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Chapter 1: Last-Minute Mascara
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The tiny wand felt like a loaded weapon in my hand. One slip, one blink at the wrong moment, and the last twenty minutes of careful preparation would dissolve into a raccoon-eyed mess. I held my breath, leaning into the halo of my vanity mirror, and applied the final, sweeping coat to my left lashes.

Buzz. Buzz-buzz-buzz.

My phone, face-down on the cluttered vanity, shuddered with the urgency of a trapped insect. Again. A sigh escaped me, fogging my reflection for a second—a glimpse of a tall, pale blonde with lips parted in concentration. My friends, the usual suspects—Emily, Priya, and Sophie—were undoubtedly flooding the group chat, their digital voices a chorus of where are you? and he’s here! and you need to see this!

“Patience is a virtue, ladies,” I muttered to the empty room, my voice the only sound besides the persistent hum of the city through my apartment window. I was already skating on thin ice with my timing. Dara, the hostess and my oldest friend, had given me the “fashionably late is one thing, Kayla, but don’t you dare miss the sangria” speech earlier. Reading the messages now would only send me down a rabbit hole of emojis and exclamation points I couldn’t afford.

I capped the mascara, giving myself a final, critical once-over. The deep forest-green slip dress I’d agonized over clung in all the right places, a stark, vivid contrast against my fairness. It was beautiful, both because it was dark and also because it had comfy, long sleeves that I really liked. My hair, a cascade of wheat-gold waves, was behaving for once. Good. It would have to do.

BUZZ. BUZZ. BUZZ.

“Alright, alright!” I snatched up the phone, silencing the vibration. The screen glowed, a notification stack a mile high. The last visible text, from Sophie, simply read: Trust me. You’re going to want to be here for this.

Intrigue flickered, but I smothered it. Time was a luxury I’d already spent. I toed on my black heels, the simple action adding four inches to my already considerable height. I was used to towering, used to the glances. Sometimes it felt like wearing a sign: Look at the tall, blonde giantess. Tonight, I just wanted to blend into a corner with a drink and good music.

Grabbing my small clutch, I swept out of my bedroom, through the living room, and into the cool evening air of my downtown apartment hallway. The elevator ride down was a merciful moment of quiet. I leaned against the mirrored wall, a nervous flutter starting in my stomach. Parties weren’t really my scene. I was more of a cozy-winery or a hiking-trail type. But Dara had been insistent. “It’s my birthday, Kayla. You will come and you will have fun. No hermit-crab nonsense.”

Outside, the late summer air was tinged with salt from the harbour. I pulled up the ride-share app, my thumb hovering. The address in Kitsilano glowed on the screen. With a tap, it was done. Your driver, Amir, is 4 minutes away.

As I stood on the curb, the city lights beginning to shimmer against the dusky purple sky, my phone screen lit up once more. This time, it wasn’t the group chat. It was a string of individual texts, rapid-fire, one after the other.

Clearly I had work to do.

A cool breeze lifted the hair at my nape. I stared at the barrage of messages, a strange, anticipatory warmth cutting through the evening chill. There was supposedly a beautiful man? Or men? It sounded like the plot of one of the romance novels I secretly devoured. My friends were prone to hyperbole, but a coordinated assault like this was unusual.

The headlights of my Uber flashed as it rounded the corner. I took a deep breath, the scent of impending rain and city concrete filling my lungs. The chapter of my quiet evening was decisively closed. The next one, waiting in a warmly lit Kitsilano townhouse, was beginning with a mystery, texted in frantic, glowing fragments. I slid into the backseat, giving the driver a small smile.

“Going out tonight?” he asked amiably.

“Something like that,” I said, my thumb tracing the edge of my phone, the screen now dark but humming with promise. “Something exactly like that.”
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Chapter 2: Made It
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The thump of bass and the warm wash of laughter and voices hit me before the door was fully open. I’d barely lifted my hand to knock when it swung inward, revealing Dara, a whirlwind of sequins and dark curls, her face lighting up.

“Oh my God, you finally made it! Come in!”

She didn’t wait for an answer, grabbing my wrist and pulling me over the threshold into the vibrant chaos. The air was already thick with the mingling scents of perfume, spilled beer, and something savoury baking. “Shoes off, shoes off!” she instructed, gesturing to a burgeoning mountain of footwear by the door—a colourful, haphazard monument to the party’s progress. “We’re preserving my floors and my landlord’s sanity. Sangria’s in the kitchen. You’re on catch-up mode.”

Kicking off my heels was a relief. I added them to the pile, the simple act making me feel immediately more grounded, even as I stood a head taller than most of the crowd in my stockinged feet. The townhouse was packed, bodies flowing from the living room, where music pulsed from a premium-looking speaker, through the dining area littered with snack bowls and bottles, and down a hall I assumed led to more socializing.

“Kayla! You’re alive!” Sophie materialized, handing me a bright red plastic cup that definitely did not contain sangria. She gave me a quick, citrus-and-vodka scented hug.

“Barely,” I laughed. “The mascara almost won.”

“It was worth the fight,” Priya said, appearing at my other elbow. “That dress is killer. And you got the sleeves you wanted.” She grinned, clinking her cup against mine.

A wave of familiar faces ebbed and flowed around me. Emily from my yoga class waved enthusiastically from across the room. Marcus, Dara’s boyfriend, gave me a salute from his post by the speaker system. A few acquaintances from university called out greetings. It was a comfortable, buzzing immersion, the kind of social warm-up I needed. For a few minutes, I was just Kayla, Dara’s tall friend, getting the requisite hellos out of the way, the mystery of the frantic texts temporarily forgotten in the warm haze of arrival.

After a few rounds of how have you beens and you look amazings, my empty cup felt like an excuse. “I’m going to locate this legendary sangria,” I announced to Priya, who was now deep in a debate about the best local hike.

“Don’t get lost!” Priya called after me.

Navigating through the clusters of people felt like moving through a friendly, chatty maze. I offered smiles and nods, sidestepping animated conversations and a couple already swaying to the music in the middle of the floor. The kitchen, glowing with softer light, was my oasis.

I was almost at the arched doorway when I saw him.

He was leaning against the frame of the patio doors at the far end of the living room, partially silhouetted, but the details were stark. He was tall—so tall that even in a room full of people, he seemed to create his own space. Broad shoulders strained subtly against the dark fabric of his white dress shirt, which was rolled to his forearms. His posture was relaxed, but there was an undeniable presence to him, a stillness that felt magnetic amid the party’s kinetic energy. His skin was a rich, warm brown, and his profile was all strong lines—a straight nose, a focused gaze on the friend he was listening to, a jaw that looked like it could have been carved from stone. Handsome wasn’t the right word. It was too soft. He was striking.

My gaze, entirely of its own volition, drank him in for half a second. Maybe less. A single, unguarded heartbeat.

Then I walked straight into the kitchen.

The promised jug of sangria, ruby-red and studded with fruit, sat on the counter. I poured myself a generous glass, the sweet, spiced scent rising to meet me. A slow, private smirk touched my lips as I stirred the liquid with a cinnamon stick.

