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Chapter 1: Off to University
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The late-August sun in Laurier, Ontario, was a golden, heavy thing, pooling through the west-facing window of Ingrid Erikson’s bedroom. It illuminated a constellation of dust motes dancing above the open maw of her suitcase, which lay like a promise across her lavender duvet. The room, in its state of semi-dismantling, was a cartography of her life thus far: empty spaces on the shelves where favourite novels had been, a pile of discarded secondary school memorabilia in the corner, and the careful, growing stacks of what she would take with her. In seventy-two hours, she would depart for Briarwood University, a liberal arts college she had chosen precisely for its distance—both geographic and philosophical—from the quiet, tree-lined streets of her hometown. It sat over five hundred kilometres northwest, in the rugged, lake-dotted terrain near the shore of Lake Huron, a place known for its vibrant fall colours and fierce, independent winters.

A low, steady thrill of autonomy pulsed within her, a counter-rhythm to the practical task of folding sweaters. Freedom. The word was no longer an abstract concept but a tangible itinerary: a key to a shared dorm room in the stone-and-glass Chamberlain Hall, a student ID card waiting to be printed, a curriculum of Introduction to Cultural Studies and Environmental Biology she had crafted herself. It was the profound privilege of constructing a new context, of being unknown and therefore, potentially, undiscovered.

Her family’s love was a warm, well-tended garden, but its borders were clearly, meticulously defined. Her father, Sven, expressed his care through a quiet, analytical vigilance—a raised eyebrow at a late return, a thoughtful question about the character of a friend she’d mentioned once. Her mother, Elin, was the voice of the boundaries: curfews that felt increasingly anachronistic, counsel on comportment that echoed another era, a palpable anxiety about the world’s sharp edges that often manifested as control. Their protection was a fortress Ingrid had never needed to storm, for she had been born within its walls. Now, adulthood wasn’t a sudden explosion, but a gradual, deliberate walking out the front gate.

As she placed a bundle of wool socks into a corner of the suitcase, her mind wandered into its familiar recesses of fantasy. They were not about academic accolades or social triumphs, though she hoped for those in a general way. They were more specific, more sensory. For the past few years, a recurring daydream had taken shape, less about a person and more about an experience. An encounter that symbolized a complete departure from every expectation that had ever been quietly laid upon her. It involved a meeting of minds and attractions that felt radically other from the polite, predictable scripts of her adolescence. It was about a connection that would feel both transgressive and deeply natural, a catalyst for a new understanding of herself. The fantasy was vague in detail but potent in feeling, a silhouette against the bright backdrop of her future. Would university, in its vast and curated diversity, provide the canvas for such a silhouette to gain form, colour, and breath? The possibility hung in the air of her new life, a question mark made of hope and nervous desire.

The fantasy was never about a specific person—she didn’t know any—but about an idea, one she’d carried since high school. She’d always found Black guys cute, drawn to a certain ease and style that felt different from the boys in Laurier. It was a quiet, persistent curiosity. She wasn’t looking for a grand romance, not necessarily. A part of her wondered if she would be satisfied just to try it once, to have the experience and see what it was like, to make the daydream real. Would she ever be brave enough? Would the chance even come? She wondered if, in the swirling crowds of Briarwood, that daydream might step silently out of her mind and into the fluorescent light of a lecture hall, or the dim warmth of a campus café.

“Ingrid!” Her mother’s voice, laced with a practised concern, ascended the staircase and slipped beneath her door, a thread still connecting her to this world. “You have your heavy parka, yes? The Almanac says the snow comes early in the Briarwood region!”

“It’s on the list, Mom,” Ingrid called back, her tone a masterful blend of assurance and distraction. She glanced at the puffy, knee-length coat, a bastion of parental foresight, still reigning in her closet. It would be the final item packed, a necessary concession to practicality before she closed the lid.

She returned to her task, the ritual of selection and placement feeling suddenly profound. Each chosen item—a favourite journal, a reliable water bottle, the too-expensive headphones she’d saved for—was a cornerstone in the foundation of her new identity. The initial, giddy wave of excitement had settled into a deep, resonant certainty. This was the tangible commencement. Her hand moved to a stack of t-shirts, bypassing the brighter colours for a series of deeper tones: charcoal, forest green, a rich burgundy. Colours that felt intentional, like a uniform for the person she was determined to become.

From the open window drifted the distant, somnolent sound of a neighbour’s lawnmower, the quintessential hum of a suburban afternoon. But within the walls of her preparing sanctuary, that sound was already being relegated to memory. The dominant noise was the soft rustle of fabric, the click of a suitcase clasp being tested, and the clear, unwavering sound of her own anticipation. A quiet, forward-moving rhythm, packing her past away, piece by careful piece, to make room for what was to come.
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Chapter 2: The Night Out
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The energy in the dorm room at Chamberlain Hall was a high, thin, electric buzz. It felt like the air before a thunderstorm, only sweeter, laced with the scent of citrus vodka, vanilla body spray, and hot hair tools. A month into the first semester, and the fragile, polite shell of new acquaintance had been thoroughly cracked open. Ingrid was still amazed by it; she had a roommate, and that roommate, Kiara Hagel, had become, in the accelerated timeline of university, a fast friend.

Kiara was from Vancouver, and she moved through the world with a practical confidence Ingrid admired. She could explain the campus shuttle system, debate post-colonial theory, and now, was expertly wielding a liquid eyeliner pen with the steady hand of a surgeon.

“Look up, but not like, all the way up,” Kiara instructed, her tongue pressed between her teeth in concentration. Ingrid obeyed, staring at the water-stained ceiling tile above her desk. “Okay, perfect. Don’t blink for three... two... one. Done.”

