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Chapter 1: Him
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The November wind ripped across the campus of the University of Winnipeg like it had a personal grudge, rattling the tall, arched windows of Raquel’s apartment on Balmoral Street. Inside, however, the radiators hissed a comforting, steam-heat defiance against the cold, and the air smelled of dry shampoo, vanilla perfume, and the faint metallic zing of a straightener.

“Okay, but is it ‘I want to look approachable’ black, or is it ‘I will actually stab you if you touch my hair’ black?” Madison held two liquid eyeliners aloft like a surgeon choosing a scalpel.

Raquel peered at her reflection in the gilded mirror above the faux fireplace. Her blonde hair, the colour of winter wheat, was freshly curled into soft, loose waves. “It’s ‘please, God, let him talk to me’ black. So... nervous black.”

“That’s a smoky eye, babe. I’ve got you.” Madison grinned, immediately getting to work.

From the lumpy velvet couch, a groan erupted. “If I have to hear one more time about the way Deon Phillips holds his pencil in Sociology 103, I’m going to call my mother and ask her to book me a therapist.”

“Jasmine, shut up!” Raquel flinched, messing up Madison’s precise work. “I do not talk about the pencil thing.”

“You did. Last Tuesday. You said, and I quote, ‘He holds it like he’s about to sign a very important treaty, but also like he might break it in half.’” Jasmine didn’t even look up from her phone, her thumbs flying across the screen. “It’s cute. It’s just also very, very sad.”

Raquel’s cheeks flushed pink. Deon. Even his name felt warm in her mouth. They weren’t friends. They weren’t even study buddies. They were ‘hi’ friends. ‘Hold the door’ acquaintances. But in a lecture hall of two hundred people, that tiny acknowledgment felt monumental. He was tall, with shoulders that stretched the fabric of his plain crewnecks, and he had this quiet, observant way about him. Like he was taking everything in and judging it, but in a kind way. And his smile—the rare one he’d give when the prof made a dumb joke—was a devastating flash of white against his dark skin.

And tonight, he was going to be at Malik’s.

“Okay, open,” Madison commanded.

Raquel opened her eyes. The woman in the mirror staring back looked bolder, braver. The smoky eye wasn’t just makeup; it was armour.

A sharp knock at the door made them all jump. Jasmine vaulted off the couch. “That’s Tessa. I told her we’d be ready by nine. It’s nine-fifteen.”

Jasmine yanked the door open to reveal Tessa, already bundled in a massive faux-fur coat that made her look like a glamorous yeti. She stamped her snow-crusted heeled boots on the mat. “It is aggressively cold. I think my nostril hairs froze on the walk from the bus stop.”

“Charming imagery, Tess, thanks,” Madison muttered.

Tessa shed three layers to reveal a slinky black dress underneath. Her eyes immediately landed on Raquel. “Okay. You look ready to make poor life choices. I love it.” She tossed herself onto the couch. “So, what’s the vibe? What’s the feel for tonight?”

“Raquel is hunting,” Jasmine said, finally pocketing her phone. “The rest of us are just observers in our natural habitats.”

“Not true,” Raquel protested. “What about you and that guy from your psych lab? Liam?”

Jasmine waved a dismissive hand, but a small smile betrayed her. “He’s going to be there. His roommate is friends with Malik.”

“See!” Raquel pointed a mascara wand at her. “So you get it.”

“I get temporary infatuation,” Jasmine conceded. “You, my friend, are suffering from a full-blown crush. There’s a difference. Mine is manageable. Yours is a terminal illness.”

Raquel threw a pillow at her. It missed.

As they finished getting ready—a flurry of borrowing jewellery, swapping shoes, and one last-minute argument about whether a leather jacket was warm enough (it wasn’t)—Raquel felt the familiar flutter in her chest. It was the same feeling she got right before an exam she hadn’t studied enough for. Terror and excitement, perfectly mixed.

Malik’s place was a large, drafty house on Langside, the kind of student housing held together by sheer force of will, duct tape, and the residual smell of old curry. Bass thrummed through the thick wooden door, a low, insistent heartbeat.

Jasmine pushed it open without knocking. “Malik! Your security is trash!”

The living room was packed. A disco ball that looked like it had survived the 70s threw fractured rainbows of light across the walls. People were clustered in groups, red cups in hand, shouting to be heard over the music.

Raquel immediately felt too tall, too blonde, too visible. She tugged at the hem of her dress.