Nobody had seen me look.
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Chapter 3: Introductions


[image: ]


Fortified by the sangria and the comforting buzz of the party, I decided to brave the main room again. The kitchen had been a nice respite, but I could hear Priya’s laugh ringing out from near the balcony and felt the pull to rejoin my friends.

Balancing my now-half-full glass, I turned from the counter and took a single step toward the arched doorway. At that exact moment, a broad-shouldered figure moved to enter the kitchen from the other side. We both stopped short, a jarring near-collision that sent a splash of ruby liquid perilously close to the rim of my glass.

“Oh! Sorry,” we said in unison, then laughed, the tension dissolving into mutual apology.

It was him. The man from the patio doors. Up close, the impression of height and solidity was even more profound. I had to tilt my head back just a little to meet his eyes. And what eyes they were—a deep, warm brown, lit with genuine amusement from our almost-accident. The white dress shirt, rolled at the sleeves, looked crisp against his skin. He smelled like coconut and autumn air.

“My fault,” he said, his voice a rich, smooth baritone that seemed to cut through the background noise without effort. “I was on a mission for more ice, not expecting an ambush in the doorway.” A quick, easy smile touched his lips.

“An ambush with a very expensive drink,” I said, holding up my glass in mock warning, my own smile feeling surprisingly natural. “Consider yourself lucky it survived.”

“Extremely lucky.” He shifted slightly, creating a more comfortable space between us in the crowded thoroughfare. He seemed to really look at me then, his gaze holding mine for a beat longer than polite acknowledgment required. He extended a large, capable hand. “I’m Jordan.”

There was a brief, electric pause where a dozen thoughts flickered—So this is him. The beautiful man. Jordan—before I slipped my hand into his. His grip was firm and warm, sending a jolt of awareness straight up my arm. “Kayla,” I said, finding my voice. I met his eyes again, letting my smile deepen. “Nice to meet you.”

“Kayla,” he repeated, as if testing the sound. He didn’t let go of my hand immediately. “Friend of the birthday girl?”

“The oldest and most fashionably late one,” I confirmed, finally, gently, retrieving my hand, the warmth of his touch lingering. “You’re with Marcus’s crew?”

“Guilty. Friend of a friend, dragged along for moral support. Though,” he added, his eyes crinkling at the corners, “the sangria is a compelling argument against my martyrdom.”

We fell into an easy rhythm after that. The conversation flowed as naturally as the music from the other room. We talked about Dara’s legendary parties, the perils of city driving on a Saturday night, and our mutual but futile attempts to find good hiking trails that weren’t overrun. He was quick to laugh, a full, genuine sound, and he listened with a focused attention that made me feel like I was the only person in the noisy, pulsing house. I learned he worked in sustainable architecture, and he seemed genuinely intrigued when I mentioned my job in graphic design for a local indie publisher. The usual party small talk never surfaced; it felt like we’d skipped several steps and landed squarely in a real, captivating connection.

At one point, Sophie passed by the kitchen entrance, catching my eye. She raised her eyebrows dramatically, mouthing a silent “HIM?!” before disappearing with a thumbs-up. I felt a flush of warmth on my cheeks, hoping Jordan hadn’t seen.

He must have noticed my glance away, because he subtly checked his watch—a smooth, automatic gesture. “I should probably liberate that ice before my friends send a search party,” he said, regret colouring his tone.

“And I,” I said, nodding toward the living room where Priya’s voice was rising in passionate debate about mountain trails, “should probably go rescue my friend from herself before she promises to lead a hike up a cliff face.”

He chuckled. “A noble cause. It was really good to meet you, Kayla.”

“You too, Jordan.”

He held my gaze for another long, potent moment, that easy smile playing on his lips. Then, with a slight, courteous nod, he moved past me into the kitchen, the scent of something tropical trailing in his wake.

I stood for a second in the arched doorway, the sounds of the party rushing back in. A slow, deep breath filled my lungs. The cool glass in my hand was a welcome anchor. With a final, private smile, I turned and melted back into the crowd, the taste of sangria and the echo of a rich baritone swirling together in my head. The mission now was to find my friends, and maybe, just maybe, another drink. The night had just gotten infinitely more interesting.
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Chapter 4: Magnetic
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I found them in a corner of the dining room, a shielded enclave formed by the bulk of a bookshelf and a large, leafy monstera plant. Priya, Sophie, and Emily were huddled like conspirators, their eyes wide and fixed on me the moment I emerged from the kitchen’s glow.

“There she is!” Sophie hissed, grabbing my arm and pulling me into their circle. “We saw you! You were talking to him!”

“For like, twenty minutes,” Priya added, her voice a stage whisper. “Spill. Everything. What’s he like?”

Emily just fanned herself dramatically. “Oh my God, Kayla. He’s so... constructed. In the best way. Like a Renaissance sculpture decided to wear a really good shirt.”

I couldn’t help the smirk that spread across my face. I took a deliberate sip of my sangria, letting them stew for a second. “His name’s Jordan,” I said, the name feeling new and significant on my tongue. “He’s... nice. Really easy to talk to.”

“Nice?” Sophie parroted, incredulous. “The man looks like he could be on a billboard for cologne or investing, and your review is ‘nice’?”

“He works in sustainable architecture,” I offered, which only made Priya’s eyes gleam.

“Brains and brawn? You hit the party jackpot. And he was listening to you. I watched. He wasn’t scanning the room over your shoulder.”

Their gushing was a warm, fizzy counterpoint to the cool focus I’d felt talking to Jordan. It was fun, this shared secret, this validation of the magnetic pull I’d felt. I gave them the highlights—the near-collision, his quick humour, the surprisingly substantive conversation—omitting the specific, tingling sensation of his hand in mine.

Our huddle was broken by a general migration of people toward the cleared space in the living room. Marcus, Dara’s boyfriend, was setting up a long table with red plastic cups at each end. “Beer pong! Winners get bragging rights and first dibs on the pizza that’s on its way!” he announced.

A competitive cheer went up. As teams began to form, I felt a light tap on my shoulder. I turned, and there he was. Jordan stood with a friendly, questioning smile, a fresh beer in his hand.

“I’m being told I have to represent the honour of Marcus’s friends,” he said, nodding toward a group of guys on the other side of the room. “But I need a partner who has steady hands. Preferably ones that have already proven they can protect a valuable beverage.” His eyes dropped to my sangria glass, then back to my face, sparkling with challenge. “Interested?”

The girls behind me were practically vibrating with silent excitement. “I have a pretty decent arc,” I said, trying to sound casual despite the sudden thrill in my chest. “But I should warn you, I’m more of a strategist than a sniper.”

“Perfect. I’ll handle the precision. You handle the psychological warfare,” he said, and with a guiding hand on the small of my back—a touch so natural it barely registered as a touch, just a point of warm pressure—he steered me toward the table.