Ingrid swivelled to face the small mirror propped on her dresser. A sharp, elegant wing extended from her lash line, a detail that felt impossibly cool and grown-up. “It’s magic,” she breathed.

“It’s practice,” Kiara laughed, already turning to her own reflection to perfect the twin to the wing she’d just created.

They weren’t alone. Maddy from down the hall was perched on the edge of Kiara’s bed, painstakingly curling sections of her auburn hair, while Sarah, Maddy’s roommate, sat cross-legged on the floor applying a second coat of a deep plum polish to her toes, her sandals waiting by the door. The small room, usually just Ingrid and Kiara’s domain, felt gloriously, chaotically full.

The soundtrack was a collaborative playlist pulsing from a portable speaker—something upbeat with a deep bassline. A half-empty bottle of raspberry-flavoured vodka and a two-litre of lemon-lime soda sat on the desk beside a bowl of pretzels, the centrepiece of their “pre-game.” Ingrid took a small sip from her plastic cup. The sweetness masked the burn, but the warmth that spread through her chest was unmistakable. This ritual, the communal preparation, was as thrilling as the night out promised to be.

“Okay, manifesto for the night,” Maddy announced, clicking her curling iron shut. “No talking to anyone from our Sociology 101 tutorial. It’s a fresh crowd kind of night.”

“And no losing each other,” Sarah added, blowing on her toenails. “Uber fares are a shared trauma. We leave together.”

“What about the venue?” Ingrid asked, swirling the pink liquid in her cup. “What’s it called again?”

“The Gilded Cage,” Kiara said, smiling as she applied a shimmering highlighter to her cheekbones. “Leo from my poli-sci group said the DJ is legit. More house, less top-forty. And they have these ridiculous, over-the-top birdcage booths near the back.”

“Sounds pretentious,” Maddy said, but she was grinning.

“Sounds expensive,” Sarah countered.

“Sounds like an experience,” Ingrid finished, and they all laughed. That was the unspoken thesis of this entire semester: collect experiences. It was the currency they were all here to earn.

Ingrid studied her own reflection in the mirror, taking in the whole picture. The eyeliner, the borrowed silver hoops from Kiara, the black top that felt a bit daring, a bit more her than anything she’d owned in Laurier. The girl looking back was familiar, but amplified. There was a nervous flutter in her stomach, but it was the good kind. The kind that came from standing at the edge of something, not knowing what was next.

An hour blurred in a haze of final adjustments, outfit approvals, and a last, decisive round of pre-drinks. Coats were shrugged on over their clubwear, small purses were checked for IDs and lip gloss. The energy in the room had shifted from anticipatory preparation to focused readiness.

“Ubers are two minutes away!” Kiara announced, her phone screen casting a blue glow on her face in the now-dimmed room lights.

A sudden, collective silence fell, the music momentarily forgotten. They looked at each other—Ingrid, Kiara, Maddy, Sarah—a tableau of excitement and nerves. They were a unit, a small, bright ship about to set sail into the night.

“Okay,” Ingrid said, breaking the silence with a smile she felt deep in her bones. “Let’s go.”

The door swung open, releasing the bottled-up energy into the quiet hallway. The click of their heels on the linoleum, the muffled laughter, the final zipping of jackets: it was a symphony of departure. They spilled out of the residence doors into the cool, autumn night air, where the twin beams of waiting Uber headlights cut through the darkness, idling patiently by the curb like chariots.
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Chapter 3: The Line


[image: ]


The Uber dropped them two blocks from The Gilded Cage, a precaution against the inevitable gridlock. They could hear the bass before they saw the building, a deep, rhythmic throb that seemed to vibrate up through the sidewalk. Turning the corner, the scene snapped into view: a slick, industrial façade lit by pulsing violet neon, and snaking down the street, a dense, restless line of people.

“No way,” Maddy groaned, her shoulders slumping. “That’s like, a hundred people.”

“It’s a queue of optimism,” Kiara observed, her practical tone not quite masking her disappointment. “Everyone thinks they’ll be the exception.”

The reputation was true. This was the line people complained about on social media, the one where hopeful party-goers stood for hours, only to be turned away at the velvet rope at 1 AM. A quick, collective assessment flashed between them. The line was fairly long, but it was moving in tiny, shuffling increments. It was still a reasonable time to line up. Not like those who would come a half hour or so later. They’d likely be too late.

“Okay, we’re here. We’re committed,” Ingrid said, the cool night air sharpening her resolve. “We knew this was a possibility.”

They took their place at the end, the concrete cold even through the soles of their shoes. The initial adrenaline of arrival began to ebb, replaced by a creeping boredom and a chill that the thin fabric of their clubwear did little to deflect. They huddled a little closer, making small talk about classes, dissecting the outfits of people ahead of them, their breath making small clouds in the air.

Just a few minutes later, a new wave of energy rolled up behind them—a deep laugh, the scent of cedar and citrus cologne cutting through the night. A group of four guys slid into place, their easy banter filling the space. They were tall, all of them, dressed in the uniform of casual cool: dark jeans, quality sneakers, well-fitted jackets.

Ingrid felt a premonitory prickle on the back of her neck. She glanced sideways, just as Kiara turned to say something to Maddy. Her gaze swept past them. They were Black, and—her stomach did a small, familiar flip—objectively attractive. One with locks tied back, another in a crisp bomber jacket, all of them emanating a relaxed confidence that felt light-years away from the anxious first-years in the line.

The group’s conversation was its own entity, but slowly, the two clusters began to orbit each other. A comment about the absurd wait time, a shared laugh at the bouncer’s stoic expression. Names were exchanged. The guys were from the city, a mix of university and college. The one with the kind eyes and the easy smile was named Patrice.

