank into her slowly, an inexorable, breathtaking invasion that stole the air from her lungs. He filled her completely, a perfect, shocking fit. When he was fully sheathed, he stilled, letting her adjust, his face buried in her neck. “God, you feel…” he didn’t finish, just pressed a hot, open-mouthed kiss to her skin.

Then he began to move. Slow, deep, punishing strokes that hit a spot inside her she didn’t know existed. Every thrust was a revelation. The friction, the fullness, the sheer rightness of it built a coil of pleasure so tight in her belly she thought it might snap. She bit her own lip to keep from crying out, the sounds coming out as desperate, muffled whimpers instead.

His thrusts grew deeper, more deliberate, each one a claim, a conquest. She could feel him everywhere, massive and unrelenting, stretching her impossibly wide. And then….
"God!" The exclamation tore from her as he reached a depth she didn’t know she could take. It was as if he was penetrating her very womb, touching something primal and untouched deep within her. The sensation was overwhelming, a raw, visceral pleasure that bordered on pain, yet felt so right. Her nails dug into his back, her body arching to meet his, desperate for more even as she trembled with the intensity of it.

His pace increased, the sofa creaking softly in rhythm. He hooked an arm under her knee, opening her wider, sinking deeper. The change in angle was electric. The coiled spring inside her burst.

Her orgasm ripped through her without warning, a silent, seismic event that made her back bow off the cushions. Her inner walls clenched around him in rhythmic, pulsing waves, milking his length as she trembled violently, her vision spotting.

He kept moving, driving through her climax, his own control fraying. “Come again for me,” he gritted out, his voice rough. “I’m not done.”

"You’re taking me so well," he groaned, his voice guttural, strained. His hips snapped forward again, driving himself deeper still, and she gasped, her world narrowing to the place where they were joined. He was everywhere….his breath hot against her neck, his hands gripping her hips, his cock filling her so completely she could barely think.

Her second climax built quickly, spurred on by the unyielding pressure of him inside her. Every thrust sent sparks shooting through her, her body tightening, coiling tighter and tighter until she thought she might shatter. But he didn’t let up, his rhythm brutal and unrelenting, pushing her closer to the edge with each stroke.

"I can’t… I can’t…" she whispered, torn between the need to escape the unbearable pleasure and the desperate craving for more.

"Yes, you can," he growled, his lips brushing her ear. "Feel me. Take all of me." And then he shifted, just slightly, and hit that spot again, that impossibly deep place that made her see stars. Her body convulsed, her inner walls clamping down on him as her orgasm tore through her, relentless and all-consuming. She cried out, the sound muffled against his shoulder, her vision blurring as wave after wave of pleasure crashed over her.

He didn’t stop, his own release building as he drove into her with increasing urgency. "Priya," he rasped, his voice breaking. "Come with me." And she did, her body surrendering completely to the force of their shared climax.

He thrust one last time, hilting himself so deeply she gasped, and she felt him pulsing inside her, hot and vital. The feel of his own climax triggered hers, a third, sharper, brighter wave that crashed over her, stealing her breath, her thoughts, everything but the feeling of him buried to the hilt, emptying himself into her as she clenched around him.

They collapsed together in a heap of sweat-slicked limbs on the narrow sofa, the only sound their ragged, synchronized breathing in the dark, quiet house.


Chapter Ten

The kitchen smelled like toast and instant coffee.

Ben sat at the table scrolling on his phone. Tom stared at the cereal box as if it might reveal life answers. Alice hummed softly, buttering slices with meticulous care. Megan perched sideways on a chair, bare feet tucked under her, chin in her hand, eyes somewhere far away.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs.

Two sets.

They all looked up.

Leo came in first, stretching lazily, hair rumpled, T-shirt thrown on without much thought.

“Morning,” he said, as if the word belonged to him.

He headed straight for the kettle, moving around the kitchen like he owned it.

A moment later, Priya stepped into the doorway.

She paused.

She shouldn’t have, but she did,  just long enough for it to be noticeable. Her hair was tied back too quickly, like she had rushed. She wore a jumper that wasn’t hers. Or at least… it didn’t look like one anyone had seen on her before.

Her eyes flickered around the table.

“Morning,” she said quietly.

Ben smiled.
“Hey.”

Tom gave a small wave.
“Morning.”

Alice’s “Hi” came out a fraction too bright.

Megan said nothing at first. She just watched.

Leo leaned back against the counter waiting for the kettle to boil, completely relaxed, as if this was any other day in any other kitchen.

“You want coffee?” he asked, without looking.

Priya hesitated for half a second.

“Yes. Please.”

He poured her a mug. No fuss. No theatrics. Set it down by the chair next to his without even thinking about it.

She sat.

Carefully.

Hands wrapped around the mug, shoulders slightly hunched, eyes fixed on the steam as if it required study.

Conversation tried to find itself again.

Ben cleared his throat.
“Anyone got lectures at nine?”

Tom nodded.
“Yeah. Statistics.”

Alice winced.
“Tragic.”

