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Chapter 1: Stay True
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The late August sun bled honey-gold through Heidi’s bedroom window, illuminating galaxies of dust in the air and painting the half-packed boxes in warm, sentimental light. The room, her sanctuary since she was twelve, was in a state of quiet dissolution. Books were stacked by the door, posters carefully rolled, leaving pale, ghostly rectangles on the walls. In the center of it all, on her lilac comforter, was Steph.

He was stretched out, his head in her lap, while her fingers traced idle patterns through his dark, unruly hair. The silence between them was a living thing, thick with the scent of his cologne and the impending goodbye. In one week, she’d be heading north to Veridian University, a liberal arts school nestled in the pine-covered hills. He’d be driving south to Flintridge Tech, a three-hour journey on a good day, longer with traffic. The geography felt like a verdict.

“Tell me again about your dorm,” he murmured, his voice muffled against her thigh.

“It’s a double. Corner room. My roommate’s name is Stacy. She’s from Maine. She likes indie folk and has a cat poster. That’s all I know. I’ve only added her on Facebook.”

He turned his head to look up at her, his hazel eyes shadowed. “Stacy. Sounds cool.”

“She does,” Heidi said, trying for lightness. “Maybe she’ll have a boyfriend or something for you to hang out with when you visit.”

The attempt at humor landed like a stone. Steph’s face tightened. He sat up slowly, the space between them instantly feeling colder. He took her hands in his, his grip almost too tight.

“Heidi, don’t. Please.” His thumb rubbed over the silver promise ring on her finger, the one he’d given her on prom night. “I don’t want to hang out with anyone else. I just want you.”

His desperation was a tangible force, pressing against the cozy confines of the room. It had been growing all summer, this quiet, gnawing fear. They were each other’s firsts—first kiss, first love, first everything. Their history was written in the familiar grooves of each other’s hands, in the secret language of their glances. To Steph, it wasn’t just a relationship; it was his entire emotional architecture, and he felt the ground shifting.

“I’m just trying to make it sound fun,” she whispered, leaning forward to rest her forehead against his. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll text all the time. Video calls. We’ll see each other every third weekend. It’s not forever.”

“Three hours is forever,” he said, his voice low and glum. “It’s a hundred and eighty minutes where anything could happen. Where some guy in your art history class could make you laugh, or someone in your hall could be there when I’m not.” He pulled back, searching her face. “You’re going to be surrounded by new people, new ideas... and I’m just going to be in a lab, counting the days until I can drive that stupid stretch of highway. You’ll change.”

“Everyone changes, Steph. That doesn’t mean we stop loving each other.” She said the words firmly, a rehearsed line from a hundred similar conversations. She believed them. Mostly.

“I won’t,” he said, the certainty in his voice breaking her heart a little. “I love you more than anything else in this world. I can’t even picture my life without you in it. That’s what scares me. That for you... it might be easier to imagine.”

Heidi felt a familiar twist in her chest—part love, part guilt, part a strange, restless pressure. She saw the future through his eyes: a lonely, grey stretch of longing. She saw it through her own, too: a vibrant, terrifying blur of unknowns. She wanted both, and the impossibility of that want filled her with a quiet shame.

“Hey,” she said, her voice soft but insistent. She cupped his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. “Look at me. I love you. We are going to make this work. We have to believe that.”

He nodded, a reluctant, vulnerable movement. He leaned in and kissed her then, not with the playful passion of summer, but with a deep, clinging intensity, as if he could seal a promise with the pressure of his lips. She kissed him back, pouring all her reassurance into it, trying to transfer the certainty she knew he needed.

When they finally parted, he sighed, a long, shaky exhalation, and pulled her into a fierce hug. It was the last deep hug of the afternoon, of this chapter of their lives. She melted into it, her face buried in the familiar cotton of his t-shirt, breathing in the scent of home and history. She felt his heart thudding against her chest, a rapid, anxious rhythm.

I love you, I love you, I love you, she thought, holding on tightly.

And yet, as she held him, as she felt the strength of his arms and the depth of his fear, a small, treacherous voice whispered from the back of her mind. It was a voice not of doubt about him, but of doubt about herself, about the person she might become in that new, distant place. The voice wondered if promises made in a sun-drenched bedroom could survive the windy, independent hills of Veridian. It wondered if she was brave enough to tell him that her fear wasn’t of losing him, but of not knowing who she’d be when they next met.

She held him tighter, silencing the thought. She would keep it to herself, this tiny, fragile splinter of uncertainty. For now, in the golden light, she just held on.
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Chapter 2: College


[image: ]


Veridian University in September was a sensory overload of possibility. For Heidi, the first week and a half had been a whirlwind of wrong turns, mumbled introductions, and the constant, low-grade hum of newness. She was a small-town bookmark suddenly placed in a sprawling, chaotic novel. She’d mastered the route from her dorm, Hawthorne Hall, to her 9 a.m. Intro to Sociology lecture, and could now find the library without GPS. These small victories felt monumental.

Her days were a structured blur of classes, texting Steph during every break, and long video calls at night where they’d just stare at each other, often with little to say that hadn’t already been texted. The distance was exactly three hours and seventeen minutes, but it felt like a different unit of measurement entirely—one made of pixelated faces, delayed responses, and a persistent, hollow ache behind her ribs.

It was on a Thursday, after a particularly dry Art History lecture on Neolithic pottery, that the weather turned glorious. The crisp early-fall air carried the scent of damp earth and cut grass. The quad, the historic heart of campus, was alive with activity. Students lounged on blankets, Frisbees arced through the sunlight, and the buzz of a hundred conversations blended into a single, energetic drone.

Heidi, her backpack slung over one shoulder, headed for the kiosk at the quad’s edge—‘Wrapped Up’—a campus staple. She ordered a chicken Caesar wrap, something portable. She could eat it back in her room while starting the reading for Sociology. Efficiency was key; a packed schedule left less room for the quiet moments where missing Steph became a physical pain.