“So, you’re all first-years at Briarwood?” Patrice asked, his attention, Ingrid realized with another jolt, settling specifically on her.

“Is it that obvious?” she replied, trying to sound wry and not utterly transparent.

“The mix of determination and sheer terror gives it away,” he said, his smile widening. “Also, the ‘Briarwood Orientation’ lanyard peeking out of your purse.”

Ingrid looked down, mortified, and shoved the offending lanyard deeper into her bag. The other girls laughed, and the guys joined in, the ice thoroughly broken.

As the line inched forward, the conversation splintered into smaller groups. Kiara debated music with the guy in the bomber jacket, while Maddy and Sarah talked to the others. Patrice shifted subtly closer to Ingrid, their conversation becoming a private current in the noisy river of the queue.

“So, Ingrid from Briarwood,” he said. “What’s the mission for tonight? Research for a cultural studies paper?”

“Something like that,” she said, finding her footing now, the initial nerves burning off under the warmth of his attention. “First-hand experience of the infamous Gilded Cage queue. The topic practically writes itself.”

“A dedicated scholar. I respect it. But the best research happens inside, you know. Past the velvet rope.”

“Is that your professional opinion?”

“I’m more of a practicing subject than a theoretician,” he said, and the playful challenge in his eyes sent a direct line of heat to her core. This was it. The flirting was real, not hypothetical. It was happening to her, here on a cold sidewalk, and he was exactly the catalyst her daydreams had always been too vague to conjure. He was sharp, funny, and his gaze made her feel seen in a way that was thrilling, not scrutinizing.

They talked about nothing in particular: the terrible playlist someone ahead was blasting, the overpriced cover charge, the merits of different pizza places after last call. Yet every word felt charged. He’d lean in to hear her over the noise, and she’d catch the scent of his cologne. She’d make a joke, and his laugh felt like a reward.

Just as the flirtation reached a warm, humming peak, they arrived at the front. The massive bouncer, a monument in a black suit, was waving groups forward to the ID check.

“This is us,” Kiara said, grabbing Ingrid’s arm, her expression both excited and apologetic.

The sudden severing felt physical. Ingrid turned back to Patrice, the noise of the club’s interior now a roaring invitation behind her.

“Scholar’s gotta go get her primary sources verified,” Patrice said, nodding toward the bouncer. That easy smile was still there, but his eyes held a spark of genuine interest. “Do good research in there.”

“Maybe I’ll see you,” she said, the line feeling both impossibly cheesy and perfectly true.

“Maybe you will,” he said. The guy with the locks clapped him on the shoulder, pulling him back as the girls moved toward the podium.

“See you later!” one of the other guys called after them.

Then they were past the rope, swallowed by the dim, thunderous interior of the club, the cold and the wait and the electric conversation on the sidewalk sealed away behind them like a secret. The night, suddenly, was wide open.
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Chapter 4: In The Club
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The interior of The Gilded Cage was a sensory assault of the most exquisite kind. The bass was a physical presence, a pulse in the floor that travelled up through their spines. Violet and gold light cut through a haze of artificial fog, glancing off the polished metal of the actual, oversized birdcage booths and the countless shimmering glasses held aloft. For a moment, the four of them just stood there, a tight knot on the edge of the dance floor, absorbing the glorious chaos.

“We made it!” Sarah shouted over the music, her eyes wide with triumph.

The shared ordeal of the line forged an even tighter bond. They claimed a small high-top table near a wall, a home base, and embarked on the next vital mission: drinks. The first round was a celebration—sweet, colourful, and cold. The vodka-cranberries tasted like victory.

With the liquid warmth spreading through her and the music thrumming in her blood, Ingrid felt herself unlocking. The careful, observant girl from Laurier was still there, but she was receding, making room for someone louder, freer. They laughed about nothing, leaning in close to hear each other, their words swallowed by the beat only to be answered with wide, understanding smiles and clinked glasses.

It was during a lull in their conversation, as Kiara was gesturing towards a spectacularly bad dance move on the floor, that Ingrid saw them. Cutting through the crowd towards the long, glowing bar were the four guys from the line. Patrice was in the lead, his head tilted back in laughter at something his friend said. Seeing him here, in the Strobe-lit flesh, sent a fresh jolt through her system. The sidewalk flirtation hadn’t been a mirage.

A boldness, fuelled by the music and the alcohol and the sheer anonymity of the crowd, surged in her chest. This was the whole point, wasn’t it? To not just let things happen, but to make them happen.

“I’m going for a refill,” she announced, mostly to Kiara, holding up her empty glass.

Kiara followed her gaze, spotted the guys, and a knowing, supportive grin spread across her face. “Get a lime for me!” she said, winking.

Navigating the crowd to the bar was a tactile journey of brushed shoulders and murmured ‘sorry’s. She arrived just as Patrice was receiving two bottles of beer from the bartender. He turned, and his eyes—warm, intelligent—found hers immediately, as if he’d sensed her approach.

“The scholar emerges from the field,” he said, his voice a low rumble that she felt more than heard. He leaned against the bar, effectively creating a pocket of space for her.

“Gotta document the findings,” she replied, signalling the bartender. “The control group was getting thirsty.”

He laughed, a genuine, hearty sound that cut through the surrounding noise. “So, initial thesis? Does the interior live up to the hype?”

She accepted her drink, a fresh vodka-cranberry, and turned to face him fully. The coloured lights played across his features. “The birdcages are aggressively decorative. The bassline is medically significant. The clientele...” she let her gaze sweep over him, “...is a mixed sample.”