Leo took a slow sip of his coffee.

Megan watched Priya.

She noticed the way Priya didn’t meet Leo’s eyes.
The way Leo didn’t push.
The way their silence had… shape.

“So,” Megan said lightly, breaking the quiet, “everyone sleep okay?”

Ben shrugged.
“Fine.”

Tom nodded.
“Yeah.”

Alice smiled.
“Like a log.”

There was the smallest pause.

Priya took a sip of coffee.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “Fine.”

Megan’s eyebrow lifted a fraction.

Leo set his mug down with a soft clink.

He looked exactly like someone who had nothing on his mind. Relaxed. Easy. As if last night had been simply another hour in the dark.

But when Priya reached for the butter, his fingers brushed hers.

Just briefly.

She froze.

He didn’t.

He moved on smoothly, spreading butter on toast, talking to Tom about football like nothing at all lived in the space between their hands.

Megan swallowed a smile.

Not cruel. Just knowing.

So that’s what happened, she thought.

Tom noticed the brush of hands too. He didn’t understand it, not fully, but something shifted in his chest all the same.

Alice watched Priya’s face and felt a strange twist. Not jealousy. Not exactly. Something closer to curiosity mixed with the faint ache of being left behind.

Ben kept looking from Leo, to Priya, back again, quietly piecing things together far slower than everyone else.

The kettle clicked off again.

Life pretended to continue.

They finished breakfast. Chairs scraped. Plates were stacked. Someone laughed at something small.

Leo slung his bag over his shoulder.

“See you later,” he said easily.

Priya didn’t look up.

“Yeah.”

He left first.

Priya waited until his footsteps disappeared up the stairs, and only then let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Megan leaned forward, voice gentle.

“You okay?”

Priya nodded.

Too quickly.

“I’m fine.”

Megan didn’t push.

“Okay.”

Priya gathered her mug, carried it to the sink, rinsed it carefully, as if precision could put the world back where it belonged.

She left the kitchen.

The others slowly trickled out after her, one by one.

Megan stayed seated a moment longer.

She stared at the empty doorway, thoughtful.

Six bedrooms. One year.

And secrets had officially joined them at breakfast.


Chapter Eleven

A week passed.

The house settled into something that almost felt normal again.

Priya and Leo spoke when they needed to, light, careful, as if there were glass edges around certain words. Tom hovered around Priya with his usual awkwardness. Ben relaxed slowly. Alice seemed happier. Megan laughed more again.

It was quieter. But not simple.

Friday night the house emptied.

Ben, Tom, and Alice headed to the pub.
Priya caught a train home for the weekend.
The TV murmured to itself in the living room.

Megan sprawled across the sofa, one leg draped over the arm, a bowl of crisps balanced on her chest, watching something she would not remember ten minutes after it finished.

The front door clicked.

Footsteps. Then Leo.

He smelled faintly of beer and cold night air and cheap aftershave.

He dropped onto the sofa beside her with a sigh.

“Classy viewing,” he said, nodding at the TV.

“Don’t judge me,” she replied. “My brain needed to lie down.”

He stretched his arm across the back of the sofa, the picture of laziness.

For a while they watched in silence. A comfortable one.

Megan flicked a crisp at his shoulder.
He caught it in his mouth.

She rolled her eyes.
“Show off.”

He grinned.

The ad break rolled in.

Megan didn’t look at him when she said it.

“So, you and Priya. Eh?”

Leo went still for half a heartbeat.

Then he shrugged.

“What about it?”

She turned her head, studying him.

“That’s not nothing.”

He stared at the TV.

“I never said it was.”

She raised a brow.

“You kind of did. With every woman you’ve ever mentioned.”

He exhaled, shoulders dropping slightly.

“It wasn’t planned.”

“It never is,” she said softly.

They sat with that.

Megan shifted, tucking her feet under herself, turning more toward him.

“Do you like her?”

He gave a half-smile.

“I respect her.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He paused.
“Yeah. I like her. Not in the way she deserves, probably.”

Megan nodded slowly.

There was no jealousy in her face. Only thoughtfulness.

“She’s different,” Megan said. “And you… are dangerous when you don’t know what you want.”

He huffed a laugh at that.

“And what do you think I want?”

Her lips curled slightly.

“To be liked. To be forgiven. To keep everything fun until it isn’t.”

He looked at her for the first time since the question.

“You think you’ve got me figured out?”

“I think,” she said lightly, “that everyone pretends you are simple, so they don’t have to admit they are not.”

His gaze lingered on her.

“You ever get tired of always being right?”

“Constantly.”

The show came back on, neither of them noticed.

Megan idly twisted a loose thread on the blanket between them.

“So,” she said again, softer now, “are you going to hurt her?”

He didn’t answer right away.

Then quietly:

“I’m trying not to.”

Megan let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding.

“Good.”

He bumped her knee lightly with his.

“You’re protective.”

“Someone has to be.”

Another silence. This one heavier, more deliberate.

Leo’s voice dropped.

“What about you?”

She looked up.