The game was a blur of noise, laughter, and intense focus. Our opponents were two of Marcus’s rugby buddies, loud and confident. Jordan was, as promised, a sniper. His throws were clean, fluid, and deceptively accurate, sinking two cups with his first two shots. I was more variable, my first ball rattling around the rim before dropping in, my second splashing harmlessly onto the table. But I talked a good game, distracting the other team with friendly trash talk and exaggerated sighs of disappointment that made Jordan laugh.

It was a close, brutal match. The cups dwindled on both sides until it was down to one final cup on each end of the table. The tension was delicious. The rugby guys high-fived, certain of their victory. Jordan leaned close to me, his coconut-and-autumn scent cutting through the smell of beer. “Okay, strategist. They’re over-confident. They’ll go for the fancy shot. Just aim for the middle. Simple.”

His trust was a bolt of confidence. I nodded, tuning out the rowdy chants. The opponents did indeed try a wild, high-arcing shot that clanged off the far wall. My turn. I took a breath, thought middle, and let the ping-pong ball fly. It bounced once on the table, kissed the front rim of the last cup, and dropped in with a final, beautiful plink.

Our side of the room erupted. Before I could even process the win, Jordan let out a triumphant “Yes!” and turned, wrapping me in a spontaneous, celebratory hug. It was brief but total—his arms strong around me, my face buried for a split second against the crisp cotton of his shirt, the solid wall of his chest. I hugged back instinctively, the joy of the win and the shock of his nearness merging into a single, electric moment. Then he released me, his hands on my shoulders, his face lit with a victorious grin. “You are a secret weapon!”

We were flushed and smiling, accepting high-fives, the energy between us now charged with a new, shared triumph. As the next team set up and the crowd’s attention shifted, Jordan shifted closer, the noise creating a pocket of relative privacy.

“So,” he said, his baritone dropping slightly. “I know the party’s still going, and you probably have a friend to rescue from cliff-related promises...” He pulled out his phone, holding it casually. “But I’d hate for this winning partnership to be a one-night-only thing. Could I get your number? Maybe we could... continue the strategy session some time. Over coffee, instead of beer.”

He was asking. Delight, pure and unfiltered, bloomed in my chest, spreading a warmth that reached my cheeks. I hoped the low light hid the blush. “I think that could be arranged,” I said, my voice thankfully steady. I took his phone, my fingers brushing against his as I did. I entered my name and number, adding a tiny emoji of a ping-pong paddle for good measure.

Handing it back, our eyes met. His smile was no longer just one of victory or amusement, but something softer, more intentional. “Great,” he said, the word feeling like a promise.

With the number exchanged and the game’s adrenaline fading into a pleasant hum, I knew it was time to return to my friends. I gave him a final, smiling nod. “Enjoy the pizza, champion.”

“You too, secret weapon.”

I turned and walked back toward the corner where the girls were waiting, their faces alight with gleeful anticipation. The taste of victory was sweet, but the number now saved in his phone was a promise of something even sweeter, humming on my skin long after I’d left his side.
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Chapter 5: Rain
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The girls’ interrogation was a whirlwind of grinning faces and whispered exclamations.

“He asked for your number right there? In front of God and everyone?” Priya fanned her face again, this time for real.

“The hug was everything,” Sophie sighed, a dreamy look in her eyes. “It was so... natural. You just fit.”

“You look stupidly cute together,” Emily declared, sipping her drink. “Like, annoyingly perfect. Tall, gorgeous couple vibes. I hate it. I love it.”

I soaked in their joy, their validation a warm champagne bubble in my blood. But even as I laughed and deflected and gave them just enough detail to keep them happy, a part of my attention was a compass needle, its true north fixed on the other side of the room where Jordan stood, now chatting with a couple of his friends. The magnetic pull was back, a low, insistent thrum beneath my skin. It was more than just his looks, though God knew they were a potent factor. It was the easy rhythm between us, the intelligence in his eyes, the way he’d made me feel seen and heard in the middle of a roaring party. I didn’t just want him to have my number. I wanted him to know, without a shadow of a doubt, that I wanted him to use it. That meant going back.

“Okay, okay, you’ve had your gossip fix,” I said, gently extricating myself from the huddle. “I’m going to... mingle. Do birthday party things.”

Three sets of knowing eyes locked onto me. “Uh-huh,” Priya said, her smirk wide. “Mingle. Right. Go ‘mingle,’ Kayla.”

Feeling a fresh blush but powered by determination, I wove through the crowd. The party had reached that sustained, energetic plateau where everyone was comfortably loud and the music was a solid heartbeat beneath the conversation. Jordan spotted me as I approached, and the way his focus shifted from his friends to me—complete, immediate—sent a jolt straight to my core. His friends, two guys who shared his athletic build but not his quiet intensity, followed his gaze.

“Hey,” he said, the single word warm with welcome. “Rescue mission successful?”

“For now. But I heard a rumour about pizza, and a champion deserves his spoils,” I said, stopping beside their group but angled toward him.

“This is the secret weapon,” Jordan said to his friends, introducing me. “Kayla, this is Dev and Amir.”

We exchanged nods and hellos. Amir’s eyes flicked between Jordan and me with amused curiosity. The conversation was easy enough, but I could feel a different kind of energy coming from Dev and Amir. They were checked out, phones in hand, shifting their weight. After a few minutes of polite chat about the game, Dev clapped a hand on Jordan’s shoulder.

“Alright man, the crew’s heading out. Next party’s kicking off. You ready?”

Jordan’s expression didn’t change, but I saw a faint tightening at the corner of his jaw. “Yeah, sure,” he said, his voice neutral. “In a bit.”

My heart did a clumsy little stutter. He’s leaving. The night, which had felt so expansive and full of potential just moments ago, suddenly had a timer on it.

Amir checked his phone. “Seriously, Jordan. Cars are getting called in like five. It’s a walk, remember?”

“I remember,” Jordan said, his eyes finding mine again, a silent apology in them. He didn’t move. “One minute.”

I tried to keep my smile light, unbothered. “Next party, huh? The night is young.”

“Too young to stay in one place, according to these guys,” Jordan said, a wry twist to his lips. He took a small step closer to me, effectively turning his back slightly to his friends, creating a more intimate circle for the two of us. “It’s over near the university. Some penthouse thing.”

Dev groaned dramatically. “Dude. You’ve got like one or two minutes. We’re gonna miss the vibe.”

“Yeah, yeah. One second,” Jordan replied over his shoulder, his voice firmer this time. But when he looked back at me, it softened. “What about you? Is your night a one-location deal?”

The invitation was there, hovering. The thought of piling into a car with a group of guys I didn’t know, following them to a stranger’s penthouse, sent a primal ripple of unease through me. It wasn’t fear of him—every instinct told me Jordan was solid, safe—but of the situation. Of being the odd one out, of abandoning Dara and my friends for an unknown scene.

“I should probably stick with the birthday brigade,” I said, the regret genuine in my voice. “But the offer is... tempting.”