“A mixed sample,” he repeated, delighted. “You’re killing me. I’m just a data point?”

“A compelling one,” she said, taking a sip, the sweet-tart taste bright on her tongue. “Outlier potential.”

The flirtation resumed exactly where it had left off, but the context had changed. The cold, public sidewalk was replaced by the club’s intimate, crowded heat. They were closer now, the press of bodies around them a convenient excuse to lean into each other’s space. They abandoned the academic pretense, talking about real things—the suffocating nature of hometowns, the surreal freedom of first year, the specific weirdness of communal showers in residence.

He was a second-year at the city’s central college, studying graphic design. He was sharp, quick to laugh, and he listened to her answers with a focus that made her feel fascinating. Every brush of his sleeve against her arm, every time he leaned down so she could hear him, sent a spark along her nerves.

Across the room, she could see her friends watching intermittently, their smiles clear. She was in her own world, a world of pounding music and his undivided attention. The fantasy wasn’t a vague silhouette anymore; it had a face, a voice, a laugh that made her own come easily.

As a new song swelled, a deeper, more insistent rhythm that seemed to command movement, Patrice set his bottle down on the bar. He looked at her, his playful expression softening into something more direct, more intentional.

“So,” he said, his voice dropping. The single word felt like a threshold. “Data-point Ingrid. Would you care to dance?”

The question hung in the air between them, simple and immense. The noise of the club seemed to fade for a heartbeat. This was the next step, the translation of words into something wordless. She met his gaze, the nervous flutter in her stomach entirely eclipsed by a wave of pure, exhilarating desire.

She smiled.

“I would,” Ingrid said. “That sounds fun.”
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Chapter 5: Dancing
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The space between the high-top table and the dance floor vanished in a few steps, guided by the gentle pressure of Patrice’s hand on the small of her back. Then they were in it, swallowed by the moving crowd, the centre of the storm.

At first, they danced facing each other, a comfortable space between them bridged by the music and their locked gazes. It wasn't the performative, frantic dancing of others around them; it was a conversation in rhythm. He moved with an easy, natural grace, and Ingrid found herself mirroring him, her body loosening, responding to the beat and to his unspoken cues. The "academic" pretense melted away entirely, replaced by something warm and buzzing and real.

The flirtation continued, but now it was wordless, conducted through smiles and shared looks when the song changed. Then, as a slower, deeper track blended into the set, his hands found her hips. The touch was confident but not presumptuous, a question more than a statement. Her breath hitched. It was the first point of deliberate, sustained contact, and the sensation of his hands through the thin fabric of her top sent a current of pure electricity straight through her. She didn't pull away; she moved closer, letting her own hands rest lightly on his shoulders, closing the circuit.

They stayed like that for a song, then another, talking in bursts between the crescendos.

“So, graphic design,” she said, leaning in so her lips nearly brushed his ear. “Do you critique all the bad club logos?”

“Only silently,” he laughed, his breath warm against her temple. “It’s a professional hazard. But this one’s not terrible. The birdcage is a bit on the nose, though.”

“Aggressively decorative,” she reminded him, and he grinned.

It was then that a familiar, laughing trio swirled into their periphery. Kiara, Maddy, and Sarah formed a dancing semicircle around them, all exaggerated smiles and wiggling eyebrows.

“Well, well,” Kiara shouted over the music, her eyes sparkling with mock accusation. “Look who we finally found!”

Maddy nodded toward Ingrid’s empty hands. “We see you got your refill! Very efficient.”

Then Kiara pouted, placing a hand on her hip in dramatic betrayal. “But hello? Where’s my lime? I’m parched over here!”

Heat flooded Ingrid’s cheeks. She had completely, utterly forgotten. “Oops! Sorry about that!” she yelled back, the blush feeling like a beacon on her face.

Patrice looked from Kiara’s theatrical pout to Ingrid’s mortified expression and threw his head back with a laugh. “Guess she got a little distracted,” he called to Kiara. “Her research required her full attention.”

“I bet it did!” Sarah laughed, and they all shared a look that was equal parts teasing and genuinely happy for her.

The girls danced around them for another minute, a protective, joyous orbit, before Maddy gestured toward a group of guys near the DJ booth. “We’re going to go... broaden our sample size!” she announced.

With a final wink from Kiara, they melted back into the crowd, leaving Ingrid and Patrice in a renewed, more intimate bubble. The teasing had broken a final, invisible barrier. They were a known entity now, a pair observed and approved of by her friends.

The music shifted again, becoming a seamless, hypnotic flow. They danced closer, the space between them disappearing. His hands on her hips, her arms linked around his neck. The world narrowed to the pulse of the bass, the strobe of lights across his face, the solid warmth of him against her.

When her friends were fully out of sight, absorbed in their own adventures, Patrice’s playful expression softened. The intellectual sparring fell away, leaving something raw and undeniable in his eyes. He slowed their movement, his gaze dropping to her lips, then back to her eyes, a silent question.

Ingrid’s heart hammered against her ribs. This was the threshold. The fantasy, the curiosity, the entire dizzying chain of events since the sidewalk—it all telescoped down to this moment.

He leaned in, and the noise of the club faded into a distant roar. He placed a single, soft, deliberate kiss on her lips.

It was tentative but assured, a promise and a question all at once. For a split second, Ingrid’s mind went perfectly, beautifully blank. Then instinct, desire, and a month of quiet dreaming took over.

She kissed him back.