Wrap in hand, she turned to cut across the quad’s diagonal path, her mind already on deadlines. That’s when she heard the sharp thwack of a football being caught and the easy laughter of a group of guys.

Her gaze drifted over. There were four of them, just off the main walkway, casually throwing a spiral back and forth. Her eyes landed, and stuck, on the blond one.

He was tall, with the kind of build that spoke of swimming or lacrosse rather than brute football strength. His hair was the color of wheat in late summer, tousled by the breeze and the activity. He wore a simple grey Veridian Vultures t-shirt and shorts, and as he threw a perfect, arcing pass to his friend, he laughed—a bright, easy sound that carried across the space between them.

Heidi’s steps slowed. She wasn’t staring, she told herself. She was just... pausing. Navigating the flow of pedestrian traffic.

He caught the ball again, tucking it under his arm as his friend said something. He was nodding, smiling, and then his head turned. Not a scan of the crowd, but a direct, seemingly instinctive turn toward her path. His eyes—she couldn’t tell their color from this distance, only that they were bright—met hers.

It wasn’t a leer, or a hungry stare. It was a simple, momentary connection. A half-beat of acknowledgment. A flicker of curiosity in his expression, as if he’d just noticed something interesting on his periphery.

A jolt, warm and entirely unwelcome, shot through Heidi’s chest. Her cheeks ignited. She quickly looked down at the brick path, her heart doing a strange, stuttering rhythm against her ribs. Don’t be stupid. He’s just looking around. He’s not looking at you.

But the feeling was undeniable. The feeling of being seen. Not as Steph’s girlfriend, or as the new girl from Orientation, but just as a girl walking across the quad on a sunny day. It was a shock to the system, electric and terrifying.

She forced her feet to move, increasing her pace, focusing intently on the wraparound paper of her lunch. She could feel the phantom weight of that glance between her shoulder blades. The quad’s noise seemed to fade for a second, replaced by the loud, thrumming beat of her own pulse in her ears.

By the time she reached the elm-shaded path leading to Hawthorne Hall, the logical part of her brain had re-engaged. It was nothing. A coincidence. You’re being dramatic.

Yet, as she pushed through the heavy front door of her dorm, a small, irrepressible smile touched her lips. It was a secret smile, born of flustered confusion and a spark of something she refused to name. She was blushing in an empty hallway, smiling at nothing, over a glance that meant less than nothing.

And for the first time since she’d arrived, the hollow ache behind her ribs was, just for a moment, completely forgotten.
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Chapter 3: The Pre
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“Are you almost ready?” Stacy called out from the bathroom.

“Just about!” Heidi replied, giving herself a final, critical once-over in the full-length mirror tacked to their dorm room door. The little black dress felt like a costume. A week ago, her nights were spent in Steph’s hoodies and sweatpants. Now, she was adjusting spaghetti straps and wondering if her ankles looked okay in these borrowed heels. Stacy, her roommate from Maine, had insisted.

Stacy emerged in a cloud of floral perfume and confidence, wearing a burgundy jumpsuit that looked effortlessly cool. She assessed Heidi with an approving nod. “Perfect. You look hot. Campus crush material.”

Heidi felt a flutter of guilt. “It’s just a pre-game,” she said, as if saying it aloud could neutralize the occasion.

“Exactly. A pre-game at Sigma Tau. Which means cute guys, some free, lousy punch, and a chance to actually experience college beyond the library,” Stacy said, handing Heidi a tube of lip gloss. “The ‘devoted girlfriend at a distance’ thing is sweet, Heidi. Truly. But it’s also Saturday night. You’re allowed to have eyes.”

Heidi applied the gloss, saying nothing. Stacy knew about Steph, of course. She’d been patient through the long video calls and seen Heidi’s face fall when a text notification wasn’t from him. But Stacy’s philosophy was one of gentle, persistent expansion. You can be in a relationship and still be a person here, she’d say.

The pre-game was in a sprawling off-campus apartment nicknamed “The Zoo,” belonging to some brothers of the Sigma Tau fraternity. The air was thick with bass, the clink of Solo cups, and the shriek of laughter over shouted conversations. Heidi stuck close to Stacy and their hallmate, Maya, feeling like an anthropologist observing a strange and loud ritual.

She accepted a cup of the fluorescent red punch, taking small, cautious sips. The sugar and alcohol burned a warm path down her throat, slowly unknotting the tension in her shoulders. She laughed at Maya’s story about their biology TA, her voice getting louder without her realizing it. This, she thought, this buzzing sense of being part of a pulsing crowd, was what she’d been missing.

And then she saw him.

He was across the crowded, dim living room, leaning against the frame of a doorway to the kitchen. The blond guy from the quad. Ilya. She’d heard his name whispered by a group of girls earlier. He wore a dark henley, sleeves pushed up to his elbows, and was smiling at something a friend was saying. The casual, athletic ease from the quad was still there, but it was sharpened here, made more potent by the low light and the charged atmosphere. Hot was too simple a word. He was... compelling. A focal point in the chaos.

Her gaze must have lingered a second too long. Maya followed it and nudged Stacy.

“Oh, I see,” Stacy said, a slow grin spreading across her face. “That’s the quad god?”

“What? No, I just...” Heidi stammered, her cheeks flushing.

“You just what? Happen to have laser vision pointed directly at him?” Maya teased. “It’s okay. Every freshman with a pulse has looked twice. He’s a sophomore. On the club rugby team, or so I hear. His name is Ilya, I think.”

“I wasn’t...” Heidi started again, but her protest died as Ilya’s eyes swept across the room. They paused on their little group. On her. There was that same flicker of recognition, but this time, it was followed by a slight, questioning lift of his chin—a silent hello.