The next few minutes were a masterclass in subtle persuasion versus impatient peer pressure. Dev and Amir became a Greek chorus of departure, chiming in every thirty seconds. “Jordan, let’s go.” “They’re leaving now, man.” “We’re walking, remember? It’s not short.”

And each time, Jordan would nod, say “I’m coming,” or “Almost done,” but his body remained oriented toward me. We fell back into conversation, talking faster, more intently, as if trying to compress a second evening’s worth of talk into these stolen minutes. We discussed a bizarre art installation I’d worked on a poster for, and he told a funny story about a stubborn client who wanted a “green” house made entirely of unsustainable materials. We were in our own bubble, the noise of his friends and the party fading to a distant hum. The connection wasn’t just still there; it was intensifying, charged by the impending goodbye. Our laughter was quicker, our eye contact held longer, and when my hand brushed his arm during a story, neither of us pulled away.

Finally, with a loud, exasperated sigh, Dev announced, “We’re out. Text us when you’re en route, or don’t. Don’t get lost.” With a final, pointed look, he and Amir shouldered their way toward the door.

And just like that, we were alone in our little pocket of the party. The timer wasn’t gone, but it had been gifted a precious extension.

“I’m sorry about that,” Jordan said, running a hand through his hair. “They’re... enthusiastic.”

“They wanted their MVP,” I smiled. “Can’t blame them.”

For ten glorious, uninterrupted minutes, we talked. The pretense of the party fell away entirely. It was just two people, discovering each other with a greedy, giddy focus. He told me he’d grown up near a lake, hence the love for sustainable design that worked with landscapes. I confessed my secret love for designing fake book covers for novels I’d never write. The space between us diminished, inch by inch.

Then, his phone lit up in his hand. Not a call, but a rapid-fire series of text alerts, the screen flashing repeatedly. He glanced at it, a frown creasing his brow. “They’re there. Saying it’s... epic.” He said the last word with a hint of irony. “And reminding me it’s a fifteen, twenty-minute walk.”

The outside world was reclaiming him. The spell was breaking. I could feel it, and the thought of him walking out that door, of this feeling ending, was suddenly unbearable.

He looked from his buzzing phone to me, a final, decisive question in his eyes. “Last chance. Walk with me? It’s just me now. I promise I’m better company without the cheerleading squad.” His voice was low, earnest. “We can always turn back if it’s lame.”

Something in his expression—the hope, the slight vulnerability behind the confidence—dissolved my last reservation. The fear of the unknown group was gone. It was just him, asking. “Okay,” I said, the word leaving my lips before my brain could fully process it. “Yeah. Let’s walk.”

A brilliant, triumphant smile broke across his face. “Really?”

“Really. But I need to be stealthy. My friends will stage an intervention if they see me leaving with you.”

We executed our exit like spies. I went to the bathroom, then slipped out the back door he indicated, meeting him in the shadowy alley beside the townhouse. The cool night air was a shock after the party’s warmth. We exchanged a giddy, conspiratorial look and started walking, our pace brisk, the direction pointed.

For the first five minutes, it was perfect. The quiet streets, the shared secrecy, the thrill of what we were doing. We walked close, our arms brushing, the conversation picking right back up. He pointed out a building he’d worked on, a sleek low-rise with a green roof. I was just about to comment on it when I felt the first, fat drop hit my cheekbone.

Then another on my forearm.

A low rumble of thunder rolled in the distance, and the sky, which had been a clear, star-dusted black, opened up. It didn’t rain. It poured. It was a torrential, punishing downfall, as if a giant tap had been wrenched on directly above us. Within seconds, my hair was plastered to my scalp, and my beautiful forest-green dress was a heavy, soaked weight clinging to every curve. Jordan’s white shirt became transparent, plastered against the defined planes of his chest and shoulders.

“You have to be kidding me!” he shouted over the roar of the rain, laughing in sheer disbelief.

We broke into a clumsy jog, but there was nowhere to go. We were on a long residential block, the houses set back with deep lawns, no awnings or porches in sight. The rain was so thick it was difficult to see. After five more minutes of splashing, slipping, and utterly futile speed-walking, we were only halfway to our destination and utterly, completely drenched. Water streamed down our faces, pooled in our shoes. I was shivering violently, my teeth starting to chatter.

Jordan stopped under the skeletal shelter of a large maple tree, which provided only a marginally slower rate of deluge. He pulled out his phone, its screen slick with water. “This is ridiculous,” he said, his voice tight with concern. He looked at me, taking in my shaking form, the mascara I knew was now halfway down my cheeks. “Kayla, I’m so sorry. This is a disaster.”

“Not your fault,” I managed, crossing my arms over my chest in a useless attempt to conserve warmth.

He swiped furiously at his phone. “I’m calling an Uber. But we can’t go to the party like this. We’d get pneumonia, or get kicked out or something.” He looked at me, a new, cautious idea forming in his eyes. “My apartment is a four-minute drive from here. We can go there, dry off, get warm. I can make coffee, or tea. And then... I can get you a proper ride home, or back to Dara’s, wherever you want. I swear, no weirdness. Just... damage control.”

The offer hung in the waterlogged air. Every sensible bone in my body knew the potential risks. But every other part of me was screaming in cold, wet misery. I looked at him—his ruined shirt, his earnest, worried face, the way he held himself, trying to block some of the rain from hitting me. He didn’t seem like a predator. He seemed like a good guy who’d had a spectacularly bad idea that had backfired in the most cinematic way possible. And I was freezing.

“Just to get dry?” I asked, my voice small.

“Just to get dry and warm,” he confirmed, his gaze steady and honest. “I have a big, obnoxiously fluffy hoodie you can have.”

A violent shiver racked my body, deciding for me. “Okay,” I whispered. “Yes. Please.”

Relief flooded his features. “Thank God.” His thumbs flew over his phone. “Two minutes. It’ll be here in two minutes.” He stepped closer, instinctively putting his body between me and the worst of the wind-driven rain. The heat radiating from him through his soaked shirt was a tantalizing promise of warmth.

We huddled in miserable, shivering silence under the pathetic tree, the rain drumming a relentless beat on the leaves above. When the sleek grey sedan pulled up, its headlights cutting through the silver curtain of rain, it felt like a rescue.

Jordan yanked the door open for me. I practically fell into the backseat, a puddle of cold fabric and trembling limbs. He slid in beside me, filling the car with the scent of wet cotton, coconut, and rain. We were a sopping mess, instantly steaming up the windows.

“Hi,” the driver said, eyeing us in the rearview mirror with a mix of pity and amusement. “Rough night? It’s pretty wet out there.”

“Yeah, we’re fine, just a bit soaked.” Jordan gave the address, then turned to me. In the dim, dashboard-lit interior, his eyes were dark pools of concern. “You okay?”