“What about me?”

“Why do you stay up talking to me when you could go to bed and avoid complications?”

Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“Because I like you too,” she said simply. “Just… in a way that doesn’t break the furniture.”

He laughed softly.

They looked at each other a second too long.

Then Megan shifted, breaking the tension, tossing him the blanket.

“Move over. I want to actually see the screen.”

He slid a little closer instead of away.

She didn’t correct him.

They stayed like that, shoulder to shoulder, breathing the same quiet air, pretending they were only watching TV.

Outside, someone slammed a car door.
Down the road, a dog barked.

The world stayed wide and uncomplicated.

Inside the house, it narrowed.

Just enough.

They watched in silence for another minute.

Then Leo shifted.

Not much. Just enough that his shoulder brushed hers, his arm still along the back of the sofa. She turned to say something, a joke, probably, and found him closer than she expected.

He hesitated.

So did she.

“Don’t,” she said softly.

He searched her face. “Don’t what?”

“Complicate things.”

He smiled, that easy, infuriating, confident smile, and for once there was something unsure underneath it.

“Megan,” he said quietly.

Before she could move, he leaned in and kissed her.

It wasn’t showy. It wasn’t practiced. It was slow, deliberate, testing.

Her heart lurched.

For one stunned second, she froze.

Then she pushed him back, hand flat on his chest.

“Seriously?” Her voice came out sharper than she meant. “You slept with Priya last week.”

He sat back, hands up, not defensive, just waiting.

“I know.”

“I’m not…..” She gestured between them, struggling for words. “I am not another turn in the queue, Leo.”

“Okay,” he said gently. “I didn’t say you were.”

She looked at him, really looked at him.

The rumpled hair.
The lazy half-smile.
The warmth that always seemed to make people lean closer without realizing.

And somewhere, unwanted and undeniable, the memory surfaced, Priya’s slip, the quiet confession over wine, the implication that Leo was… bigger than average, by some way.

Dangerous. Tempting. Complicated.

Her breath came out slowly.

“This is a bad idea,” she whispered.

He didn’t move toward her again.

He didn’t need to.

He just waited, patient, almost vulnerable, like someone offering a truth instead of a trick.

Megan’s fingers curled into the blanket.

Don’t, a sensible part of her said.

Another part, reckless, curious, defiant, tilted her head and studied his mouth.

She leaned in first this time.

Their lips found each other again, slower, deeper, with the quiet inevitability of a decision sealed rather than stumbled into.

When she finally pulled away, she rested her forehead against his.

“That,” she murmured, “does not mean I’m falling into your mess.”

He smiled softly.

“I know.”

They stayed that way a moment, breathing the same air, aware of the line between them, aware of how thin it suddenly felt.

Megan stood, heart steady, expression unreadable.

She reached for his hand.

“Are you coming?”

Leo looked up at her, surprised.

She rolled her eyes slightly, half-smiling.

“I’m not doing it down here. The others will be back in an hour. They’d walk straight in on us… together.”

He rose without a word.

They moved quietly through the hallway, past the soft creak of the stairs, as if the house itself might wake and judge them. At her bedroom door, Megan paused, only for a breath, then opened it and slipped inside.

Leo followed.

And the house, once again, pretended to sleep.

Her room was neat, dominated by a large, soft-looking bed. The door clicked shut behind them, and the sound felt final, sealing them in a new kind of quiet. For a moment, they just stood there, the bravado of downstairs thinning in the intimate space.

Then she closed the distance. Her kiss wasn’t a test, like Priya’s. It was a claim. Firm, deliberate, all controlled heat. Her hands came up to frame his face, holding him still as she explored his mouth. He let her, a low hum of surprise and approval vibrating in his chest. His hands settled on her waist, but she broke the kiss, pulling back just an inch.

“Uh-uh,” she whispered, her breath warm on his lips. “My rules tonight.”

She started with his shirt, her fingers deft on the buttons. She took her time, revealing the toned plane of his chest inch by inch, her fingertips brushing his skin, leaving trails of fire. He watched her, his usual smirk softened into something more intense, more focused. When his shirt was open, she pushed it off his shoulders. It fell to the floor.

Her turn. She turned her back to him. “Unzip me.”

His fingers were steady on the small zip of her simple black dress. He drew it down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet room. The dress pooled at her feet, revealing a matching set of black lace that hugged her slender, athletic frame. She turned back to face him, completely unselfconscious. “See something you like?”

“Yeah,” he said, his voice already husky. “I do.”

“Good.” She stepped into his space again, her fingers going to the buckle of his jeans. She worked it open with the same deliberate slowness, her knuckles brushing against the hard evidence of his arousal straining against the denim. She popped the button, drew the zipper down with a shhhhlick that seemed to echo. She pushed his jeans and boxers down in one motion, freeing him.

Her eyes flicked down, then back up to his. A slight, appreciative widening was the only concession she gave. “Okay,” she breathed, more to herself than to him.