Heidi’s heart performed a gymnastic routine behind her ribs.

“He just acknowledged you!” Stacy hissed, grabbing Heidi’s arm. “That’s your in. Go say hi!”

“I can’t just go over there,” Heidi whispered, panic mixing with a dizzying thrill.

“Yes, you can. It’s a party. People mingle.” Maya gave her a gentle push between the shoulder blades. “We’ll be right here. Go be a friendly human. It’s not a marriage proposal!”

Before Heidi could muster another objection, a Sigma Tau brother she’d met earlier, Dan, was weaving toward them with Ilya in tow. “Stacy! Maya! You made it,” Dan boomed. “This is my buddy, Ilya. Ilya, this is Stacy, Maya, and...”

Dan gestured to Heidi, who felt suddenly exposed under the full weight of Ilya’s attention. His eyes were a clear, cool blue, even in the gloom.

“Heidi,” she managed, her voice surprisingly steady.

“Heidi,” Ilya repeated. Her name in his mouth sounded new. He had a faint, unplaceable accent that softened the consonants. “Nice to officially meet you. I think I’ve seen you around. Hawthorne, right?”

He’d noticed where she lived. The simple observation felt intensely personal. “Yeah. Third floor.”

“Lucky. Best views of the quad.” He took a sip from his cup, his gaze never leaving hers. It wasn’t aggressive, just... present. Entirely focused. “You surviving your first few weeks?”

The conversation that followed was ordinary—classes, the shock of cafeteria food, the nightmare of campus laundry rooms—but it felt charged, as if they were discussing secrets. Heidi was hyper-aware of every laugh, every gesture. She found herself angling her body toward his, stepping slightly closer to hear him over the music. She caught Stacy and Maya exchanging a knowing look from a few feet away.

The plan for the night was fluid. Some were arguing for a house party on fraternity row. Others wanted to head downtown to a club called The Silo. Decisions were being deferred, more drinks were being poured. Heidi, floating in the bubble of Ilya’s attention, didn’t care what the next move was. For the first time since arriving at Veridian, she wasn’t thinking about the next text, the next call, the countdown to a visit.

She was simply, breathlessly, here.
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Chapter 4: Hit It Off
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The noise of the party receded into a dull roar, a distant soundtrack to the little pocket of space they occupied near the overloaded bookshelf. Heidi forgot about her borrowed heels, the slightly-too-sweet punch, even Stacy’s knowing glances. There was only Ilya’s easy smile and the surprising, effortless flow between them.

“Wait, you’re not an art major?” he asked, leaning a shoulder against the wall. “But you were coming from Fenton Hall. That’s all art and art history.”

Heidi shook her head, taking a sip from her cup to hide her pleasure that he’d not only seen her but remembered the context. “Sociology. The art history lecture is a core requirement. I spent an hour learning about the spiritual significance of pre-Columbian pottery. I could tell you more than you ever wanted to know about clay coils.”

Ilya laughed, a genuine, warm sound that cut through the bass. “Okay, no offense to ancient potters, but that sounds brutal. I’m dodging those courses for as long as I can. Computer science. It’s all logic gates and problem sets. My creativity is strictly digital.”

“So you’re the person who makes the apps I procrastinate with,” she teased.

“Guilty as charged. Or I will be, in like, three years and eighty thousand dollars in debt.” He grinned. “What does a sociology major do? Besides analyze the bizarre social experiment that is a Sigma Tau pre-game?”

“Hey, this is prime fieldwork,” she said, gesturing around them. “But honestly? I have no idea. Maybe social work? Maybe law? I just... like figuring out why people do the things they do. The invisible rules.”

His blue eyes held hers, intent. “Like why someone would choose to stand here talking about clay and code instead of playing a drinking game like beer pong?”

Her cheeks warmed again. “Exactly. Defies all logic.”

The conversation spun out from there, a rapid, playful volley. They discovered a shared, fierce loyalty to lousy horror movies (“The worse the special effects, the better”), a mutual disbelief that anyone actually enjoyed the dining hall’s “Mystery Meat Mondays,” and a childhood rooted in small towns—his in upstate New York, hers in Vermont.

“You’re kidding,” he said, running a hand through his blond hair. “You actually know how to split wood?”

“My dad believed in life skills,” Heidi said, shrugging. “I can stack a cord so tight a mouse couldn’t get through it. Bet you can’t say that.”

“I cannot,” he admitted, holding up his hands in surrender. “My version of a life skill was overclocking my gaming PC without setting the house on fire. But I’m impressed. Seriously. Next time there’s a snowpocalypse and the power goes out, I’m finding you.”

“I’ll put it on my resume: Guaranteed survival in tech-free scenarios.”

He laughed again, and she felt a spark of pure, uncomplicated joy. This was fun. This was easy. With Steph, conversations often felt like careful maintenance, reinforcing a shared history. With Ilya, it felt like exploration.

They were debating the best order of the Harry Potter movies (she was a purist, release-order; he championed a chaotic, mood-based rewatch) when Stacy materialized at Heidi’s elbow, Maya in tow.

“Okay, you two,” Stacy announced, though her tone was more excited than annoyed. “Consensus is reached. The herd is moving. Ubers are being ordered. It’s time for The Silo.”

Heidi blinked, the spell broken. The living room seemed to surge back into focus, louder and more crowded than she remembered. People were grabbing jackets, draining cups, herding towards the door.

Ilya pushed off the wall, a look of mild surprise on his own face, as if he too had forgotten where they were. His friend Dan clapped him on the back. “You coming, man? Car’s two minutes away.”

Ilya’s eyes flicked back to Heidi. “You guys headed there too?”

“That’s the plan,” Maya confirmed, already tapping on her phone.

A slow, promising smirk touched Ilya’s lips, his gaze locking with Heidi’s. “Good.”