I nodded, unable to stop shaking, my hands clenched in my lap. As the car pulled away from the curb, carrying us away from the drowned streets and toward the unknown territory of his apartment, the reality of the situation settled over me. I was going home with a man I’d just met. I was soaked to the bone and shivering. And yet, as I risked a glance at his profile, illuminated by passing streetlights, the dominant feeling wasn’t fear. It was a wild, desperate hope that this wasn’t a mistake, but the beginning of a story we’d one day laugh about. The night had gone from a party, to a victory, to a walk, to a catastrophe, and was now heading into uncharted, intimate territory. All I could do was hold on and see where the ride, and Jordan, would take me.
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Chapter 6: Tongue
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The apartment was quiet. Not just quiet after the roar of the rain, but a deep, insulated stillness. The air was blissfully warm and dry, a stark, shocking contrast to the deluge we’d escaped. It smelled faintly of cedar and clean linen.

“Thank God for central heating,” Jordan breathed, locking the door behind us. We stood in a small, tasteful entryway, dripping onto a dark hardwood floor. I was still shivering, the kind of deep, bone-level tremors that take over once you’re out of immediate danger. The car’s lukewarm air hadn’t been enough to touch it.

“Oh, man, you’re still freezing,” he said, his voice laced with worry. “Don’t move. I’ll get towels.”

He kicked off his waterlogged shoes and walked down a short hall, leaving damp footprints. I stood there, a human puddle, arms wrapped tightly around myself, taking in the space. It was neat, masculine but not sparse. A large abstract canvas in blues and greys hung on one wall, a bookshelf overflowing with hardcovers and architectural models on another. It felt adult. Settled.

He returned with an armful of thick, slate-grey towels. “Here,” he said, handing me the softest pile. “Dry off as best you can. I’ll find you something to change into. It’ll be huge, but it’ll be dry and warm.”

He placed a smaller towel on the floor for our shoes, then turned back to the hall. “Bathroom’s right there if you want some privacy to change. I’ll just grab the clothes.”

As he disappeared into what I assumed was his bedroom, I pressed the towel to my face. It was incredibly soft and smelled like him—that clean, coconut scent, undiluted now by rain or beer. I rubbed it over my hair, blotting the icy streams from my neck and arms. My dress was a lost cause, a heavy, chilling second skin. I couldn’t get warm like this.

Jordan reappeared, holding a folded bundle of dark fabric. “Okay, I’ve got—” he began, then stopped. He looked at me, shivering pathetically in the middle of his entryway, and made a decision.

“I’m a mess too. Let me just...”

He set the clothes on a console table. Then, without ceremony, he grabbed the hem of his transparent white dress shirt and pulled it over his head in one smooth motion.

My breath caught. The shivering stopped. For a moment, I forgot I was cold, I forgot I was wet, I forgot... everything.

The light from the living room lamp fell across him, sculpting the planes of his chest and abdomen into breathtaking relief. He was all defined muscle and smooth, warm brown skin, the kind of body that spoke of disciplined work, not just genetics. Water droplets still glistened in the dip of his collarbone. He ran a hand through his damp hair, the movement making the muscles in his arm and shoulder shift and cord.

He was, quite simply, stunning.

He must have seen my gaze, frozen and wide. A slow, knowing smile touched his lips, but his eyes were kind, not arrogant. “Sorry, it was just... really cold,” he said, his voice a low rumble. He didn’t rush to cover up. He picked up a towel and began drying his chest and arms with a casual, unhurried ease that was its own form of flirtation.

“It’s... efficient,” I managed, my own voice sounding strange to me. I forced myself to look away, to focus on rubbing the towel over my own arms, my cheeks burning with a heat that had nothing to do with the room’s temperature.

He finished, tossing the damp towel towards a laundry basket in the hall. He stood there, in just his dark, wet jeans, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Your turn. Bathroom’s all yours. These are for you.” He handed me the bundle—a heather-grey sweatshirt and a pair of soft black sweatpants. “They’ll swallow you, but they’re the coziest things I own.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking them, my fingers brushing his.

I retreated into the small, clean bathroom and peeled off my soaked dress and underthings. The act of drying myself properly with a warm towel was heavenly. I slipped into his clothes. The sweatpants were comically large; I had to roll the waistband several times and the legs pooled around my feet. The sweatshirt was a blanket of soft cotton, the sleeves hanging far past my fingertips. I rolled them up, then buried my nose in the collar. It smelled like him, deeply and comfortingly. I looked at myself in the mirror—a drowned rat transformed into a cozy, borrowed imposter, my blonde hair a wild halo of damp waves. A nervous, giddy smile broke through.

When I emerged, he had pulled on a dry, thin black t-shirt. It did nothing to hide the powerful lines of his torso, clinging in a way that was almost more distracting than no shirt at all. He’d lit a few candles on the coffee table and had two steaming mugs waiting.

“I made tea,” he said. “Figured it was the fastest way to get heat into you. Chamomile and honey.”

He’d thought of honey. The simple care of it melted the last of my tension. “Perfect,” I said, padding over in my bare feet. I sank into the deep, comfortable sofa, tucking my feet under me, the oversized fabric swallowing me whole.

He sat not at the other end, but in the middle, a polite but intimate distance away. We sipped our tea, the warmth spreading through my chest, finally chasing the deep chill away. The silence was comfortable, charged.

“So,” he said, setting his mug down. “This wasn’t exactly the ‘strategy session over coffee’ I had in mind.”

I laughed, the sound feeling good. “No. This is... an upgrade. With better scenery.” I let my gaze drift meaningfully over his shoulders, then back to his face, holding his eyes.

His smile was a slow, spreading flame. “Oh, you think so?”

“I know so.” The flirtation was back, but it was different now. Warmer. Bolder. The barriers of the party, the rain, the wet clothes were gone. It was just us, in a soft, candlelit space. The magnetic pull was now a tangible force, drawing us closer on the cushions.

“You look cute in my clothes,” he said, his eyes dark and warm.

“I feel like a kid playing dress-up,” I admitted, holding out a sleeve-covered hand. “But I’m not giving them back.”

“Keep them,” he said, his voice dropping. He reached out and gently pushed a damp strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers lingering on my cheek. “They look better on you anyway.”

That was the spark. The space between us vanished. I don’t know who moved first, but suddenly we were kissing.

It wasn’t tentative or questioning. It was a release of all the pent-up attraction, the shared laughter, the electric looks. His lips were soft but insistent, and he tasted like honey and tea. One of his hands cradled the back of my head, the other settled on my waist, pulling me gently closer until I was half in his lap. My hands found their way to his chest, feeling the incredible, solid strength of him through the thin cotton of his shirt. A small, involuntary sound escaped me as I kissed him back, my fingers curling into the fabric.

We broke apart, breathless, our foreheads resting together.

“You know,” he murmured, his voice rough, “I’ve been wanting to do that all night.”

In answer, I kissed him again, deeper this time. My hands slid down, exploring the hard planes of his stomach. I pulled back just enough to whisper against his lips, “You have an incredible body.”

He let out a low, breathy laugh, his eyes crinkling with amusement and desire. “You like it, huh?” He glanced down at his own shirt. “Girl, why did I even put this back on?” He said it with such playful, self-deprecating warmth that I laughed too, the sound swallowed by his next kiss.