“Drink,” Madison declared, shoving a cup of something sweet and suspiciously strong into her hand. “Loosen the hinges.”

They migrated deeper into the party. Raquel scanned the room, trying to look casual, but her eyes were programmed to search for him. A tall guy by the speakers? No, too lanky. A guy laughing in the corner? No, wrong smile.

Then she saw him.

Deon was leaning against the doorframe leading to the kitchen, arms crossed, listening intently to a guy in a backwards cap. He wasn’t trying to be the centre of attention. He was just... there. Solid. Unmoving in the chaotic flow of the party. The disco ball caught the deep brown of his skin, highlighting the sharp cut of his jaw.

He wasn’t wearing anything special. Just a dark sweater and jeans. But to Raquel, it looked like he was wearing confidence.

Her throat went dry.

“Oh,” Jasmine breathed, following her gaze. “Oh, yeah. Okay. I get it now.”

“Told you,” Madison whispered, not even trying to hide her staring. “That is a man, not a boy.”

Tessa leaned in. “His bone structure is ridiculous. Like, architecturally unsound.”

“Can we please stop dissecting him like he’s a bug?” Raquel hissed, but she couldn’t look away.

As if he felt the weight of four pairs of eyes on him, Deon paused mid-sentence. His gaze lifted, scanned the room lazily, and then stopped. He found her.

A flicker of recognition. A slight tilt of his head.

And then, a smile. Not the polite, professor-joke smile. A real one. Slow, genuine, and directed squarely at her.

Raquel forgot how to breathe.

“He smiled at you!” Tessa grabbed her arm, nails digging in. “Go. Go over there. Now. Abort the creepy hovering.”

“I can’t just... walk over there!”

“Why not?” Madison challenged. “You have ‘nervous black’ eyeliner on. You’re invincible.”

Just then, Malik, the host, bulldozed his way over, clapping Deon on the shoulder and pulling him into a conversation about beer pong. The moment shattered.

Raquel exhaled. “See? He’s busy.”

“Coward,” Jasmine sing-songed, but her tone was affectionate.

They settled into a corner, trying to look nonchalant. Raquel nursed her drink, the ice long melted, her eyes continually drifting back to the kitchen doorway. She saw him laugh. She saw him shake his head at something Malik said. She saw him scratch the back of his neck.

It was pathetic. It was exhilarating.

An hour later, the party was thinning out. People were discussing the next stop—a club on Osborne, Nite, which had a decent dance floor and cheap cover before eleven.

“We’re going,” Tessa announced. “My coat is too fabulous to waste on one house party.”

Raquel gathered her things, her hopes deflating. He was probably staying. He didn’t seem like the club type.

They were at the door, pulling on boots and zipping jackets, when a deep voice cut through the chatter behind them.

“Raquel?”

She turned.

Deon was standing there, holding his own coat, a simple black parka. He looked just as surprised as she felt that he’d actually said her name out loud.

“Hey,” he said. A pause. “You heading to Nite later?”

Her voice was a squeak. “Yeah.”

A nod. Another small, devastating smile. “Cool. Me too.”

It was just one word. Cool.

But the way he said it, looking right at her, his gaze steady and warm—it felt like a promise.

Jasmine, bundled in her scarf, shot Raquel a look that screamed I will die if you don’t say something back.

Raquel gripped the strap of her purse. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

“Yeah,” Deon said softly, holding the door for them as the cold air rushed in. “Maybe.”

It wasn’t much. Not much of anything at all. She wasn’t even sure if he’d be interested in her. She worried he was just being polite and didn’t want to come across as cold.

But inside, in her chest, something was thawing.

Tonight, she wasn’t just going to a club. She was going toward him. And for the first time, ‘maybe’ felt a lot like ‘definitely.’
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Chapter 2: Into the Nite
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As they stepped out into the Winnipeg night, the wind biting at their cheeks, Raquel felt the snow crunch under her boots. The city was dark and frozen, the streetlights casting orange halos on the ice.

“We’re walking, right?” Tessa tugged her faux-fur collar tighter. “Please say we’re walking. I refuse to lose this coat in a stranger’s Uber.”

“It’s eight blocks,” Madison said. “You’ll survive.”

They fell into stride, huddled together against the cold. Jasmine linked her arm through Raquel’s.

“So. He said ‘cool.’ He said ‘me too.’ And then he held the door like a gentleman.” Jasmine counted on her fingers. “That’s three signs. Minimum.”