She guided him backward until his knees hit the edge of the bed, and he sat. She stood before him, a silhouette in the dim light from the streetlamp outside. She hooked her thumbs into the sides of her lace panties and slid them down her legs, stepping out of them. Then she reached back, unclasped her bra, and let it fall away.

Leo’s breath caught. She was all sleek lines and subtle curves, her skin pale like moonlight. Utterly gorgeous, and utterly in control.

She climbed onto the bed, straddling his lap, but kept her weight on her knees, her body just out of reach. She kissed him again, deep and searching, as her hand wrapped around his length. He was thick, heavy in her palm, velvet over steel. She stroked him once, twice, a slow, torturous rhythm, her thumb smearing the bead of moisture at his tip.

“Megan,” he groaned, his hands gripping her hips.

“Patience,” she chided softly, her lips trailing down his neck. She continued to stroke him, varying her speed, her grip, learning what made his breath hitch, what made his hips jerk. She was mapping him, and the power of it was a potent, dizzying drug. She could feel his control straining, the muscles in his abdomen taut.

When she finally, slowly, lowered herself onto him, it was with a sharp, shared gasp. She took him inch by agonizing inch, her eyes locked on his, watching him watch her. The stretch was exquisite, a burning fullness that stole her breath. When he was fully seated inside her, she stilled, letting the sensation of being so completely filled, so stretched, radiate through her.

“Fuck,” he whispered, his head falling back.

She began to move, a slow, rolling grind of her hips. She set the pace, controlling the depth, the angle. She leaned forward, her hands braced on his shoulders, her lips beside his ear. “This doesn’t mean anything,” she whispered, even as her body clasped him tighter.

“I know,” he gritted out, but his hands were roaming her back, desperate.

Her control began to slip as the pleasure built, a deep, coiling heat in her core. Her movements became less calculated, more urgent. He sensed it, and his hands clamped on her hips, taking over. He thrust upward, meeting her downward stroke, and the new angle made her cry out, a short, sharp sound she quickly smothered.

“Quiet,” he murmured, but he was smiling, a wild, feral thing. He flipped them over in one swift motion, pinning her beneath him on the bed. The power shift was instantaneous, thrilling. Now he was above her, driving into her with deep, relentless strokes that stole the air from her lungs. The headboard tapped a soft, frantic rhythm against the wall.

“You’re not… in control… now,” he panted between thrusts, his body slamming into hers.

She could only gasp, her nails scoring his back as he pounded into her. The world narrowed to the slick, driving friction, the slap of skin, the brutal, perfect fullness. Her cleverness, her rules, evaporated. There was only this raw, physical truth. She wrapped her legs high around his waist, taking him deeper, urging him on with desperate, wordless sounds.

He was everywhere, his sweat-slicked chest against her breasts, the musky scent of him filling her senses, the guttural sounds in her ear. She felt her orgasm approaching, a tsunami building from her toes, unstoppable. “Leo, I’m…..”

“Come on,” he urged, his pace becoming frantic, losing its rhythm. “Let me see you.”

It broke her. Her climax tore through her with a silent, seismic intensity. Her back arched off the bed, her mouth open in a soundless scream as wave after wave of pure, blinding pleasure crashed through her, her inner walls clamping around him in frantic, pulsing waves.

Feeling her convulse around him was his undoing. With a choked, raw groan, he drove into her one last, deep time and stilled, his body shuddering as he emptied himself inside her, his release hot and endless.

Collapse.

They lay tangled, breathing in ragged, broken sync. The room was filled with the sound of it, and the faint, rhythmic tapping from the wall finally ceased.

Slowly, carefully, Megan extricated herself. She rolled onto her back, putting a few inches of cool sheet between them. She stared at the ceiling, her mind a blank, buzzing static.

“So,” Leo said, his voice rough with spent passion. “Still nothing?”

She swallowed, her throat dry. “Absolutely nothing,” she said, the words automatic, hollow. A shield slammed back into place.

Silence stretched. They didn’t touch. They just lay there in the dark, the distance between them somehow vast, both knowing that whatever nothing this was, it had just changed everything.

They lay tangled, breathing in ragged, broken sync. The room was filled with the sound of it, and the faint, rhythmic tapping from the wall finally ceased.

Downstairs, the front door banged open.

Laughter. Voices. Someone tripped over the shoes in the hallway and swore under their breath.

Megan froze for a heartbeat. Then she bit back a laugh, burying her face against his shoulder. Leo’s chest shook as he tried, and failed, to stay quiet.

“If we’d done it like you and Priya on the sofa,” she whispered, still laughing, “they would’ve walked straight in.”

He laughed too, muffled, both of them shaking with the shared absurdity of it, curling closer without thinking.


Chapter Twelve

Priya stared into her tea a long time.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “We’re actually talking about it.”

Megan gave a small, guilty smile.
“Feels inevitable, doesn’t it?”

Priya nodded once.

“Let’s just say it,” she murmured. “The… size thing.”

Megan let out a soft, breathy laugh of recognition.

“Yeah,” she said. “That.”