This time, the kiss was all heat and tongue and building urgency. My earlier nervousness was gone, burned away by the sheer rightness of it. It had been so long since I’d felt this kind of spark, this kind of want. I was into it. I was into him. Every touch, every sigh, every shift of his powerful body against mine in the oversized clothes felt like a discovery.

His kisses trailed from my mouth to my jaw, down the column of my throat. My head fell back, and my hands slid under the hem of his shirt, skating over the hot, smooth skin of his back. He shuddered under my touch.

When he pulled back again, his eyes were serious, searching mine. His breath was warm on my face. “Kayla,” he said, my name a plea and a question. “My bedroom is... right down the hall. It’s warmer. More comfortable. Would you... like to check it out?”

There it was. The question that had been hanging in the air since the moment he took his shirt off. A flutter of nerves returned, but it was buried under a wave of pure, thrilling anticipation. This was what I’d been hoping for. A secret, hungry part of me had hoped for it from the moment I agreed to get in the Uber.

I looked at him—at his earnest, beautiful face, at the desire and the caution warring in his eyes. I saw the man who’d been a gentleman even while soaked, who’d made tea with honey, who’d asked instead of assumed.

Swallowing the last trace of nerves, I nodded. A slow smile touched my lips, mirroring the one that broke across his face. “Yeah,” I whispered, my voice husky. “I’d like that.”

He stood, offering me his hand. I took it, letting him pull me up from the depths of the couch. He didn’t let go, his fingers lacing through mine as he led me, the candles flickering in our wake, down the short, dark hall towards the promise of his room. The night of disasters was over. The real adventure was just beginning.
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The bedroom was as I’d imagined—clean, dominated by a large bed with a dark duvet, another bookshelf acting as a bedside table. The only light came from the living room candles flickering faintly down the hall. It was a room of shadows and intention.

He led me to the edge of the bed. The playful flirtation was gone, replaced by a thick, simmering intensity. His eyes, black in the low light, held mine as he brought his hands to my face, his thumbs stroking my cheeks.

“You sure?” he asked, his voice a gravelly whisper, giving me one last, crucial exit.

In answer, I rose onto my toes and kissed him, pouring every ounce of my certainty into it. My hands fisted in his thin t-shirt. “I’m sure.”

A low groan vibrated from his chest into mine. That was all the permission he needed. The kiss deepened, turning hungry and consuming. His hands left my face, sliding down my neck, over my shoulders, and under the hem of the massive sweatshirt. His palms were warm and slightly rough against the skin of my back, and I shuddered, arching into him.

He broke the kiss only to pull the sweatshirt over my head. The cool air kissed my skin, followed immediately by the heat of his gaze. He looked his fill, his eyes darkening as they travelled over my breasts, my waist, the plain cotton bra I still wore. “So beautiful,” he murmured, more to himself than to me.

He made quick work of the rest. The sweatpants were pushed down my hips, my underwear following. I stood before him, completely bare, feeling more exposed than I ever had and yet utterly powerful under his worshipful stare. He kissed me again, one hand tangling in my hair, the other skimming down my side, over my hip, tracing a blazing path that made my breath hitch.

Then he stepped back. “Don’t move.”

He turned to a dresser, opening the top drawer. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drum of anticipation. I watched the play of muscles in his back as he rifled through it. He pulled out a small, black box and turned back to me, tearing it open.

My eyes dropped to the box in his hand. The branding was clear even in the dim light: Magnum XL.

A fresh, electric jolt shot straight through my core, a primal mix of awe and pure, unadulterated thrill. Oh.

He saw me looking. A slow, confident, utterly male smirk touched his lips as he pulled a single foil square from the box. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. The message was received, loud and clear.

He undressed with an efficiency that was breathtaking, shedding his jeans and briefs. My earlier glimpse had been a preview. This was the full, devastating picture. He was magnificent—all powerful thighs, a tapered waist, and that stunning chest. And he was... impressively, undeniably large. The sight sent a pulse of pure, liquid heat flooding through me.

He sheathed himself, his eyes never leaving mine, then came back to me, backing me gently until my knees hit the bed. I fell onto the soft duvet, and he followed, covering me with his body. His weight was an anchor, solid and perfect. The kissing resumed, deeper, wetter, his tongue stroking mine in a rhythm that promised everything to come.

His hands were everywhere. He cupped my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until they were tight, aching peaks. I gasped into his mouth, my hips rising off the bed of their own accord. He kissed down my neck, my collarbone, taking a nipple into his mouth, and I cried out, my fingers spearing through his hair.

He moved lower, his kisses blazing a trail down my stomach. He hooked my legs over his shoulders, and then his mouth was on me, his tongue finding my clit with unerring accuracy. I shattered instantly, a sharp, surprised cry tearing from my throat as a climax ripped through me, bright and shocking. He didn’t stop, drawing out the waves until I was trembling, pushing weakly at his head, oversensitive and breathless.

“Jordan... please...”

He rose back up, kissing my inner thighs, my stomach, my breasts, before settling between my legs. He was breathing hard, his body a live wire of tension. The blunt, firm head of him pressed against my entrance, already slick from his mouth and my own arousal.

“Look at me,” he commanded softly.

I opened my eyes, meeting his. They were pools of fire and concentration.

He pushed in.

It was a stretch. A glorious, breathtaking, full stretch that stole the air from my lungs. I gasped, a sharp, silent intake of breath. My eyes widened. He was big, and I could feel every inch as he filled me, slowly, inexorably, giving my body time to adjust, to accept him.

“Breathe, baby,” he coaxed, his voice strained with his own control. “That’s it. Just breathe.”

I let out a shaky exhale, my body relaxing around him, welcoming him deeper. He sank the rest of the way in, until he was fully seated, our bodies joined completely. The feeling was overwhelming. Consuming. I was impossibly full, stretched to a perfect, burning limit.

“Good girl,” he whispered, kissing me gently as he began to move.

He started slow, a deep, rolling grind that was less about thrusting and more about claiming every millimeter of space inside me. Each drag of him along my sensitive walls pulled another broken gasp from my lips. My breath was gone, stolen by the sheer, shocking perfection of it. I could only clutch at his shoulders, my nails digging in, as he moved with a patience that was its own form of torture.

But the patience didn’t last. As my body opened for him, as my moans grew louder and more desperate, his rhythm changed. The slow, deep rolls became sharper, more deliberate thrusts. He drove into me, setting a pace that made the bedframe creak in protest. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, filled the room, a raw, primal music.

“That’s it,” he grunted, his own control fraying. “Take it. You can take it all. I know you can.”

I could. I did. A frenzy took over. He pinned my wrists above my head, lacing his fingers through mine, holding me down as he drove into me with a force that bordered on possessive. He kissed me, claiming my mouth as thoroughly as he was claiming my body. He was everywhere, in every sense, and I was lost to it, drowning in sensation.