“Signs of what?” Raquel muttered.

“That he likes you, you absolute walnut.”

Tessa nodded sagely. “Men don’t voluntarily go to clubs unless a woman they want is going to be there. It’s science.”

“He might just like dancing,” Raquel said.

Madison snorted. “Have you ever seen a straight man ‘like dancing?’ They stand in one spot and nod. Like a penguin with a drink.”

They passed the law building, windows dark. A bus hissed past, spraying slush.

“Okay, but what do I actually say to him?” Raquel’s breath puffed white. “We’ve never had a real conversation. Just ‘hi’ and ‘sorry’ and ‘thanks.’”

“Ask him something,” Jasmine said. “What’s his major? Does he like Winnipeg? Does he have a secret twin? Anything.”

“Don’t ask about a twin,” Madison cut in. “Then you have to figure out which one you like better. It’s messy.”

Tessa laughed. “You’re overthinking. He smiled at you. He said your name. He’s going to the same club tonight. Just talk to him like he’s a person.”

“A very handsome person,” Jasmine added.

“Yes. But still a person.” Tessa shrugged. “Probably.”

Raquel shook her head, but she was smiling.

The neon sign for Nite appeared ahead, buzzing pink against the black sky. A small line had already formed.

And there, near the front, stood Deon.

He was with Malik, hands in his coat pockets, breath fogging in the cold. He hadn’t seen them yet.

Jasmine grabbed Raquel’s arm. “Okay. Deep breath. You’ve got nervous black eyeliner. You’ve got us. You’ve got this.”

“And if all else fails,” Madison said, “trip. Men love catching things.”

Raquel laughed, the sound surprising her.

The line shuffled forward.

Deon turned. Somehow, he spotted her over and through the crowd behind him. His eyes found hers again, steady and warm.

He nodded once.

She nodded back.

It wasn’t much. But it was enough to start.
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Chapter 3: Inside
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The bass hit first—a low, physical pulse that vibrated through Raquel’s chest before she even cleared the doorway. Nite was dark and gold, all velvet banquettes and amber lighting. A disco ball spun lazily, scattering stars across the walls.

“Drinks,” Madison shouted over the music, already steering them toward the bar.

Raquel followed on autopilot, but her eyes were scanning. Searching.

She spotted him near the back wall. Deon stood with Malik and a few other guys, glass in hand, nodding along to whatever Malik was saying. He looked relaxed. Comfortable. Like he belonged here.

Like he hadn't just upended her entire evening with a single nod.

“Here.” Tessa shoved a drink into her hand. Vodka soda, lime wedged on the rim. “Liquid courage. Don’t sip it. Commit.”

Raquel took a breath. Then a gulp.

“Okay.” She set the cup down. “I’m going over there.”

Jasmine’s eyes went wide. “Now? Where did this confidence magically come from?”

“Now. Before I change my mind.”

She didn’t wait for their reactions. She just went.

The crowd parted, or maybe it just felt that way. Each step felt impossibly loud. What was she going to say? Hey, you exist, I’ve noticed, I think about it constantly?

Too much.

Cool party. Nice weather. Remember that pencil?

God. She began to wonder if she might’ve been a lost cause.

She reached him just as Malik clapped his shoulder and drifted toward the bar. Deon turned, and his expression shifted from neutral to surprised to something softer, all in the space of a second.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” His voice was low, easy. “You made it.”

“You said you were coming.” She paused. “Figured I should verify.”

A corner of his mouth lifted. “Verifying. That’s very thorough of you.”

“I’m a thorough person.”

“Yeah?” He tilted his head. “What else are you thorough about?”

Her stomach flipped. “Depends. What are you asking?”

He didn’t look away. The disco ball caught his face, light sliding across his cheekbone. “Maybe I’m just verifying.”

A beat. Then two.

Raquel smiled. “You’re not bad at this.”

“At what?”

“Talking. For someone who usually just says ‘hi’ and holds doors.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “So, you’ve been keeping score.”

“Someone has to.”

The song shifted—slower, heavier bass. Around them, people began drifting toward the dance floor.

Deon glanced over his shoulder, then back at her. His gaze dropped to her drink, then to her hand gripping it too tightly.

“You doing anything important?” he asked. “Or do you want to dance?”

Raquel’s heart stuttered.

“I don’t really dance,” she said.

“Neither do I.” Deon set his cup on a nearby ledge. “We can be bad at it together.”