The single word sent a fresh thrill through her. This wasn’t ending. It was just changing venues.

The group fragmented into the chaotic logistics of ride-sharing. “We’ve got five, so we need our own car,” Stacy said, pulling Heidi toward the apartment door. “Meet you there?”

“Definitely,” Ilya said, his voice carrying over the noise. He was being steered in the opposite direction by Dan. He held up his phone, giving Heidi a little nod. “Find you inside.”

Heidi let herself be swept into the hallway and down the stairs, the cool night air hitting her face. Was he implying he wants my number? Heidi couldn’t help but wonder. As they spilled onto the sidewalk under the streetlight, waiting for their Uber’s flashing lights, she looked across the street.

Another group was gathered there. Ilya stood among his friends, his hands in his pockets. He was already looking her way. Seeing her notice him, the smirk returned, a private, shared secret in the midst of the commotion. He gave a single, almost imperceptible shake of his head, as if to say, Can you believe this?

Then, a silver SUV pulled up to his curb. His friends piled in. With one last glance over his shoulder, he ducked into the car and was gone.

Heidi stood on the sidewalk, the ghost of that smirk etched in her mind, the electric buzz of their conversation still humming in her veins. The hollow ache was now a distant memory, replaced by a new, anticipatory pulse. The night was far from over.
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Chapter 5: Club
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The Silo was a chaos of sound and strobe light. The bass wasn’t just heard; it was felt in the teeth and the sternum, a physical presence that swallowed the group whole the moment they pushed through the thick doors. Heidi was momentarily deafened, blinking against the slash of blue and red lights cutting through the smoky dark.

“Drinks first! Survival protocol!” Stacy shouted directly into her ear, already pulling Maya toward the long, glowing bar that snaked along the far wall.

Heidi nodded, her eyes already scanning the undulating crowd. The agreement was automatic, her body moving with her friends toward the bar, but her mind was a single searchlight. Where is he?

She accepted a vodka soda from Stacy, taking a quick, bracing sip that did little to calm her racing nerves. The cold glass was a token in her hand, an excuse. “I’m just gonna... look around!” she yelled over the din, not waiting for a reply before she melted into the periphery of the dance floor.

It was a sea of shifting silhouettes. She moved along the edges, her gaze slicing through the darkness. And then she saw him, a head taller than many around him, that familiar wheat-gold hair catching a strobe flash near a cluster of high-top tables. He was laughing at something a friend was saying, a bottle of beer held loosely in one hand. He looked completely in his element, relaxed and magnetic.

Heidi’s feet carried her forward almost without her consent. She stopped a few feet away, unsure how to insert herself into the circle of his friends. She took another sip of her drink, the liquid courage thin but effective.

As if sensing her presence, Ilya’s head turned. His eyes found hers through the intermittent darkness, and his easy smile shifted into something more focused, more intentional. He said a final word to his friend, clapped him on the shoulder, and extricated himself, cutting a direct path to her.

“Found me,” he said, his voice a low vibration she felt more than heard as he leaned in. His scent cut through the club smells—clean soap and the night air.

“You’re hard to miss,” she replied, the noise giving her boldness a cover.

He grinned, taking a swig of his beer. “You want to get out of this traffic jam?” He gestured with his bottle toward the denser heart of the dance floor.

She nodded, letting him lead her by a gentle touch on her lower back. They found a pocket of space where the crowd was less a crush and more a rhythm. The music shifted to a pulsing, hypnotic beat. They started to move, an easy, tentative mirroring at first. He was a good dancer, all natural grace and contained energy, his eyes never leaving her face.

The space between them, charged since the apartment, began to evaporate. A song faded into another, slower, deeper. His hand settled more firmly on her waist, pulling her a fraction closer. Her free hand found his shoulder. The world narrowed to the points of contact: his hand on her back, the brush of his jeans against her legs, the intense blue of his gaze in the fleeting light.

They stopped pretending to dance. They were just swaying, locked in a silent conversation held in the millimeters between them. The noise, the friends, the distance, the promise ring on her finger—it all blurred into a distant hum.

He leaned down, his breath warm against her ear. “I’ve been wanting to do this all night.”

She didn’t answer. She just tilted her head back, an invitation she didn’t know she could make.

He didn’t hesitate.

His lips met hers, and the last thread of hesitation snapped. It wasn’t a tentative first kiss. It was hungry, confident, a direct current of pent-up attraction. The taste of beer and mint and him was intoxicating. Her drink was forgotten, lowered to her side as her hand slid from his shoulder into his hair. His arm wrapped fully around her, pulling her tight against him as the bass throbbed around them. The kiss deepened, a private, desperate world in the middle of the public storm.

They were oblivious to the elbows and the shifting crowd, to Stacy’s likely triumphant look from across the room, to the three hours and seventeen minutes that stretched like a continent behind her. There was only the heat of his mouth, the solid strength of his body, and the shocking, guilt-free rightness of it. The club, for them, had ceased to exist.
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Chapter 6: Kiss Me
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The kiss was a point of no return. It dissolved the last pretense of casual interest, the flimsy fiction that they were just two people having fun on a dance floor. What unfolded in the center of The Silo was a raw, mutual claiming.

They broke apart, breathless, only to come back together seconds later, drawn by a force that felt gravitational. His hands slid from her waist to the small of her back, anchoring her against him. Her fingers traced the strong line of his jaw, then tangled in the soft hair at the nape of his neck. The music was just a beat for their pulse points to follow, the crowd a vague, moving curtain granting them a fragile privacy.

When they finally surfaced for air, foreheads resting together, his voice was a ragged whisper against her lips. “You’re so hot.”