Her lips moved against his, answering the question with a firm, sure yes. The kiss deepened, no longer a question but a discovery. The taste of his beer, the scent of his cologne, the feel of his hands pulling her just a fraction closer—it was all new, and overwhelming, and exactly what she hadn’t known she was waiting for. The club, the people, the music, all dissolved into a blur of sensation focused solely on the point where their mouths met.

When they finally broke apart, just enough to breathe, the chaotic world rushed back in, now forever altered. He rested his forehead against hers, his eyes searching hers, a smile playing on his kissed lips.

She was breathless, her own smile unstoppable. Her scholarly banter had proven useful, after all.
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Chapter 6: Making Out
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The first kiss was a door swinging open. The second was them stepping through, together.

What followed wasn't gentle. It was an electric, hungry thing, fuelled by the pounding music and the permission they’d just granted each other. The careful distance of the dance floor evaporated. His hands slid from her hips to the curve of her lower back, pressing her firmly against him. She tangled her fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him closer, meeting the heat of his mouth with her own.

The world became a dark, pulsing room defined only by sensation. The taste of him, sharp and malty from the beer, mixed with the sweet residue of her own drink. The hard planes of his chest against hers. The rough denim of his jeans brushing her thighs as they moved. Every stroke of his tongue, every nip of his teeth on her lower lip, sent a jolt straight to her core, melting away any lingering thought, any shred of self-consciousness. This was all that existed: the heat, the rhythm, the dizzying, delicious friction of their bodies.

They kissed until they were breathless, breaking apart only to gasp for air before coming back together, as if pulled by a magnet. His lips trailed from her mouth to the sensitive spot just below her ear, and a low, involuntary sound escaped her throat, swallowed by the music. She arched against him, her back meeting the solid brace of his arm. The academic banter, the playful teasing—it was all kindling for this fire. This was the raw, uncensored reality of the fantasy, and it was a thousand times more potent.

His hands roamed, learning the geography of her through her clothes—the dip of her waist, the slope of her spine—each touch deliberate and setting her skin ablaze. She was just as eager, her palms sliding over the strong muscles of his shoulders, feeling the shift and flex as he held her. The club’s air, thick with sweat and perfume, became their own private atmosphere. They were the centre of a private, frantic universe, orbiting only each other.

Time lost all meaning. It could have been two songs or ten. Finally, they slowed, their feverish kisses softening into something deeper, more languid, a mutual savouring. They rested their foreheads together again, both breathing heavily, their bodies still fused from chest to hip. His eyes were dark, pupils blown wide, reflecting the fractured light and a hunger that mirrored her own.

He brushed a stray strand of hair from her damp cheek, his thumb tracing her jawline. A slow, confident smirk tugged at his kiss-swollen lips.

“So...” he began, his voice a husky vibration she felt in her own chest. He leaned in, his lips grazing her ear as the beat dropped around them. “Wanna come back to my place?”

The question landed like a physical shock, cutting through the sensual haze. Her heart, already racing, stuttered and then hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. Back to his place. The implication was a cliff’s edge, sudden and vast. This wasn't just a kiss in a public club; this was a deliberate turn onto a darker, private road. Every warning from her mother, every story of caution, flashed uselessly through her mind.

But beneath the fear, a stronger current surged: a thrilling, reckless yes. This was the uncharted territory she’d craved. This was the experience.

She looked up at him, at the hopeful, heated challenge in his eyes, and the word was out of her mouth before her nerves could veto it.

“Yeah,” she said, her voice surprisingly steady. A breathless, disbelieving laugh followed. “Sure.”

His smirk bloomed into a full, triumphant smile. He brought her hand to his lips and pressed a quick kiss to her knuckles, a gesture that felt both gallant and deeply possessive. “C’mon then.”

He kept her hand firmly in his as they turned, the spell of their isolated bubble breaking as they navigated back through the swirling crowd. They were moving now with a new purpose, weaving toward the general area where they’d last seen their friends. The exit, and the night beyond it, lay in that direction. But they hadn't left yet; this was just the beginning of the journey from the dance floor, their intertwined fingers a tangible pact for what was to come.
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Chapter 7: Farewell
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Leaving the dance floor felt like stepping out of a warm sea onto cool sand. The music receded to a dull throb behind them as they wove through the dwindling crowd, hand in hand, toward the glow of their friends' table.

Her friends spotted them first. Their expressions shifted from tipsy merriment to a collective, sobering alertness. Kiara’s eyes went straight to their joined hands, then to Ingrid’s face, searching.

“We’re heading out,” Ingrid said, the simple statement sounding monumental in her own ears.

“With him?” Maddy asked, her voice low, cutting through the residual buzz of the club. It wasn’t judgmental, but deeply protective.

“Yes.” Ingrid squeezed Patrice’s hand, a gesture of assurance for herself as much as for them.

Kiara stepped closer, putting a hand on Ingrid’s forearm. Her voice dropped to a whisper meant for Ingrid alone. “You good? You’re sure? You have your phone? You can bail anytime, text us, we’ll come.”

The flood of concern was a lifeline thrown from the shore of her old life. Ingrid met her roommate’s worried gaze and nodded, feeling a surge of certainty. “I’m good. I’m sure. I promise.”

Kiara studied her for another second, then her face softened into a resigned, supportive smile. She gave Ingrid’s arm a quick rub. “Okay. Be smart. Have fun.”

Sarah gave a thumbs-up, and Maddy offered a small, cautious wave. With their silent blessing, Ingrid turned back to Patrice, who had been giving her space for the whispered exchange.

His friends were less ceremonial. A nod, a couple of knowing smirks. “Get outta here, man,” one said, clapping Patrice on the shoulder. “See ya.”