Raquel set her glass down beside his.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s do this. Together.”
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Chapter 4: Awkward Dancing
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The dance floor was crowded, bodies pressing close in the amber dark. Raquel found a small pocket of space near the edge and turned to face Deon, suddenly aware of every inch of her own skin.

He stood there. She stood there.

Neither of them moved.

“So,” she said. “This is dancing.”

“This is definitely dancing.” He rocked back on his heels. “Killing it, actually.”

She laughed. “You haven't moved.”

“Neither have you.”

“I'm waiting for inspiration.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Inspiration. Right.”

The bass thrummed. Around them, people swayed, dipped, spun. Raquel attempted a subtle side-to-side shift. It felt like she was queuing for coffee.

Deon watched her, amused. “Is that the coffee shop shuffle?”

“Absolutely not.”

“It really is.”

She shoved his shoulder. He laughed—a real one, warm and unguarded—and something in her chest loosened.

Then he started moving. Not much. Just a rhythm, a looseness in his shoulders. He wasn't performing. He was just... feeling it.

She tried again. Side to side. Better this time.

“See?” he said. “Progress.”

“You're a very encouraging dance partner.”

“I have my moments.”

A guy bumped into Raquel from behind, muttered sorry, disappeared. Deon's eyes flicked past her shoulder, then back.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Just crowded.”

He nodded. They kept moving. The song stretched on, a long house mix. Raquel stopped thinking about her feet. She started thinking about the space between them. How close was too close? How close did she want to be?

Then Madison appeared.

“Raquel! Bathroom. Emergency. Not literally, but come.” She grabbed Raquel's wrist, then spotted Deon. It seemed to cause her to freeze. “Oh. Hi. You're... him.”

Deon raised an eyebrow. “I'm him?”

“The pencil guy.” Madison winced. “I mean. You're Deon. Hi. Sorry. One second.”

She yanked Raquel off the floor.

“What are you doing?!” Raquel hissed.

“Rescuing you. You were just standing there.”

“We were dancing!”

“That wasn't dancing. That was two people having a panic attack in slow motion.” Madison pushed open the bathroom door. “Did he even touch you?”

Raquel's face burned. “We were building up to it.”

Jasmine was at the mirror, reapplying lip gloss. “Wait. Is she off the floor already? I just saw them start.”

“She's not off the floor. I extracted her.” Madison crossed her arms. “She needs a game plan. You can't just stand three feet apart and vibrate.”

“We were not vibrating.”

“You were vibrating.” Jasmine capped her gloss. “Cute vibrating. But vibrating.”

Tessa emerged from a stall. “Did he put his hands on you yet?”

“Tessa!”

“What? I'm invested.”

Raquel pressed her palms to her cheeks. They were burning. “No. Not yet. We were... easing into it.”

“Ease faster,” Tessa said. “The night's not getting younger.”

Raquel took a breath. Looked at her reflection. Smoky eye still intact. Hair still wavy. She looked like someone who could do this.

“Okay,” she said. “I'm going back.”

“Of course you are,” Jasmine murmured.

—
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DEON WAS EXACTLY WHERE she'd left him. He looked up when she approached, and something flickered across his face—relief? Hope?

“Sorry about that,” she said. “Friend emergency.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just needed moral support.”

He nodded. A beat of silence followed.

Then he said, “I thought you might've fled.”

“Fled?”

“You know. Decided I was too awkward. Not worth the effort, or something.”

She stared at him. “You think you're awkward?”

“I'm aware I'm not necessarily smooth.” He shrugged. “Figured you might want someone who's, like, good at this.”

“At dancing?”

“At...” He gestured vaguely between them. “Yeah. This. All of this. Whatever this is.”

Raquel's heart did something complicated. “Deon. You held a door open and said ‘maybe.’ That's the smoothest thing anyone's ever done to me.”

He blinked. “Really?”

“Really.”

A slow smile. “So you're saying I should lead with doors more often.”

“I'm saying you're doing fine.”

The song shifted—slower, sultrier. The lights dimmed further. Around them, couples pressed closer.

Deon looked at her. Really looked.

“Can I...” He paused. “Would it be okay if I—”

She didn't let him finish. She stepped forward, closing the gap.

His hands found her waist. Tentative at first, barely there. Then firmer. Settling.

Raquel's breath caught. His palms were warm through the thin fabric of her dress. His thumbs rested just above her hips.

She placed her hands on his shoulders. He was taller than her like this. She hadn't realized.