The words, simple and direct, sent a fresh wave of heat through her. It wasn’t a polished line; it was a pure, unfiltered reaction. “You are too,” she breathed back, the confession tumbling out before she could cloak it in something clever. It was the truth. He was all warm skin, focused intensity, and a magnetic pull that made everything else—morals, promises, consequences—seem like abstract concepts from a faded textbook.

They kissed again, deeper, slower, tasting and exploring with a building urgency. It was a conversation without words, all lips and tongues and the silent, shuddering sighs that spoke volumes. His thumb brushed the sensitive skin just beneath the strap of her dress, and she arched into the touch. Time in the club became elastic, measured only in the press of his body and the escalating heat between them.

It was he who pulled back this time, his breathing unsteady. His blue eyes were dark, pupils blown wide in the strobe-lit gloom. He searched her face, his expression a question.

“My roommates are out of town for the weekend,” he said, the words a low hum that vibrated through her. “I have an off-campus house. It’s a split with three guys, but it’s empty tonight.” He paused, his gaze holding hers with an intensity that made her heart slam against her ribs. “Do you want to get out of here? Uber back and see it?”

The question hung in the charged air between them. See it. The euphemism was as transparent as glass. This was the threshold, the clear, decisive line. Going with him wasn’t just leaving the club; it was choosing a path with an unmistakable destination.

Her heart pounded a frantic, warning rhythm. Every sensible part of her—the part that was still Steph’s girlfriend, the part that knew her friends were watching, the part that understood the weight of a “first everything”—screamed to hesitate, to make an excuse.

But that part was drowned out by the roaring need in her blood, by the memory of his touch, by the thrilling, terrifying freedom of being someone new in a new place. She wanted to follow this feeling, to see where this specific, electric thread would lead.

“Yes,” she said. The word was barely a sound, but it was definitive.

A slow, triumphant smile touched his kiss-swollen lips. He didn’t say anything else, just pulled out his phone, his movements efficient. While he ordered the Uber, Heidi’s courage briefly faltered. She looked across the club, spotting Stacy and Maya near the bar, watching them with wide, astonished eyes. Stacy raised her hands in a ‘What are you doing?’ gesture.

Heidi didn’t walk over. She couldn’t bear the interrogation, the concerned whispers, the reality check that would shatter the spell. She simply lifted a hand in a small, final wave—a gesture of goodbye and dismissal—and gave a slight shake of her head. Don’t ask. Then she turned her back on them, physically turning away from her old life’s tether.

The cool night air outside the club was a shock, sobering and sharp. Ilya’s hand found hers, lacing their fingers together as the headlights of their Uber approached. They slid into the back seat, the sudden quiet of the car a stark contrast to the club’s roar. The driver asked to confirm the address. Ilya gave it, his voice calm.

As the car pulled away from the curb, Heidi didn’t look back at the pulsating lights of The Silo. She looked ahead, into the dark, unfamiliar streets leading away from campus, her hand still warm in Ilya’s. They’d barely been at the club for an hour. The night, it seemed, was just beginning.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 7: It’s Happening
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The Uber ride was a silent, humming limbo. Ilya held her hand, his thumb tracing slow circles on her skin, a constant, quiet point of contact. Heidi stared out the window at the passing streetlights, their glow smearing across the glass. Her mind was a blank static, a deliberate void. She didn’t think about Steph, about the promise ring in her jewelry box back in Hawthorne Hall, about the finality of the wave she’d given her friends. She focused on the heat of Ilya’s palm, the solid reality of his thigh pressed against hers, and the thrilling, terrifying unknown of the next hour.

The house was a typical student rental on a dark, tree-lined street a few blocks from campus. A sagging porch, peeling paint, a collection of mismatched lawn chairs. Nothing exciting. “Home sweet home,” Ilya said, his voice laced with irony as he unlocked the front door.

The inside smelled of stale pizza, pine-scented cleaner, and boy. The living room was a testament to utilitarian neglect: a massive, stained sectional faced a huge TV, surrounded by video game consoles and a litter of empty cans. A mountain of shoes cluttered by the door. “Living room,” he announced with a vague wave. “Kitchen’s a biohazard. Bathroom’s... functional. My room’s upstairs.”

He led her up a narrow staircase, the steps creaking under their weight. Her heart was a frantic bird in her chest, its wings beating against her ribs. This was it. The point of decision was miles behind her, back in the club. Now, there was only forward motion.

His room was at the end of a short hall. It was surprisingly neat, or at least minimally furnished—a double bed with a navy comforter, a desk with a powerful-looking computer, a bookshelf stacked with textbooks and a few fantasy novels. A single framed poster of a mountain landscape was the only decoration. It was a room that spoke of temporary occupancy, a waystation.

“It’s not much,” he said, closing the door behind them with a soft, definitive click. The sound seemed to amplify the sudden, intimate silence.

“It’s fine,” she whispered. More than fine. It was a private universe, sealed off from everything else.

He turned to her. In the soft light from the desk lamp, the playful, smirking guy from the quad and the club was gone. In his place was someone focused, intense. The look in his eyes stripped away the last layers of pretense. He didn’t say a word. He simply crossed the small space, cupped her face in his hands, and brought his mouth down on hers.

This kiss was different. It wasn’t the exploratory hunger of the dance floor. It was deliberate. A guarantee. A beginning. A low moan escaped her throat as she kissed him back, her hands fisting in the soft fabric of his henley. He walked her backward gently until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the bed, and they tumbled onto the comforter in a tangle of limbs.

The fall broke the kiss, leaving them breathing heavily, face-to-face on the pillows. He hovered above her, propped on his elbows, his gaze traveling over her features like he was memorizing her. “You are so fucking beautiful, Heidi,” he murmured, the roughness in his voice making her shiver.

He kissed her again, deeper, his tongue sweeping into her mouth as his hands began to move. One slid down her side, tracing the curve of her waist, her hip, before sliding under the hem of her little black dress. His palm was warm and slightly rough against the sensitive skin of her thigh. She gasped into his mouth, arching into his touch.