Silence, then both of them laughed, half-nervous, half-in disbelief.

Priya shook her head slowly.

“I honestly didn’t think guys like that existed outside rumours. When I felt it the first time I thought I’d imagined it.”

“You didn’t,” Megan said, eyes widening a little. “Trust me. I had the exact same moment. Like… oh.”

They both sipped their tea; suddenly aware they were sharing something strange and intimate.

Priya’s voice lowered.

“It changes things. Not in a shallow way. Just… the whole experience feels different. You have to think about it. Adjust. It’s intense.”

Megan nodded, “Intense.”

“And it kind of forces you to trust him in the moment. Because if he’s careless? That’s a problem. But he isn’t. He knows. He pays attention.”

Priya sighed softly.

“That might be what makes it dangerous. It felt overwhelming, but also safe.”

Megan tapped a finger thoughtfully on her mug.

“For me, there was a second where I thought, this is too much. And then another second later I thought, I don’t want to stop.”
She grimaced. “Which is annoying, because now my brain won’t shut up about it.”

Priya laughed helplessly.

“Same.”

They looked at each other, embarrassed, bonded, resigned.

“So yes,” Priya said. “It was… very good. Because of that. But not only because of that.”

“Exactly,” Megan agreed. “The skill meets the hardware.”

They both burst out laughing again.

Then the laughter faded, leaving something more sober.

Priya traced the rim of her mug.

Priya traced the rim of her mug.
“But if that’s what he’s like with everyone… it explains why he leaves a trail behind him.”

Megan watched her for a second, then asked quietly:

“So… would you do it again?”

Priya looked up, met her eyes, and didn’t pretend.

“I can’t lie. If he walked through that door and told me to get down on my knees, I would. Sorry.”

They both let out a helpless laugh at the bluntness of it, not proud, not ashamed, just honest.

Priya tilted her head.

“You?”

Megan nodded once.

“Yeah. I would.”

A beat.
They laughed again, softer this time, like co-conspirators.

“Whatever happens,” Megan added, suddenly serious, “Ben and Tom must never know. They’d be devastated.”

Priya smiled and held out her little finger.

“Pinkie promise.”

Megan hooked hers around it, sealing the agreement like children pretending not to be adults for a moment.

The mugs clinked softly as they set them down again.

And the secret felt heavier, not because it was shameful, but because it now belonged to both of them.


Chapter Thirteen

The bottle was already halfway gone.

Megan lounged sideways on her chair, Priya sat curled neatly with her knees tucked in, and Alice swirled her glass like she’d seen adults do in films, as if it might make the wine taste wiser.

They had been talking about everything and nothing, lectures, terrible landlords, the mysterious disappearance of three forks, when Alice suddenly went quiet.

Then she looked straight at Priya.

“So… you’ve… you know… with Leo?”

The air shifted.

Megan and Priya exchanged one of those looks that says, we’re in this together now.

Megan sighed.

“Yes. And I did on Friday.”

Alice’s mouth fell open.

“No. No way. You’ve both done it?”

Priya nodded calmly.

“Yes. But you can never let Ben or Tom find out. Ever.”

Alice clasped her hand to her chest.

“Of course I won’t! I’m just….” she paused, cheeks flushing, “…..shocked.”

There was a pause.

Then curiosity won.

“So… is it really that big?”

Megan almost choked on her wine.
Priya covered her mouth, laughing.

Alice leaned forward, earnest, whispering like the walls might listen.

“I mean, everyone keeps hinting. And I just, I need data.”

Megan wiped her eyes.

“Okay. Yes. It’s… noticeable.”

Priya nodded with a helpless shrug.

“You have to think about it. It changes the logistics a bit.”

Alice stared, wide-eyed.

“And does it… like… make everything better?”

Priya considered.

“It makes it… more intense. Not automatically better. Just more. You notice it.”

Megan pointed her glass toward her.

“That’s the thing. If he didn’t know what he was doing, it would be terrible. But he does. Which is… annoying.”

Alice sank back in her chair, absorbing this as if it were scientific truth.

“So basically,” she said slowly, “he’s unfairly equipped.”

Megan snorted.
“That is the most polite way anyone has ever said that.”

Alice hesitated again.

“Would you, either of you, do it again?”

Priya met her gaze honestly.

“Yes.”

Megan lifted a shoulder.

“Yeah.”

Alice’s cheeks flushed deeper, though she tried to play casual.

Alice hesitated again.

“Right. Okay. Just curious.”
She took another sip of wine, then looked back up.

“Okay… so it was that good?”

Priya and Megan both laughed, the kind of laugh that admitted more than words.

Priya nodded.
“Yeah. It was.”

Megan raised her glass in mock toast.
“Annoyingly good.”

Alice sank back in her chair, thoughtful, curiosity settling in deeper than before.

Priya smiled softly.

“You’re allowed to be curious.”

Alice looked at the table, tracing a ring from her glass.

“Yeah,” she said quietly. “I suppose I am.”

They poured the last of the wine.

Alice twirled her glass, cheeks flushed, eyes bright with mischievous curiosity.