“This okay?” he murmured.

She nodded. Raquel didn't trust her voice right now. Knowing herself, she thought it might simply give out.

They moved. Slowly. Not so much dancing anymore, just swaying. His grip tightened slightly when someone jostled past. Deon held her steady.

This was better than okay. This was everything she’d wanted and more.

“You two look cute!”

Raquel snapped her head up. Malik stood two feet away, phone out, grinning like an idiot. “Deon! My man! I didn't know you had moves.”

Deon's jaw tightened. “Malik...”

“No, no, this is great. Don't stop on my account.” Malik pocketed his phone. “Just wanted to say hi. And also that Tessa wants to know if you're free next Tuesday?”

Raquel blinked. “What?”

“She said ask you. I don't know. I'm just the messenger.” Malik shrugged. “Tuesday. Something about a study group?”

Deon sighed. “Can we talk about this later?”

“Yeah, yeah. Carry on.” Malik backed away, hands raised. “Looking good, Phillips.”

The moment stretched, thin and fragile. Deon shook his head. “Sorry. He's—”

“It's fine.” She was still close to him. Still touching. “Friends are like that.”

“Yeah. Yours extracted you from the floor.”

“And yours made a documentary out of us.”

He laughed. The tension broke.

“So,” he said. “Tuesday.”

“I might be busy Tuesday.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. Not sure yet.” She tilted her head. “Depends who's asking.”

His hands were still on her hips. They hadn't moved.

“It's me,” he said quietly. “I'm asking.”

Raquel smiled.

“Then maybe I'm free.”
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Chapter 5: Kissing
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The song wrapped around them like smoke.

Deon's thumb traced the seam of her dress, back and forth, back and forth. A quiet rhythm. Raquel's fingers curled into the fabric of his sweater.

“You're quiet,” she said.

“Thinking.”

“Thinking? That’s dangerous,” Raquel teased.

Deon huffed a laugh. “Maybe it is.”

Her palm flattened against his chest. His heartbeat was steady. Fast, but steady.

“What are you thinking about?”

He was quiet for a moment. Then: “How you looked at the party. When you walked in.”

She tilted her head. “How did I look?” Internally, she briefly began to panic that she had looked funny or had something stuck to her without even realizing it.

“Like you weren't sure you wanted to be there.” A pause. “And then you saw me. Or at least, seemed to.”

Her throat tightened. “And?”

“And you looked sure.”

She didn't know what to say to that. So she didn't say anything. Just pulled him closer.

His nose brushed her temple. “This is—”

“What?”

“Easy.” His breath was warm against her skin. “Talking to you. Being here. All of it.”

“Easy isn't usually a good thing,” she murmured. “People want complicated.”

“I don't.”

She pulled back just enough to see his face. The disco ball caught his cheekbone, his jaw. His eyes were dark and steady.

“What do you want?” she asked.

He looked at her mouth.

“You,” he said. “I want you.”

Her heart stumbled.

She leaned forward, towards him. Then Deon leaned the rest of the way in.

He kissed her.

Soft at first. Questioning. His hand slid from her back to her waist, fingers pressing firm. She parted her lips and he made a sound—low, quiet—that she felt in her own chest.

His other hand found her jaw. He held her there like she was something precious.

Someone bumped into her shoulder. It didn't matter. Another couple swayed past, close enough to touch. That didn't matter either.

Nothing mattered except his mouth on hers.

She tugged gently at his bottom lip. His grip tightened. He kissed her deeper, slower, like they had all night.

They didn't, of course. But it felt as if they did.

When they finally pulled apart, both breathing hard, his forehead pressed to hers.

“Hi,” she whispered.

He smiled against her mouth. “Hi.”

The bass thrummed. The lights spun. His thumb traced her hip.

She kissed him again.

And again.

And again.
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Chapter 6: Wanna Get Out Of Here?
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They kissed through two more songs. Maybe three. Time blurred, stretched, collapsed into the space between them.

Raquel's back was against the wall now. She didn't remember moving. Deon's hands were at her waist, her hip, the curve of her spine. Hers were tangled in his sweater.

He pulled back just far enough to speak.

“Raquel.”

“Mm?”

His thumb traced her lower lip. She shivered.

“Wanna get out of here?”

Her eyes opened. His were dark, steady. A sly smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“We could go back to my place,” he said with his slight grin. “None of my roommates are home right now.”

Her face burned. A good burn. A wanting burn.