And then they were outside, the night air hitting them like a cold, clarifying splash. Patrice ordered an Uber on his phone, his thumb brushing over her knuckles as they waited. The ride was a quiet, charged space. They sat in the back, fingers interlaced, not speaking much. The city lights streaked past the windows, painting his profile in flashes of white and gold. Ingrid watched him, this near-stranger she was following home, and felt not fear, but a thrilling, expansive calm.

—
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HIS PLACE WAS A FIRST-floor apartment in a modest, square brick building a fifteen-minute drive from the club. He fumbled with his keys, a quiet, endearing moment of normalcy, before pushing the door open into a dark, still living room.

“Roommates are out for the night,” he said, his voice echoing slightly in the quiet. He flicked on a soft lamp.

It was a typical student space, but tidy. A worn but clean sectional faced a large TV on a stand cluttered with game consoles. Textbooks and graphic design portfolios were stacked neatly on a cheap desk in the corner. The air smelled faintly of lemon cleaner and fresh laundry. It was disarmingly normal, a stark and comforting contrast to the chaotic fantasy of the club.

He led her past the living room, down a short hallway to his bedroom. It was simple: a double bed with a solid white comforter, a dresser, a few band posters on the walls. He turned to her, the door clicking softly shut behind them, sealing them in this new, private world.

The club’s confidence met the apartment’s intimacy, and for a moment, they just looked at each other. The journey was over. They had arrived.

He reached for her, one hand cradling her jaw, his thumb stroking her cheek. “Hi,” he whispered, the single word laden with all the unsaid things.

“Hi,” she breathed back.

He kissed her then, slowly, deeply, without the frantic hunger of the dance floor. This kiss was an exploration, a tasting, a deliberate unwinding. It melted the last of her nerves. Her purse slid from her shoulder to the floor with a soft thud.

As the kiss deepened, his hands sliding to her waist, a wave of pure, giddy delight surged through her. It broke the intensity, pulling a soft, breathless laugh from her lips against his. She leaned back just enough to look at him, her happiness bubbling over. Without thinking, driven by a sudden, playful impulse, she rose onto the toes of one foot, lifting the other knee slightly, curling into him like a flamingo finding its balance on a single, sure leg.

It was a gesture of pure, unselfconscious joy. A silent, physical yes.

His smile against her mouth was the last thing she felt before he kissed her again, his arms tightening around her, holding her steady as the world tilted.
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Chapter 8: This Is It
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The kiss, with her balanced on one leg, dissolved into a series of softer, seeking kisses. Patrice’s hands, steady on her waist, guided her gently back until her lifted foot found the floor again. The playful moment passed, replaced by a heavier, more focused intimacy.

He broke the kiss, resting his forehead against hers, his breath warm. “You okay?” he murmured, his thumbs tracing small circles on her hips.

Ingrid nodded, the motion slight. “Yeah.” Her voice was a whisper. The theoretical was now a physical reality in this quiet room, and a flutter of nerves tightened her stomach. “Just... a little...”

“I know,” he said, understanding perfectly. He kissed her again, slowly, giving her time to settle into the new reality. His hands moved from her waist, roaming up her back, finding the zipper of her dress. He paused, his lips still on hers, a silent question.

She answered by arching her back slightly, an invitation. The sound of the zipper parting was loud in the quiet room. He eased the thin straps from her shoulders, and the dress pooled at her feet with a soft whisper. She stood before him in her matching bra and underwear, the air cool on her skin, her heart pounding.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, the words simple and devoid of artifice. He let his gaze travel over her, not with predatory hunger, but with appreciative wonder.

Emboldened, she reached for the hem of his shirt. He raised his arms, allowing her to pull it over his head. His chest was lean and defined, and she let her palms flatten against the warm skin, feeling the strong beat of his heart. He shivered under her touch.

They moved to the bed, a mutual, unspoken decision. He sat on the edge, pulling her to stand between his knees. He kissed her stomach, his hands working at the clasp of her bra. It fell away. His mouth found one breast, then the other, his tongue and teeth eliciting sharp, gasping breaths from her. The nerves began to transmute into pure sensation, a building heat that pushed anxiety to the edges.

He laid her back on the white comforter, following her down, his body covering hers. The weight of him was an anchor, solid and good. They kissed deeply as his fingers hooked into the sides of her underwear, sliding them down her legs. He broke away only to shed his own jeans and briefs, and then he was back, skin to skin, the full, shocking warmth of him settling against her.

Ingrid gasped, her hands skimming over the muscles of his back. The evidence of his desire pressed firmly against her thigh, a thrilling and daunting promise. He seemed to sense the last flicker of her hesitation.

“Hang on,” he whispered against her neck. He leaned over, opening the drawer of his nightstand. The rustle of foil was a brief, clinical sound. He sheathed himself with quick, practiced motions, his eyes never leaving hers. When he returned to her, he was gentle, nudging her thighs apart with his knee, settling between them.

He kissed her, deeply, as he positioned himself. “Okay?” he breathed into her mouth.

“Okay,” she breathed back, her arms tightening around his neck.

He entered her slowly, a gradual, insistent pressure that made her cry out, a short, sharp sound he swallowed with his kiss. There was a moment of tight, burning adjustment, and he held perfectly still, letting her body acclimatize to his, his own trembling with the effort of his control.

“Patrice,” she whispered, her voice strained.

“I’ve got you,” he murmured, his lips at her temple. “Just breathe.”

She did, and as she exhaled, the tension eased, replaced by a feeling of incredible, stretching fullness. He began to move, a slow, rocking rhythm that was more about connection than frenzy. Ingrid’s hips rose to meet his, finding a counter-rhythm. The initial sting faded completely, burned away by the building friction, the delicious drag of him inside her.