“So,” she said slowly, “if he walked through the door right now… and told one of you…. maybe both of you….. to get down on your knees… you would?”

For a beat, the kitchen went silent.

Then Megan and Priya burst out laughing, too loud, too helpless, and when the laughter faded, they both looked at each other… then back at Alice…

And nodded.

Far too enthusiastically.

Alice slapped a hand over her mouth, half-horrified, half-delighted.

“Oh my God. You two are unreal.”

Megan shrugged, grinning.

“Honesty hour.”

Priya lifted her glass.

“And maybe bad decision hour.”

They clinked again, the joke lingering, heavier than it sounded.

The conversation drifted to safer topics, but the thought lingered in Alice’s mind, not loud, not urgent, just a quiet, growing what if.

Six bedrooms. One year.

And another line had quietly moved.


Chapter Fourteen

Friday night arrived like a countdown.

Alice stood in the hallway mirror, pretending to fix her hair while her stomach flipped. Her dress was simple, nothing dramatic, but it fit her well. For once, she didn’t try to disappear.

Megan leaned against the wall, arms folded, watching her.

“You’re sure?” she asked quietly.

Alice nodded.

“I don’t want to wonder forever.”

Priya appeared from the kitchen, bag over her shoulder.

“If we do this,” she said gently, “we’re doing it because you want to. Not because of anything Megan and I said. Okay?”

Alice smiled, small, certain.

“Okay.”

The plan was simple.

Megan and Priya would take Ben and Tom to the pub before Leo got back from football training. Keep them there. Keep the evening noisy. Keep suspicion low.

Alice would stay behind.

Just… be here.

See what happened when it was only the two of them.

Tom called up the stairs.

“We heading?”

“Yep!” Megan shouted back, grabbing her jacket. She squeezed Alice’s hand in passing, a silent good luck, then opened the front door.

Priya pressed a brief hug into Alice’s shoulders.

“Text if you change your mind. We can be back in less than ten minutes.”

“I won’t,” Alice replied, surprising herself with how steady she sounded.

The door closed.

Silence washed through the house.

Alice stood in the kitchen a moment, letting the quiet settle. She poured herself water she didn’t drink. Straightened a tea towel. Pretended to fuss.

Her heart hammered anyway.

She heard the front door open.

Keys. Footsteps. Leo’s voice, tired from running, casual as always.

“Anyone home?”

Alice swallowed.

“Yeah. I am.”

He appeared in the doorway, bag slung over his shoulder, hair damp, still catching his breath.

“Hey,” he said, smiling. “Thought the house was deserted.”

“Not tonight,” she replied.

He dropped his bag, grabbed a glass, ran water, drank.

When he turned back, he finally looked at her.

Really looked.

Something softened in his face.

“You all right?”

Alice nodded.

“I wanted to talk.”

He leaned against the counter, curious now.

“About what?”

She took a breath.

About courage.
About choices.
About wanting to feel seen for once.

But she didn’t say any of that.

Instead:

“About you,” she said simply.

The air shifted.

Not intense. Not rushed.

Just honest.

Leo waited, patient, quiet, respectful, and for the first time since moving into the house, Alice felt like she wasn’t the girl in the corner of the room.

She was someone standing exactly where she meant to be.

The conversation stretched ahead of them, slow and dangerous and full of possibility.

And upstairs, the house held its breath.

It only took twenty minutes before he made his move, leaning forward and kissing her right on the lips.

Then he leaned back.

He watched her carefully, giving her all the space in the world to pull away if she wanted to.

Alice’s heart thudded.

She blinked once, twice, then moved toward him again. Her hand came up, resting on his upper arm, warm, solid, strong beneath her fingers, and she kissed him back.

This time she didn’t hesitate.

The kiss deepened gently, unhurried, full of softness rather than heat. Leo’s hand found her cheek, thumb brushing under her eye as if he were memorising her face.

When they finally broke apart, she was breathless, not from the kiss, but from what it meant.

“You sure?” he asked quietly.

Alice nodded.

“I’m choosing this.”

He smiled, not cocky, not careless, just real.

“Look,” he said gently, “I’ve just come back from football. I’m sweaty and disgusting. I should shower, then I’ll knock on your door.”

Alice shook her head, a shy smile tugging at her lips.

“No. A shower sounds… perfect,” she said quietly. “Very sexy. I’ll come with you.”

For a heartbeat he just looked at her, surprised, impressed, a little stunned by her boldness.

“Okay,” he said softly.

She slipped her fingers through his, and they headed upstairs together, the quiet house echoing with the knowledge that whatever happened next was entirely, deliberately chosen.

He glanced at her, his expression unreadable. “Whatever you want, Alice. It’s your show.”

In the steamy intimacy of the bathroom, he didn’t tease. He turned to her, his gaze holding hers, and pulled his damp shirt over his head. Her breath caught. He was all toned definition, his skin a rich, dark contrast against the white tiles. He popped the button of his shorts, pushed them and his briefs down in one motion, and stepped out of them.