“All of them?” Her voice came out smaller than expected.

“All of them.” His thumb still moved across her lip. “Out at bars. Or here tonight. Won't be back for hours.”

She swallowed.

“Okay,” Raquel said. “Yes.”

His smile widened. He took her hand.

They moved fast. Not running. They were too casual for that. But fast.

Deon wove through the crowd like he knew every exit. She kept her head down, her hand in his. The bass faded. The air cooled.

Near the door, she spotted Jasmine. Leaning against the bar, drink in hand, mid-laugh at something Tessa said.

Jasmine's eyes found hers.

Confusion. Then recognition. Then a grin so wide Raquel could see it from twenty feet away.

Jasmine raised her glass, practically saluting Raquel.

Raquel waved once. Small. Mortified. But also elated.

Then, before they knew it, the door closed behind them.

The cold hit them like a wall. Raquel gasped.

Deon was already pulling up the Uber app. “You okay?”

“Fine. Just forgot how to breathe for a second.”

He glanced at her. “From the cold?”

She looked at his mouth. “From a lot of things.”

His thumb stroked her knuckles. “The car's two minutes away.”

They waited in the hush of Osborne Village. Snow fell, soft and unhurried. Streetlights painted everything gold.

He didn't let go of her hand.

—
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THE UBER WAS WARM AND smelled like vanilla air freshener. The driver didn't talk. Raquel watched the city blur past—frozen river, lit-up bridges, the hulking dark of apartment blocks.

Deon's hand stayed in hers. His thumb traced lazy circles.

“Nervous?” he asked.

“No.” A pause. “Yes. A little.”

“We don't have to...”

“I want to.” She squeezed his hand. “I'm just not smooth about these things.”

“Good. Neither am I.”

She laughed. “You're literally smooth right now.”

“This isn't smooth. This is pretending not to be terrified.”

She turned to look at him. His profile was sharp in the passing light. Jaw set. Eyes straight ahead.

“You don't look terrified,” she said.

“Good. That's the goal,” Deon said, cracking a grin.

She squeezed his hand again. He squeezed back.

His building was old and tall, brick and fire escapes. They rode the elevator in silence. The numbers climbed slowly. His thumb never stopped moving.

He unlocked the door. Stepped aside to let her in.

The apartment was dark, quiet. A couch. A coffee table. Books stacked in neat piles. It smelled like him—clean soap, warm skin.

They kicked off their shoes. Hers landed sideways. His landed neatly beside hers.

Raquel turned to face him.

He kissed her again. Slower this time. No music. No crowd. Just the two of them in the dark quiet.

Her back hit the wall. His hands found her waist.

He pulled back, then looked at her.

“Do you want to see my room?”

Raquel nodded.

“Sure,” she whispered. “Yes.”

And before either of them knew it, they were holding hands, and headed off down the hallway.
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Chapter 7: The Room
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The hallway was narrow, lined with peeling paint and the faint, dusty scent of old books. Raquel followed him, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. Deon’s hand was warm, his grip firm, guiding her through the dark.

His bedroom door was the last one at the end of the hall. He pushed it open with his shoulder, then turned to let her in. The room was smaller than the living area, but just as dim. A bed took up most of the space, the duvet rumpled, the sheets already pulled back. A window with a cracked pane let in a sliver of moonlight, illuminating the tiniest specks of dust dancing in the air.

Raquel stopped in the doorway, her breath catching. She’d seen his arms, his chest, the way his muscles moved when he walked, but she hadn’t seen this. The raw, uncurated reality of him. It was... overwhelming.

Deon stepped in behind her, closing the door with a soft click. He didn’t say anything. He just reached out, his hand sliding into hers. He pulled her into the room, not letting her retreat. The door clicked shut, sealing them in.

Raquel’s back hit the mattress, soft and yielding. She gasped, her eyes widening as he leaned over her. He towered over her, his shadow stretching out across the bed. His face was inches from hers, his eyes dark and intense. She could see the flecks of gold in his irises, the way his lips parted slightly as he breathed.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered, his voice low and rough. His hand moved from her waist to her face, his thumb tracing her cheekbone. Raquel shivered, a jolt of electricity shooting through her. She’d never been told that before, not like this. Not from a guy like him.

Deon lowered his head, his lips brushing against hers. It was a gentle, tentative kiss, a question. Raquel answered it by pulling him closer, her fingers tangling in his hair. His lips parted, and she deepened the kiss, her tongue darting out to meet his. He groaned, a low, rumbling sound that vibrated against her chest.