The pleasure built, a coil tightening deep in my belly, tighter and tighter with every deep, pounding thrust. I was so close. The sounds coming from me were no longer moans but raw, ragged screams, torn from a place of pure, animal need.

“Come for me, Kayla,” he growled against my lips, his own movements becoming frantic, piston-like. “Now. Scream for me.”

The coil snapped.

A climax detonated inside me, seismic and all-consuming. I did scream, a loud, desperate sound that echoed off the walls as my body convulsed around him, milking him, pulling him deeper into the vortex of my pleasure. The intensity was blinding, wringing every last shudder from my soul.

He shouted my name, a harsh, guttural release, and I felt him pulse deep within me, his own finish crashing over him as he held himself buried to the hilt, shuddering through his release.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of our ragged breathing and the pounding of blood in my ears. He collapsed gently onto me, his weight a comforting burden, his face buried in the crook of my neck. His breath was hot on my skin.

Slowly, carefully, he withdrew and disposed of the now-full condom. Then he gathered me back into his arms, pulling the duvet over our cooling bodies. He traced a finger along my jawline, his smirk returning, wider now, satisfied and knowing.

He knew. He knew exactly how earth-shattering it had been.

“So?” he asked, his voice a lazy, post-coital rumble. “How was that for a first date?”

I turned my head to look at him. My body felt like it had been remade, every nerve alight and humming. I took a few deep, steadying breaths, a slow, sated smile spreading across my own lips.

I met his gleaming, confident eyes.

“Exquisite.”



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 8: Filled
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The word hung in the air between us. Exquisite. It felt too small, too refined for the raw, primal thing that had just happened. But it was all I had.

His answering smile was a flash of white in the dim room, smug and deeply satisfied. He traced the line of my shoulder, down my arm, his touch leaving a trail of fire on my oversensitive skin.

“Just ‘exquisite’?” he teased, his voice still that low, post-sex rumble. “I guess I’ll just have to try harder.”

But the humour in his eyes was already being swallowed by a renewed, smouldering heat. The simmering intensity that had filled the room before we ever touched was back, thickening the air. My own body, which should have been spent and sated, was humming, alive with a fresh, greedy want. The feeling of him, the stretch, the fullness—it had created an ache that demanded to be fed again. Now.

I saw the same desperate need reflected in his dark gaze. His hand, which had been stroking my arm, slid down to my hip, his grip firm, possessive.

“Again,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

A shiver that had nothing to do with cold raced through me. “Again,” I breathed, the agreement a raw whisper.

He moved with a fluid, predatory grace that stole my breath. In one smooth motion, he rolled from the bed and was back at the dresser. I watched, propped on my elbows, my heart beginning its frantic hammer once more. He didn’t rifle this time. He knew exactly where it was. The small, black box was in his hand, another foil square torn free. The sight of it, of him standing there tall and naked and utterly sure of himself, sent a fresh, liquid pulse of heat between my legs.

He sheathed himself again, the act deliberate, his eyes locked on mine. But this time, he didn’t come to me. He stood at the foot of the bed, a king in his domain, and let his gaze travel the length of my body sprawled across his duvet.

“Turn over,” he commanded, his voice soft but layered with an authority that brooked no argument. “On your knees. I want you from behind.”

A jolt, sharp and electric, went through me. The command was so direct, so unabashedly carnal. There was no playful lead-up, no gentle suggestion. It was a pure expression of desire, and it ignited something just as primal in me. Without a word, I moved. I pushed myself up, my muscles feeling liquid and weak, and turned, presenting myself to him. I got onto my knees, then folded forward, resting my weight on my forearms, my back arched, my hips raised. The cool air of the room kissed the most intimate parts of me, making me feel exposed, vulnerable, and wildly, powerfully erotic.

I heard his sharp intake of breath behind me. “Fuck, Kayla,” he muttered, the words rough with appreciation.

I felt the dip of the mattress as he knelt behind me. Then, the wet, shocking sound of him spitting into his own palm. The crudeness of it should have been a turn-off, but in this shadowed room, charged with pure need, it was the opposite. It was real. It was animalistic. I heard the slick, rhythmic sound of him stroking himself, coating his already-sheathed length. Adding more lube to the condom. Preparing to take me in a way that would be deeper, harder.

One large, warm hand settled on the small of my back, not caressing, but holding me in place. Anchoring me. His other hand guided himself to my entrance. The blunt, broad head pressed against me, and I was already so wet, so open for him, that he slid in the first inch with shocking ease.

I gasped, my fingers clutching at the duvet.

“Easy,” he murmured, but his voice was strained, his control already fraying at the edges. He didn’t go as slow this time. With that hand firm on my back, he pushed forward in one long, relentless slide, sheathing himself to the root in a single, breathtaking thrust.

A cry was torn from my throat—half pleasure, half shock at the sudden, profound fullness. This angle was different. Steeper. I could feel him in places he hadn’t reached before, a delicious, stretching ache that bordered on too much.

He didn’t give me much time to adjust. He set a punishing pace from nearly the first moment. Pulling almost all the way out, then driving back in with a force that rocked my entire body forward. The sound of skin meeting skin was louder now, sharper, a brutal, rhythmic slap that filled the room.

“Yes... oh God, yes...” I chanted into the duvet, my voice already breaking.

He grunted with each thrust, a raw, masculine sound of effort and pleasure. His hand left my back, and for a second, I missed its steadiness. Then I felt both his hands close around my wrists. He pulled them from the duvet, pinning them together at the small of my back, holding them in one of his large, unyielding hands.

The change in position was devastating. With my arms pinned, my back was arched more severely, my hips tilted up, offering him even deeper access. Helpless, completely at his mercy, the sensations magnified a thousandfold. He used his new leverage to dive into me, his thrusts becoming faster, harder, impossibly deep. Each one punched a ragged moan from my lungs.

“Is this what you wanted?” he growled, his breath coming in hot gusts against my shoulder. “Huh? This what you needed?”

I couldn’t form words. I could only nod frantically, a sob of pure ecstasy catching in my throat. He was filling me until it hurt. A bright, sharp, glorious pain with every deep plunge, a pain that melted instantly into a pleasure so intense it bordered on agony. It hurt so good. The phrase played on a loop in my shattered mind. It hurts so good.

Then I felt a smack on my ass. First the left cheek. Then a brief pause. Followed by the same stinging sensation on the right.

“Mmmm, fucking take me,” Jordan growled at me. It only made me want to serve him better.

“Oh! Ohhh! Yes Sir!” I called back to him, wanting to show pure and utter submission.

He seemed to like that.

Jordan was a machine, a force of nature, slamming into me with a rhythm that was driving us both to the brink. The bed was no longer creaking; it was pounding against the wall in a frantic, steady beat that matched his thrusts. My screams were no longer conscious things. They were ripped from me, loud, guttural, uninhibited cries that echoed off the bedroom walls. I was screaming too loud for this little apartment, too loud for the quiet building, too loud for anything but the entire universe of sensation he was creating between us.