Her own hands were desperate, pulling at his shirt. He got the message, breaking the kiss just long enough to yank the henley over his head and toss it aside. Her breath caught. He was all lean muscle and smooth skin, a dusting of blond hair across his chest. “Your turn,” he growled, his fingers finding the zipper at the side of her dress.

He slid it down slowly, the sound loud in the quiet room. He helped her shimmy out of it, leaving her in just her bra and panties. His eyes darkened, his appreciation a physical heat. “Jesus Christ,” he breathed, before lowering his head to kiss the swell of her breast above the lace cup.

She cried out, her fingers tunneling into his hair. His mouth was hot, his tongue tracing a searing path. His hands worked at the clasp of her bra, and then that too was gone. When he took a peaked nipple into his mouth, sucking deeply, she saw stars, a bolt of pure, indescribable pleasure shooting straight to her core. “Ilya... oh, God...”

He worshipped her breasts with his mouth and hands until she was writhing beneath him, mindless with need. Only then did his kisses trail lower, over the quivering plane of her stomach, his fingers hooking into the sides of her panties. He looked up at her, a question in his blue eyes, now clouded with desire.

“Yes,” she panted, lifting her hips to help him. “Please.”

He drew them down her legs and off, discarding them. He knelt between her thighs, his gaze drinking her in. She felt exposed, utterly vulnerable, and more turned on than she had ever been in her life. “Look at you,” he whispered, his voice thick. “So wet for me already.” He leaned down, not to enter her, but to taste her, his tongue finding her lower lips in one long, slow, devastating stroke.

Heidi screamed, her back bowing off the bed. It was too much, too intense, a sensation so alien and overwhelming it bordered on pain before cresting into mind-blowing pleasure. He worked her with his mouth, relentless and skilled, until she was clutching at the sheets, sobbing his name, again and again until it hit her. 

Her first orgasm ripped through her with almost violent, unexpected force.

As she trembled through the aftershocks, he moved up her body, kissing her stomach, her breasts, her throat, before reclaiming her mouth. She could taste herself on his lips, a primal, erotic shock.

“I need you,” she begged, her voice shattered. “Now. I need you inside me.”

He groaned, a sound of pure male need. He fumbled with his jeans, shoving them and his boxer briefs down just enough to free himself. He was hard, thick, and her body clenched in anticipation. He reached for a condom from his nightstand, sheathing himself with quick, practiced movements that made her heart stutter for a half-beat. How many times has he done this? The thought was there and gone, burned away by the press of his body returning to hers.

He settled between her legs, the head of his cock nudging against her slick entrance. He looked into her eyes, his forehead damp with sweat. “Tell me you want this,” he demanded, his voice guttural.

“I want it,” she gasped. “I want you. Fuck me, Ilya. Please.”

It was all the permission he needed. He pushed into her in one slow, inexorable thrust, filling her completely. There was a brief, sharp pinch of resistance—a physical memory of another boy, another time—before it gave way, and he was buried inside her. They both froze for a second, a stunned, shared stillness as their bodies adjusted to the shocking, intimate fusion.

Then he began to move.

It was hard, deep, and exactly what she’d craved. Missionary, face-to-face, soul-to-soul. He set a relentless, pounding rhythm, each thrust driving a choked moan from her lips. The bedframe knocked against the wall in a steady, frantic tempo.

“You feel... so... fucking... good,” he grunted, the words punctuating his strokes. “So tight around me. God, Heidi.”

She could only whimper, her legs locking around his hips, pulling him deeper. The coil of pleasure was already building again, tighter and more intense than before, amplified by his weight on her, the filthy, praising words in her ear, the sheer animal reality of it.

“That’s it,” he rasped, his pace becoming frantic, losing its rhythm. “Keep taking me!”

“Mmm, of course! Of course I will,” Heidi said, showing obedience.

The screams and moans and cries only grew louder and louder

“Fuck, that’s good!”

“Yeah! Harder!”

“Oh my fucking God!”

“Yeah baby! I need it!”

So many more phrases and moans were uttered, it was hard for them to keep track of who said what. And the pleasure was still only building, growing closer and closer to its crescendo.

Then, he said it.

“Cum for me. Cum on my cock. I want to feel you.”

His command shattered her. Her second orgasm detonated, a supernova that ripped a scream from her throat, her entire body convulsing around him in wave after wave of blinding release. The feel of her clamping down on him was his undoing. With a raw, broken shout of her name, he drove into her one last, shuddering time and stilled, his own release crashing over him.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of their ragged breathing and the faint, distant creak of the old house settling. He collapsed beside her, his arm thrown heavily across her waist, his face buried in her hair.

Heidi stared at the unfamiliar ceiling, the reality of what she had just done seeping into her bones, cold and clear. The static in her mind was gone. In its place was a single, reverberating truth.

It had happened.
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Chapter 8: Doing It
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Time pooled around them in the quiet aftermath, thick and syrupy. The only sounds were the slowing drumbeat of their hearts and the soft tick-tick of Ilya’s computer monitor going to sleep across the room. His arm was a heavy, possessive weight across her stomach, his breathing warm and even against her neck.

Heidi’s mind, so deliberately blank in the Uber and so gloriously empty during the act, was beginning to flicker back to life. Thoughts, like cold tendrils, tried to seep in—Steph, promise, cheating—but she submerged them, focusing on the physical: the ache between her thighs, the pleasant stickiness on her skin, the scent of sex and him that clung to the sheets. It was real. It had happened. And a part of her, a part that felt shocking and new, was already craving it again.

Ilya shifted, pressing a lazy kiss to her shoulder. “You okay?” His voice was a husky rumble.

“Yeah,” she said, surprised to find she meant it. She felt... sated. Powerful. “More than okay.”