His hand moved from her face to her neck, his fingers tracing the sensitive skin there. He pressed a kiss to her jawline, then her ear, his lips grazing the lobe. Raquel arched her back, a soft moan escaping her lips. It was a sound she’d never made before, not in the middle of a bedroom with a guy she’d just met. It was a sound of surrender, of giving herself over to him completely.

Deon pulled back just enough to look at her. His eyes were dark, dilated, filled with a hunger she’d never seen in anyone else. He traced her lips with his thumb. “You taste like vanilla,” he murmured. “And something else. Something sweet.”

Raquel couldn't find her voice. She could only nod, her heart hammering against her ribs. Deon smiled, a slow, predatory smile. He reached for the hem of his shirt, pulling it over his head. As the fabric fell away, Raquel gasped.

His chest was broad, the muscles defined and taut. A thin line of hair traced his abs, disappearing into the waistband of his sweatpants. She reached out, her hand trembling as she touched his skin. He was warm, solid, impossibly strong. She ran her hand over his abs, her fingers tracing the line of muscle.

Deon groaned, his head falling back slightly. “That’s good,” he breathed. “Don't stop.” Raquel didn't. She traced the line of his abs, then moved lower, her hand slipping under the waistband of his sweatpants. She was surprised by how hard he was. It was a thick, heavy length, pulsing against her palm. She wrapped her hand around him, her fingers seemingly unable to close all the way around his girth.

Deon hissed, his eyes fluttering shut. “Raquel,” he breathed. “You’re killing me.”

She smiled, a wicked little smile. She stroked him, her hand moving up and down, her thumb brushing the head. Deon’s hips bucked off the mattress, a low, guttural sound escaping his lips. He grabbed her hand, stopping her. “Not yet,” he rasped. “I want to see you.” He pulled her hand away, his eyes dark. He reached for the hem of her shirt, pulling it up. She lifted her arms, letting him strip it off. Her bra followed, the clasp clicking in the quiet room.

Deon’s eyes roamed over her body, taking in every inch. He traced the curve of her breast, his fingers teasing the sensitive skin. Raquel arched her back, her breath hitching. He leaned down, his lips closing over one nipple. He sucked gently, then harder, his tongue flicking against the sensitive peak. Raquel cried out, her back arching off the mattress, her nails digging into his shoulders.

He moved to the other breast, giving it the same attention. Raquel was panting now, her body on fire. She’d never felt anything like this. His touch was electric, sending waves of pleasure crashing through her. She reached up, pulling him down for another kiss. This one was deeper, more desperate. She could taste herself on his lips, and she wanted more.

Deon pulled back, his eyes dark, filled with hunger. He reached for his pants, his movements jerky. He pulled out a condom from his wallet, his fingers fumbling slightly. Raquel watched him, her heart pounding. He rolled the condom on, his eyes never leaving hers. He looked at her, then at his cock, then back at her. “You sure?” he asked. His voice was rough, his tone almost reverent.

Raquel nodded, hardly able to speak. She just wanted him. She wanted to feel him inside her, to be filled by him completely. “Yes,” she said, her voice sounding meek and tiny.

Deon positioned himself between her legs. He looked down at her, his eyes dark, filled with desire. He pushed her legs apart, his knees settling on either side of hers. He leaned down, his lips brushing against hers. “I'm going to make you scream,” he whispered.

Raquel’s eyes widened. “Yes,” she whispered. “Please.”

Deon pushed inside her. It was like nothing she’d ever experienced. He was huge, stretching her beyond anything she’d imagined. She cried out, her back arching off the mattress, her nails digging into his shoulders. Deon groaned, his eyes closing, his head falling back. He held still for a moment, letting her adjust to his size. It was an agonizing stretch, an almost-burning sensation that was both painful and pleasurable. She gasped, her body trembling.

Deon opened his eyes, looking down at her. “You okay?” he asked, his voice thick with concern. He moved slowly, inch by inch, filling her completely. Raquel nodded, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “Yes,” she whispered. “It feels... incredible.”

Deon began to move. His strokes were slow at first, but quickly picked up pace. He gave a powerful thrust, driving deep inside her. Raquel cried out, her head thrown back, her mouth open in a silent scream. She’d never felt anything like this. He was hitting a spot inside her she didn't know existed, sending waves of intense pleasure crashing through her. She was on the edge of oblivion, lost in the sensation of him.