“Scream,” he commanded, his own voice a ragged shout. “I want to hear you. Scream as loud as you can. Let the whole building know who’s making you cum.”

His words, filthy and perfect, were the final trigger. The coil that had been tightening in my belly since the first thrust snapped with a violence that blinded me. A scream tore from my throat, long and loud and raw, as my body convulsed around him, clamping down in wave after wave of a brutal, mind-shattering climax. It felt like he was touching my soul, wringing it out with every deep, relentless stroke.

“Oh shit!” Jordan called out, before thrusting in and out even more rapidly. My vocalizations seemed to do it for him.

My climax triggered his. With several violent, loud, and final thrusts, he roared, a deep, shuddering sound of release. I felt him pulsing inside me, his own finish crashing through him as he held himself there, his body rigid, his grip on my wrists iron-tight.

For a long moment, the only sounds were our heaving breaths, the pounding of my heart in my ears, and the faint, accusing echo of my own screams hanging in the air. Slowly, his grip on my wrists loosened. He released them, his hands coming to rest gently on my trembling hips. He withdrew, slowly this time, and I collapsed forward onto the bed, a boneless, shuddering heap.

He disposed of the condom and then stretched out beside me, pulling my limp body back against his chest. We were both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged unison. His arms came around me, holding me close, his lips pressing a soft, unexpected kiss to the damp skin of my shoulder.

No one spoke. The silence was complete, filled with the enormity of what had just happened. The playful banter was gone, the confident smirks erased. In its place was something heavier, more profound. A mutual understanding, carved from sweat and screams and a pleasure so intense it felt like a shared wound.

We had crossed a line. There was no going back to just a party, just a number, just a flirtation. He had ruined me for anything less. And as I lay there in the circle of his arms, listening to his heartbeat slowly steady against my back, I knew with a terrifying, thrilling certainty that I had ruined him, too.
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Chapter 9: You Never Know
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We passed out hard. The kind of deep, obliterating sleep that follows total physical and emotional expenditure. There were no dreams, only a profound, silent blackness, and the solid, warming presence of another body entwined with mine.

I woke to the soft, grey light of morning filtering through the blinds. A dull ache hummed pleasantly in my muscles, a satisfying souvenir. And there was weight—a heavy, warm arm draped possessively over my waist, a solid chest pressed against my back. Jordan’s even breaths stirred the hair at my nape.

I stirred, shifting slightly, and the arm around me tightened instinctively. He made a low, sleepy sound in the back of his throat.

“Mmm. Good morning,” he practically croaked, his voice gravelly with sleep.

I turned carefully within the circle of his arm, facing him. His eyes were closed, his face softened in repose, the confident smirk of the night before replaced by a peaceful, unguarded expression. He was, if possible, even more handsome like this. “Good morning,” I whispered back, my own voice raspy. “How’d you sleep?”

One dark eye cracked open, then the other. A slow, genuine smile spread across his face. “Unreal. Best sleep I’ve had in months. You?”

“Incredible,” I admitted. It was the truth. Wrapped up, warm and safe under his duvet, the storm and the frenzy of the night felt like a distant, vivid dream. It had been the antithesis of shivering on a rainy street. It had been a harbour.

A series of muted buzzes and chimes broke the quiet—not from one phone, but from two. His on the nightstand, mine somewhere in the pile of clothes on the floor. The real world was knocking, and it had been all night.

He groaned, burying his face in the pillow for a second before looking back at me. “I don’t even want to look.”

“Same,” I said, a laugh bubbling up. “Dara and the girls... I can only imagine the texts. And your friends...”

“Yeah, Dev and Amir are probably writing me off as a missing person.” He sighed, but there was no real worry in it. He stretched, the muscles in his arms and back corded and flexing, and the duvet slipped down to his waist. Then, with a casualness that still sent a thrill through me, he threw it off entirely and sat up, swinging his legs out of bed.

He stood, fully, gloriously nude in the morning light, and padded toward the doorway. “Coffee,” he declared, as if it were the answer to everything. “I’m making coffee. You want some?”

My eyes traced the powerful lines of his back, the taper of his waist, the effortless strength in his stride. The memory of that body moving over and against mine flashed, hot and bright. “Yes, please,” I managed.

I found his discarded sweatshirt and pulled it on, relishing the scent of him and sleep that clung to it, before following him out to the kitchen. He was at the counter, filling a carafe with water, his back to me. The morning light gilded the smooth, powerful contours of his shoulders, the dip of his spine. He was a sculpture in motion, completely at ease in his own skin.

“So,” I said, leaning against the doorframe, hugging myself inside the huge sweatshirt. “How was last night for you?”

He glanced over his shoulder, that familiar, knowing smirk returning. He finished scooping grounds into the filter before he answered. “Pretty amazing, not gonna lie.” He turned, leaning back against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, completely unselfconscious. “How about you?”

I met his gaze, letting my own small, satisfied smile show. “Yeah. About the same.”

The coffee maker began its rhythmic gurgle and hiss, filling the sunny kitchen with its rich, promising aroma. It was a domestic sound, normal and comforting, at odds with the extraordinary intimacy that had happened in the next room. It bridged the gap between the night and the day.

As the final drips fell into the pot, I gathered my courage. The question had been sitting on my tongue since I woke up in his arms.

“So...” I began, my voice softer. “Will I get to see you again? I’d love to go on that date you’d promised. The strategy session over coffee.” I gestured to the brewing pot. “Seems we’re already having the coffee part, but... is that still in the cards?”

I was about to add, Or did last night change things? or Was that just a one-time thing?—a hedge against the potential sting of rejection.

He cut me off before I could. He pushed off the counter and took the two steps that brought him right in front of me. He looked down, his dark eyes sparkling with playful light. “Maybe, yeah,” he said, the wide, flirtatious smirk making his meaning perfectly clear. He was teasing, letting me know the answer was an obvious yes. “You never know.”

I played along, tilting my head, a smile tugging at my lips. “Oh, good to know we still have each other as an option,” I said, shooting him a little wink.

He leaned in, his voice dropping to that low, intimate rumble. “Yeah, I’d say so.” His expression softened, the tease giving way to something more sincere. “I hope I’m more than just an option, though.”

My heart gave a happy, hopeful thud. This was it. The line between a spectacular night and the possibility of something more. I reached out, my hand resting lightly on his chest, feeling the steady, strong beat beneath my palm. “You are,” I said, holding his gaze, “if I am, too.”

His answer was immediate, certain. “For sure.”

Then he kissed me. It was nothing like the hungry, consuming kisses of the night before. This was sweet, and soft, and full of a dawning promise. It was a morning kiss. A beginning kiss.

He pulled me into his arms, and I went willingly, settling against the solid warmth of his chest. We stood there, holding each other close in the sunlit kitchen, the coffee finishing its brew, the world and its barrage of messages waiting patiently outside. The night of chance encounters and rain-soaked disasters was over. We moved forward, towards a new beginning.

––––––––
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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 so very much! <3

-Ms Naughtee
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