He propped himself up on his forearms, looking down at her, watching her face as he moved. “Feel good?” he asked, his voice thick.

“Yes,” she gasped. “You feel... it’s so much.”

He smiled, a dark, pleased smile, and lowered his head to capture her nipple in his mouth, sucking gently as he thrust, the dual sensation making her arch off the bed. The world narrowed to the points of contact: his mouth on her breast, his hands gripping her hips, the deep, steady stroke of him within her.

She was loud, louder than she’d imagined she could be, her moans and breathy cries filling the room. Each sound seemed to spur him on. His own control began to fray, his thrusts growing deeper, more urgent. He shifted his angle slightly, and on the next drive, he hit a spot that made her see white behind her eyelids.

“Oh, god, there,” she sobbed, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

“Yeah?” he grunted, focusing on that angle, pounding into it with relentless precision. “You like that?”

All she could do was nod frantically, her head thrashing on the pillow. A coil was tightening deep in her belly, an unbearable, beautiful tension. She was climbing, everything in her straining towards a peak she could sense just beyond her reach. Her legs wrapped around his waist, locking him to her, pulling him deeper with every thrust.

“I’m close,” she warned, the words a shattered plea.

“Come on,” he urged, his own breath coming in ragged gasps. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

His command, the rough need in his voice, was the final trigger. The coil snapped. Pleasure detonated through her in a rushing, tidal wave, pulling a raw, endless cry from her throat. Her body clamped around him, milking him, the contractions wracking her from core to fingertips.

Feeling her climax, his rhythm shattered. With a guttural groan, he drove into her one final, deep time, his body locking as he found his own release inside her. He collapsed on top of her, his full weight a welcome burden, his face buried in the crook of her neck, their sweat-slicked skin sealing them together.

For long minutes, there was only the sound of their ragged breathing slowly calming. The room, which had felt so small and hot, now seemed to expand back to its normal size. He finally shifted, rolling to his side and taking her with him, keeping her nestled against his chest. He disposed of the condom, then pulled the comforter over them both.

In the warm, tangled silence, Ingrid’s mind was perfectly, peacefully empty. The fantasy was no longer a daydream. It was a memory imprinted on her skin, in her muscles, in the scent of him on the sheets. It had been nervous, and gentle, and then intensely, shockingly hot. And it had been hers.

He kissed her sweaty temple. “Wow, such a good scholar,” he whispered, the old joke now imbued with a new, profound tenderness.

She smiled against his chest, too spent to answer, and let the steady beat of his heart lull her towards sleep.
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Chapter 9: One More Time
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Or so she thought.

Sleep wasn’t on its way, at least, not yet. She was floating in that warm, boneless haze between exertion and dreams, her cheek pressed to the solid comfort of his chest, when his voice rumbled beneath her ear.

“You still up?”

“Yeah,” Ingrid replied, her own voice thick with near-sleep. “Why, what’s up?”

“Not much... just checking to see if you wanted to go again,” Patrice said, a naughty grin spreading across his face.

She tilted her head back to look at him. That same smirk spread across it, his eyes dark and alert in the dim light from the streetlamp filtering through the blinds. The question sent a fresh, surprising spark through her spent body. The first time had been about discovery, about crossing the threshold. This... this was about something else.

A slow smile answered his. “Yeah,” she said, the word simple and sure. “Okay.”

His grin widened. He kissed her, a deep, promising kiss that tasted of sleep and salt, before rolling away. She heard the rustle of the foil packet, the quiet tear. He was quick, efficient. When he turned back to her, he didn’t guide her onto her back. Instead, his hands settled on her hips, giving a gentle, insistent nudge.

“Turn over,” he murmured, his voice a low command against her shoulder.

Understanding flashed through her, hot and immediate. This time. A shiver that was pure anticipation ran down her spine. She obeyed, pushing herself up onto her knees, the white comforter soft beneath her. He moved behind her, his hands smoothing over the curves of her backside, a possessive, appreciative caress. He knew her now. Knew what she liked, knew she could handle it.

He leaned over her, his chest warm against her back, and kissed the knob of her spine at the nape of her neck. “Good?” he asked, one hand sliding around her hip, his fingers delving into the wet heat between her legs, finding her already slick and ready for him.

A sharp gasp was her answer. She dropped her forehead to her forearms, nodding. “Yes.”

He didn’t make her wait. With one hand guiding himself, he pressed the blunt head of his cock against her entrance and pushed forward, sinking into her in one smooth, deep stroke.

Ingrid cried out, the sound muffled by the bedding. This angle was different. Deeper, more intense. There was no slow, gentle acclimation this time. He filled her completely, a stark, breathtaking invasion that made her fingers clutch at the sheets.

He held there for a heartbeat, buried balls deep, letting her feel the full, stretching weight of him. Then he withdrew, almost all the way, before driving back in with a force that rocked her forward.

“Oh, god,” she moaned.

“That’s it,” he growled, his hands locking on her hips, holding her in place as he set a relentless, pounding rhythm. This wasn't the exploratory rocking of before. This was purpose. This was taking. Each thrust was a claiming, a deep, piston-like motion that hit a spot inside her that made her knees weak.

The room filled with the raw, rhythmic sounds of their bodies: the slap of skin, the creak of the bedsprings, her choked, pleasured sobs, his ragged, focused grunts. He leaned over her, his breath hot on her back, his pace increasing. One hand left her hip and fisted in her hair, not pulling, just holding, anchoring her to his will.

“You feel that?” he demanded, his voice rough against her ear. “You feel how deep I am?”