He propped himself up on one elbow to look down at her. His hair was mussed, his lips slightly swollen from kissing. A slow, satisfied smile spread across his face. “You’re incredible.”

A blush warmed her chest, but it was mixed with pride. She felt incredible. Seen. Desired in a way that was purely physical and utterly intoxicating.

His gaze grew more intent, the blue of his eyes darkening once more. The air in the room, which had cooled, seemed to heat again by several degrees. His thumb brushed her lower lip. “You want to go again?”

No hesitation. No flutter of doubt. The confidence that surged through her was born directly from the success of the first time. He had made her feel amazing, had listened to her sounds, had been as lost in her as she was in him. Why wouldn’t she want that again?

“Yes,” she said, her voice clear and sure.

His smile turned wolfish. “Good.” He kissed her, hard and promising, before rolling out of bed. He disposed of the condom and fetched another from the nightstand. Watching him move, naked and unselfconscious in the dim light, sent a fresh thrill through her. He was all lean lines and restrained power.

He came back to the bed, but instead of joining her, he sat on the edge and ran a hand up her calf. “Turn over,” he said, his tone leaving no room for question, only a delicious command.

Her breath hitched. She understood. A new tremor of anticipation, sharper than before, sparked in her veins. She rolled onto her stomach, then pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. The comforter was soft beneath her palms. She felt exposed, presented, the cool air of the room a stark contrast to the heat flooding her core.

She heard the tear of the foil packet, the soft sounds of him sheathing himself again. Then his weight dipped the mattress behind her. His hands, large and warm, settled on her hips, his thumbs stroking the sensitive dip of her lower back.

“Grip the headboard,” he instructed, his voice a low vibration.

Heidi obeyed. She reached forward, her fingers curling around the cool, solid wood of the headboard. The position arched her back, deepening the curve of her spine. She felt utterly open to him.

He guided himself to her entrance, the blunt pressure making her whimper. With no preamble, he pushed inside, this time from behind. The angle was different, deeper, stretching her in a new and breathtaking way. A low, guttural moan was torn from her throat.

“Fuck, that’s it,” he groaned, his fingers tightening on her hips. He began to move, his strokes long and deep and punishingly perfect. Each thrust rocked her forward, her knuckles white on the headboard. The sound of their bodies meeting filled the room—skin on skin, a slick, rhythmic slap that was obscene and exhilarating.

“You take me so well,” he panted, his pace increasing. “So fucking deep like this. You feel that?”

All she could do was gasp and nod, a string of broken yes-es and pleas falling from her lips. The sensation was overwhelming, a relentless build of pressure and friction that coiled tighter with every drive of his hips. She was moaning uncontrollably, each sound punched out of her by his force. She was reduced to pure feeling—the grip of her hands, the slam of his body, the dizzying intensity of the penetration.

He leaned over her, his chest plastered to her sweat-slicked back, his mouth hot on her ear. “You sound so good,” he rasped, his own breath ragged. “So fucking sexy. Cum for me. Let go.”

His words, the heat of him surrounding her, the relentless, deep claiming of the act—it was too much. Her climax crashed into her without mercy, a tsunami of pleasure that made her cry out, a raw, shattered sound. Her body clamped around him, milking him violently, the waves seeming to go on and on, pulling him with her.

With a choked groan, he buried himself to the hilt and held there, his own release shuddering through him. They collapsed together onto the messy sheets, a tangle of spent limbs and ragged breath.

Heidi’s face was pressed into a pillow, her body humming, every nerve alight. The world slowly pieced itself back together—the sound of a car passing outside, the faint glow of the streetlight through the blinds.

Ilya stirred first, gently disentangling himself. He disappeared into the attached bathroom briefly, then returned to slide back into bed beside her. He pulled her against him, her back to his chest, and wrapped an arm around her.

No words were spoken. The silence now was comfortable, heavy with shared satisfaction.

Lying there in the dark, the reality she had held at bay finally settled over her, not with cold dread, but with a strange, weary clarity. She had crossed every line, not just once, but twice, with a hunger that shocked her. The girl who had left Hawthorne Hall that night was gone.

In her place was someone new. And this new person, nestled in the arms of a near-stranger, felt no regret. Only a deep, trembling exhaustion, and the knowledge that nothing would ever be the same.
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Chapter 9: The Talk
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The morning light was a pale, insistent blade cutting through a gap in the blinds. It fell across the bed, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air and the unfamiliar landscape of Ilya’s room. Heidi blinked, consciousness returning in a slow, warm tide. The weight of an arm was around her, a leg thrown over hers. The scent of him—clean skin, faded cologne, sex—was on the sheets and on her.

She stirred, and the arm tightened briefly before relaxing. “Morning,” his voice rumbled against her back, thick with sleep.

“Morning,” she whispered, turning within the circle of his arm to face him.

He looked younger with the sleep still showing in his face, the intensity of the night before softened. His blond hair was a chaotic mess against the pillow. Blue eyes, clear now and not clouded with desire, studied her with a quiet curiosity. A slow smile spread across his face, genuine and unguarded. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself.”

They lay in silence for a moment, the events of the previous night a tangible presence in the room. There was no awkwardness, only a shared, comfortable aftermath.

“So,” he said, his thumb stroking a gentle arc on her bare shoulder. “That was... a lot.”

Heidi felt a smile tug at her own lips. “It was. In the best way.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, his smile widening. “The best way. You’re...” He paused, searching for the word. “Incredible. I mean it.”

The praise, free of the night’s desperate heat, warmed her more deeply. “You’re not so bad yourself, mister.”

He laughed softly, the sound a pleasant vibration in his chest. They lapsed into another easy silence, the kind that felt earned.