He stood before her, completely naked and utterly unselfconscious. Alice’s gaze travelled down the hard lines of his stomach, past his navel, and then her eyes widened. Oh. Between his powerful thighs, thick and heavy and already semi erect, his cock hung. It was impressive, a testament to the sheer physicality of him, the dark, velvety skin stretched taut over a formidable girth. She’d felt intimidated just hearing whispers. Seeing it, knowing it was for her… a dizzying mix of awe and sheer, liquid need pooled low in her belly.

“See something you like?” he asked, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the small room.

She could only nod, her mouth dry.

He stepped into the shower and turned on the water. Through the fogging glass, she watched him move, the water sluicing over the hard muscles of his back, his shoulders. It was a deliberate, vulnerable display, and it gave her the courage she needed.

Her fingers trembled as she pulled the sweater dress over her head, letting it fall. She undid her bra, the cool air making her nipples peak instantly. She pushed her panties down her thighs and stepped out of them, completely naked before the glass.

She opened the shower door and stepped in. The hot spray hit her back, and he turned to face her. His dark eyes raked over her body, from her flushed face, down over the full, heavy swell of her 36DD breasts, her soft waist, the gentle curve of her hips and belly, the thatch of dark hair between her thighs. His gaze wasn’t judging. It was devouring. “Jesus, Alice,” he breathed, the words almost lost in the rush of water.

He reached for her. His big, black hands, still slick from the water, came up and cupped her breasts, his thumbs brushing over her taut, pebbled nipples. The sensation was electric. A sharp gasp left her lips. His hands were so warm, so sure, holding the weight of her with a reverence that made her heart ache. He leaned down, capturing one nipple in his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flicking the sensitive peak.

“Leo!” Her hands flew to his wet, curly hair, holding him to her as pleasure, bright and shocking, arrowed straight to her clit. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his teeth grazing gently, making her knees weak. His hands slid down her sides, over the softness of her hips, and gripped her backside, squeezing firmly, pulling her against him.

The hard, thick length of him pressed against her belly. She could feel every inch, every pulse. She rocked against him instinctively, seeking friction. He groaned, his mouth leaving her breast to claim her lips again in a deep, hungry kiss. His tongue delved into her mouth as one of his hands left her backside and slid between her legs.

His fingers found her slick, swollen folds easily. “So wet already,” he murmured against her lips, his voice thick with desire. He circled her clit slowly, expertly, and she cried out into his mouth, her hips bucking against his hand. “For me?”

“Yes,” she panted, her head falling back under the spray. “All for you.”

He sank to his knees in the water, his hands guiding her to brace against the tiled wall. “Let me taste.”

His mouth was on her before she could process it. His tongue, hot and broad, licked a slow, deliberate stripe through her soaked folds. Alice’s vision blurred. “Oh God…” His mouth was magic. He sucked her clit gently, then laved it with firm strokes of his tongue, his fingers sliding inside her, stretching her, preparing her. The dual sensation was overwhelming. The pleasure built quickly, coiling tight and urgent in her core. Her thighs trembled. “I’m going to… I can’t…”

“Come for me,” he ordered, his voice muffled against her flesh, and he sucked her clit hard.

She shattered. Her orgasm crashed over her with a force that stole her breath, her legs giving out. He held her up, his mouth working her through the convulsions, drinking her in, until she was whimpering, oversensitive and boneless.

He stood, lifting her easily, turning her to face him. He pinned her against the wet, cool tiles, his body hot and solid against hers. He reached down, guiding himself to her entrance. The broad, slick head nudged against her, and she whimpered, still throbbing from her climax.

“Look at me,” he said, his voice gentle but firm.

She opened her eyes, meeting his intense gaze.

“You ready?”

She nodded, biting her lip. “Please.”

He pushed forward, slowly, inexorably. The stretch was immense, breathtaking. She was so tight, so soft, and he was so thick, so hard. He filled her completely, a perfect, shocking invasion that made her gasp, her eyes widening. He paused, fully sheathed, letting her adjust to the incredible fullness. His forehead rested against hers, water streaming down both their faces.

“Okay?” he breathed.

“Yes,” she moaned, her arms wrapping around his neck. “More. Move, please.”

He began to thrust, slow and deep at first, each stroke a deliberate claim. The friction was exquisite, the wet heat of her body clasping him perfectly. Her breasts, trapped between them, rubbed against his chest with each movement, sending new jolts of pleasure through her. He hooked his hands under her thighs, lifting her, changing the angle. He drove up into her, and the new depth made her cry out, a sharp, wanton sound that echoed off the tiles.

“That’s it,” he growled, his pace increasing. The water pounded around them, a chaotic rhythm to match their own. He was hitting a spot deep inside her that felt like a live wire. Her oversensitivity from her first orgasm vanished, replaced by a new, deeper, more urgent need. She met his thrusts, her hips rolling, taking him as deep as he could go.