All she could do was whimper an affirmation, her world reduced to the devastating friction, the building, coiling pressure that was tighter and fiercer than before. It was rougher, yes, but it wasn't cruel. It was a shared hunger, a mutual push towards a sharper, harder peak.

“Patrice... I’m gonna...” The warning was a broken thing.

“Do it,” he ordered, his thrusts becoming shorter, harder, a furious, focused battering against that exquisite, sensitive place. “Come for me. Now.”

The command shattered her. Her climax ripped through her without the slow, rising wave of the first, but as a sudden, violent convulsion. She screamed, her back arching, her inner muscles clenching around him in rapid, brutal pulses that stole the strength from her limbs.

Feeling her seize around him, he lost his rhythm. With a final, guttural shout, he drove into her one last, punishing time, his body locking as he spilled into the condom deep inside her, his own release wrenched from him by the force of hers.

He collapsed over her, his weight pressing her into the mattress, both of them slick with sweat and trembling. His hand loosened in her hair, becoming a tender stroke. For a long time, they stayed like that, connected, breathing in shattered unison.

Finally, he softened and slipped out of her. He rolled to the side, pulling her with him, tucking her back against his chest. This silence was different—deeper, more satisfied, humming with a shared, physical knowing.

He nuzzled her hair. “Good girl! Was that enough for you?” he whispered, smiling, the joke now a husky, intimate thing.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “For tonight,” she murmured, and this time, sleep did come, swift and deep, pulling her under with the feel of his arms still tight around her.
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Chapter 10: Debrief
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Sunlight, thin and pale gold, cut through the slats in the blinds, painting stripes across the rumpled white comforter. Ingrid woke by degrees. First, to the unfamiliar weight of an arm draped over her waist. Then, to the solid warmth of a body curled behind hers. Finally, to the quiet, even sound of his breathing against the back of her neck.

Memory returned not as a shock, but as a deep, glowing ember of satisfaction in her chest. Patrice. The club. His bed. She smiled into the pillow.

She shifted slightly, and his arm tightened around her, a sleepy, possessive reflex. “Mmm. Too early,” he mumbled, his voice thick and gravelly with sleep.

“I didn’t say anything,” she whispered.

“You were thinking it loudly.”

She laughed, a soft, happy sound. He nuzzled the spot where her shoulder met her neck, and she could feel him smile against her skin. They lay like that for a long while, in a silence that was comfortable and full. The frantic energy of the night had burned away, leaving behind this: a calm, quiet intimacy that felt just as profound.

Eventually, the practicalities of morning pressed in. With a final, dramatic sigh, Patrice untangled himself and sat up, running a hand over his short-cropped hair. He looked down at her, his face soft in the morning light. “So. Hungry?”

“Starving,” she admitted. The admission felt domestic, normal.

“Good. I know a place.” He swung his legs out of bed, stretching, and the sight of his bare back, the play of muscle, sent a fresh, pleasant thrill through her. Last night was not a dream.

They moved around each other in the small room with a tentative, sweet awkwardness. She pulled on her dress from where it lay on the floor, feeling strangely shy. He pulled on jeans and a fresh t-shirt, tossing her one of his hoodies. “It’s chilly,” he said by way of explanation. It was oversized and soft, smelling cleanly of him, and she hugged it around herself.

The diner he took her to was a ten-minute walk away, a classic, greasy-spoon place with sticky vinyl booths and the rich, comforting smell of frying bacon and coffee. They slid into a booth by the window. The world outside was doing ordinary Saturday morning things—people walking dogs, cars drifting by—and it felt surreal and wonderful to be a part of it with him.

Over stacks of pancakes and endless cups of coffee, they talked. Not the charged, flirtatious banter of the club or the whispered intensity of the night, but easy, meandering conversation. They talked about terrible roommates, favourite music that had nothing to do with dancing, the weirdness of being from a small town. He told her about his design portfolio; she confessed she had no idea what she wanted to major in. They laughed a lot.

There were no grand declarations, no promises about what came next. This wasn't that kind of story, at least not yet. But as he reached across the table to steal a piece of her bacon, grinning unrepentantly when she swatted at his hand, Ingrid knew it was something. Something real had been sparked.

He paid the bill despite her half-hearted protest. Outside, the autumn air was crisp, holding the promise of winter. He took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers as they walked back towards his apartment, where her friends would soon expect her.

“So,” he said, swinging their joined hands slightly. “Briarwood’s not that far. When the scholarly urge strikes again...”

She bumped her shoulder against his. “I might need a follow-up interview. For my research.”

“Anytime,” he said, and he meant it.

When they reached his building, they stopped. The Uber she’d called was a minute away. He turned to face her, his hands finding the pockets of the hoodie he’d lent her, pulling her close. He kissed her, not with the hunger of the night before, but with a slow, sweet certainty that warmed her from the inside out.

“Text me when you get back,” he said, his forehead resting against hers.

“I will.”

The Uber pulled up. With a final, quick kiss, she slipped into the back seat. As the car pulled away from the curb, she turned to look out the back window. He was still standing there, hands in his pockets, watching her go. He lifted a hand in a small wave.

She waved back, then settled into the seat, wrapping his hoodie tighter around her. The city slid past the window, but her mind wasn't on the scenery. It was on the taste of syrup and coffee, the sound of his laugh across a diner table, the solid, sure feel of his hand in hers.

She had gone to university to find freedom, to find herself. She hadn't expected to find a person who made that freedom feel so exciting, and who made the person she was becoming feel so... interesting. It was just a beginning. But as the car carried her back towards campus, back to Kiara and classes and the rest of her life, Ingrid knew it was a spectacularly good one. A contented smile, quiet and sure, stayed on her face all the way home.

––––––––
[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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