Emboldened by the daylight and the simple intimacy of the moment, Heidi took a quiet breath. “Last night... it wasn’t just a one-time thing for me.” She met his gaze, holding it. “I mean, I know it just happened and it was fast, but... would you actually be interested in, I don’t know, taking me out sometime? Like, on a real date?”

Ilya’s expression grew serious, thoughtful. He didn’t look away or offer a casual, deflecting joke. He considered her, his fingers still tracing idle patterns on her skin. “I would,” he said, his voice firm. “For sure. I don’t just do... this.” He gestured vaguely at the tangled sheets. “Not like that. You’re different. You’re beautiful, and you’re... sharp. You feel real. And yeah, I’d really like to take you out.”

The words landed softly, a balm she hadn’t known she needed. He saw her. Not just a body in the dark, but someone he wanted to know. A future, however tentative, shimmered briefly into view.

A genuine smile broke across her face. “I’d like that.”

“Good,” he said, leaning in to press a soft, lingering kiss to her lips. It was a kiss of promise, of morning, of potential.

“For sure, let’s do that,” she said as they parted, her voice light with a hope that felt fragile and new. “Just tell me what day you’re free, and we’ll set up a time. I’ll make it work.”

He nodded, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “We will.”

Heidi snuggled back into the crook of his arm, letting the comfort of the moment wrap around her. The future felt bright, simple, full of possibility.

There’s just one thing I need to do first, she thought, the quiet, internal sentence casting a small, familiar shadow across the bright morning in her mind. She closed her eyes, pushing the thought down, choosing to savor the warmth a little while longer.
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Chapter 10: Turkey Dump
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The irony of the term wasn’t lost on her. A “turkey dump” was supposed to happen around Thanksgiving, when freshmen returned home and broke up with their high school sweethearts. It was a seasonal, almost ritualistic thing. And it was something Steph had previously expressed worry about. But this was different. This was a clean, surgical severance in late September, born not of holiday convenience, but of a single, seismic weekend.

It was Sunday evening. Heidi sat on her dorm bed, her back against the cold cinderblock wall, her laptop open. Steph’s face filled the screen, pixelated and familiar. He looked tired. They’d made small talk for five agonizing minutes—how were classes, how was the food, had he figured out the laundry system yet. The distance in his voice wasn’t just miles; it was a chasm they’d both been politely ignoring.

“You said we needed to talk,” he finally said, his tone guarded. “So, talk.”

Heidi’s palms were damp. She wiped them on her sweatpants. All the rehearsed speeches evaporated. She just started. “I met someone.”

The words hung in the digital space between them. Steph’s face didn’t crumple in shock or rage. It just... stilled. He nodded slowly, as if he’d been waiting for this, as if he’d heard the unspoken truth in her silence for weeks.

“I kind of figured,” he said, his voice flat. “The texts got shorter. You seemed... distracted.”

Guilt, sharp and acidic, rose in her throat. But beneath it was a defiant, selfish relief. She wasn’t carrying this alone.

“It’s not an excuse,” she said. “It just... happened. And it made me realize that maybe we were both just holding on to a memory. Not to each other, not anymore.”

Steph was quiet for a long moment. He looked down, then back at the camera, his eyes resigned. “I met someone, too.”

The confession shouldn’t have felt like a physical blow, but it did. It was a sucker punch of mutual betrayal. They had been drifting, and they’d both reached for a lifeboat without telling the other.

“I didn’t want to say anything,” he continued, his words tumbling out now. “I thought I could make it through the months in between, you know? Just power through. But she’s here, and you’re there, and... I don’t know if I can.”

Heidi listened, the last of her nerves dissolving into a strange, numb clarity. This wasn’t a tragedy. It was a mutual, messy, human failure. They had been each other’s first everything, and they had outgrown each other. The distance hadn’t necessarily broken them; it had simply revealed the cracks that were already there.

With his doubt hanging in the air, she made her choice. She wouldn’t fight for something neither of them had the heart to save. She would release him. She would release them both.

“I think it’s a sign,” she said, her voice stronger now. “That it’s time. For you. For me. For both of us.”

He didn’t argue. There were no tears, no dramatic pleas. There was just a heavy, exhausted acceptance. They talked for a few more minutes, in clipped, practical sentences about returning things, about telling their parents, about the strange, sad end of an era. They said goodbye, not with “I’ll always love you,” but with a quiet, final “Take care of yourself.”

The call ended. The screen went black, reflecting her own pale face back at her.

Heidi sat in the silence of her dorm room. A profound sadness settled over her, but it was clean, like the ache after a long cry. It was the sadness for the two kids they had been, for the innocent love that had felt like it would fuel a lifetime. That love was gone. She had killed part of it, maybe most of it, and he had killed the rest.

She picked up her phone from the comforter. Her thumb hovered, then swiped to a new text thread.

Heidi: Hey. I’m free. When do you wanna hang out?

She sent it before she could overthink it.

A minute later, her screen lit up.

Ilya: Thursday. 7 p.m. I’ll pick you up at Hawthorne.

A slow smile touched her lips, cutting through the residue of grief. It was a forward motion. A new choice.

She looked up from the phone, her gaze finding the window. The campus was bathed in the deep blue twilight of early fall. Somewhere out there, Steph was starting over. And so was she.

She felt a pang for what was lost, a respectful mourning for a chapter closed. But mostly, she felt light. The anchor chain had been cut. She was adrift, but she was sailing, and the horizon was hers.

She knew, with a certainty that steadied her, that even if things with Ilya didn’t work out, she had made the right move. She had chosen her own path, messy and flawed as it was. She had been honest, first with herself, and finally, with him.

And now, she couldn’t wait to see where this new path would lead.

––––––––
[image: ]


If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Goodreads or the platform you purchased this from! It really helps small artists and creators like me to better understand my readers. I sincerely appreciate your time reading this book, and humbly ask you for an honest review. Thank you <3

-Ms Naughtee
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