“You feel… fucking incredible,” he grunted, his control slipping. His thrusts became harder, faster, pounding her against the wall. The slap of wet skin, their ragged moans, the roar of the shower, it was a symphony of pure, unadulterated lust.

The coil tightened again, impossibly fast. “Leo, I’m… I’m gonna…”

“Come with me,” he demanded, his voice raw. He drove into her one last, brutal time, hilting himself completely, and she felt him pulse deep inside her, hot and endless. The feel of his climax triggered her own a second, deeper, more visceral wave that wrenched a sob from her throat as her body clenched around him, milking him, claiming him as he emptied himself into her.

They clung to each other under the relentless spray, shuddering, gasping, utterly spent. He was still inside her, still pulsing faintly, their bodies fused. He rested his forehead against the tile beside her head, his breath hot on her neck.

“Alice…” he whispered, the word full of a stunned, sated wonder she’d never heard from him before.


Epilogue

The bottle of wine was almost empty.

Priya sat cross-legged at the table, chin in her hand. Megan lounged sideways, idly spinning the cork. Alice spoke in a rush, her cheeks warm, half-embarrassed and half-relieved to finally say it all out loud.

“…and then we went upstairs,” she finished. “And it just… happened. I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t invisible. I felt…”

She stopped, laughed nervously, and covered her face for a moment.

“Okay, I have to say this. When he stripped, I honestly couldn’t believe my eyes. I knew he’d be… well… not small. But I didn’t even realise guys could be like that. I just stood there thinking, right…. so the rumours weren’t exaggerating at all.”

Megan snorted into her wine.
Priya shook her head, smiling in quiet agreement.

Alice shrugged, cheeks red but unapologetic.

“That was the moment I thought, oh… this is going to be different.”

Priya laughed softly.
“Yeah. That moment.”

Megan shook her head, smiling.
“Welcome to the club.”

The three of them exchanged a look, not competitive, not jealous, just a strange, quiet understanding.

Alice exhaled, relieved to have finally said it out loud.

“So, it wasn’t just me,” she murmured.

“Definitely not,” Priya said gently.

Megan lifted her glass, amused and resigned.

“To being completely unprepared.”

They clinked, not with triumph, but with the kind of honesty that only comes when everyone finally admits the same truth.

The kitchen felt softer, conspiratorial, wrapped in the comfort of women telling truths they never planned to share.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway.

The door swung open.

Ben and Tom stepped in, laughing, and stopped dead when they saw the three of them go instantly quiet.

Ben frowned.
“Hey. What’s up?”

Tom squinted at the table, the empty wine bottle, the guilty faces.

“What’s the big secret? What are you guys hiding?”

No one spoke.

Priya stared at the label on the bottle.

Megan folded her arms, bracing.

Alice’s heart thudded. The words she’d just spoken still hovered in the air, fragile and dangerous, like something that might shatter if anyone else touched it.

Ben glanced between them.

“Guys?”

Tom tried to joke, and failed.

“Did somebody die or something?”

Megan met Priya’s eyes.

Priya met Alice’s.

A silent vote passed between them in one breath.

Alice straightened in her chair. She didn’t look at Leo’s seat. She didn’t look at the floor. She looked at the boys, the people who had become something like family, and felt the weight of honesty pressing forward.

“We were talking,” she said quietly. “About the house. About… things that happened.”

Tom blinked.
“Okay. What kind of things?”

Another pause.

Priya placed her hand over Alice’s on the table, steadying, not stopping.

Alice took a breath.

“The kind,” she said, voice soft but clear, “that are going to….”

She stopped. The wine hit her all at once. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes too bright.

Ben frowned.

“Alice?”

She laughed, a little too loudly, and waved a hand.

“Oh, forget it. I’ll just say it.”

Priya’s head snapped up.
Megan straightened.

“Alice….” they said together.

Too late.

“We’ve all fucked Leo.”

The words echoed around the kitchen.

Silence crashed down behind them.

Ben blinked, as if someone had slapped him.

Tom’s mouth fell open.

No one moved.

The clock on the wall ticked on, indifferent, while everything else in the house finally, unmistakably, began to fall apart.


BOOK TWO TEASER

The secret is out.

Everyone in the house knows the truth now, Priya, Megan, and Alice have all crossed the same line with Leo.
Friendships are strained, loyalties blur, and trust becomes something fragile you hold carefully… or drop.

Leo tells himself he can handle it.
The girls tell themselves it meant nothing.
Ben and Tom try to pretend they don’t care.

But the house has changed, and temptation doesn’t politely leave when you open the door.

Then one Friday night, after too much wine and too many unasked questions, Megan leans back in her chair, eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Let’s play strip poker.”

The rules are simple.
The consequences are not.

Flirting turns competitive.
Old wounds resurface.
Lines dissolve, and new ones are drawn in places nobody expected.

Somebody will fall harder.
Somebody will get hurt.
And at least one person will discover that once secrets become games… nobody really wins.

Six bedrooms.
One house.
No more pretending.

Book Two takes things further, not just in desire, but in jealousy, power, and the dangerous thrill of going one step too far.
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