Deon’s hands were everywhere. He grabbed her hips, his fingers digging into her soft skin. He pulled her closer to him, his thrusts becoming more urgent. Raquel’s body arched, her back bowing, her legs wrapping around his waist. She was lost in the pleasure, her mind going blank. She could only feel him, his heat, his strength, his power.

“Deon,” she moaned, her voice rising in pitch. “Oh god, Deon, yes, yes, yes!”

He grunted, so aroused, so filled with desire for her. He thrust harder, faster, his body slamming into hers. Raquel screamed, her voice echoing off the walls. She was drowning in pleasure, her body convulsing around him. She could feel him getting closer, his own release approaching. She wanted him to fill her, to mark her, to own her.

“Deon, I'm going to—” she gasped, her body tensing.

Just as she announced it, Deon began to climax. He thrusted faster and harder and screamed, spilling into the condom as he was still inside her. It took Raquel by surprise. Unable to handle the sensations, Raquel cried out, her body shuddering, her mind going blank. She collapsed back onto the mattress, breathless, her body trembling. Deon collapsed beside her, his chest heaving, his eyes closed.

They lay there for a long time, the only sound in the room being their ragged breathing. Raquel felt a sense of peace settle over her, a feeling of completeness she’d never known before. She’d never felt anything like this. She’d never experienced anything like this. She was spent, drained, but utterly satisfied.

Deon opened his eyes, looking at her. He reached out, his hand brushing her cheek. “That was...” he whispered. “That was incredible.” Raquel smiled, a tired, contented smile. She leaned into his touch. “Yeah,” she whispered. “It was.”
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Chapter 8: Seconds
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“So... how about another go?” Deon asked, a sly smirk spreading across his face.

“Already? You’re seriously good to go?” Raquel asked. She was immediately kind of impressed.

“Yup,” Deon said as he nodded his head proudly. “I’m in if you are.”

“Okay, sure. Let’s go one more time.” Raquel smiled in agreement.

Deon grabbed the wrapper of the previous condom, and immediately also picked up a fresh one. 

Raquel lay on her side, the sheet tangled around her legs. Deon was already up, the condom wrapper crinkling softly as he stepped into the bathroom. When he returned, he looked like a man on a mission. He tossed a new box of tissues at the bed teasingly, to make clean up easier.

He reached out, his fingers cool against her heated skin. “Turn over,” he commanded, his voice growing deeper. “On your hands and knees.”

Raquel’s breath hitched. She’d never been taken from behind before, not like this. She scrambled to obey, scrambling up the mattress until her knees hit the edge. She shuffled forward, positioning herself so her chest was hovering over the mattress but her ass was presented to him, fully exposed. She turned her head, looking back over her shoulder at him.

Deon was already moving into position. He double-checked that the fresh condom was on securely. He didn't say a word. He just moved behind her, his hands on her hips, pulling her back against him.

Raquel gasped as she felt the head of his cock press against her slick entrance. He didn't wait. He thrust forward, burying himself to the hilt in one go. Raquel cried out, her back arching, her hands gripping the sheets. It was even bigger than before, stretching her in ways she hadn't thought possible. It was an agonizing burn, a delicious stretch that had her tears pricking at her eyes.

Deon groaned, his hands on her hips, holding her tight. He didn't move right away, letting her adjust to his size. Raquel bit her lip, her body trembling. It felt so full, so incredibly full. She’d never felt anything like this. It was overwhelming, intense, and utterly electrifying.

Deon began to move. His strokes were deep, hitting her in places she didn't know existed. He was pulling almost all the way out before slamming back in, over and over. The sound of their bodies slapping together echoed in the small room. Raquel cried out, her voice rising in pitch. She was on the edge of oblivion, lost in the sensation of him.

She reached back, her fingers tangling in his hair. She pulled him closer, wanting to feel him even deeper. He groaned, his hips snapping forward, his cock hitting her cervix with every thrust. It was painful, but in a good way. It hurt so good. She was being used, filled, possessed. It was the most intense thing she’d ever felt. Nothing had ever come close.

Deon’s hands were everywhere. He grabbed her hips, his fingers digging into her soft skin. He pulled her back against him, his thrusts becoming more urgent. Raquel’s body arched, her back bowing, her legs wrapping around his waist. She was lost in the pleasure, her head thrown back, her mouth open in a silent scream.

“Deon, I'm getting close! I might...” she gasped, her voice rising in pitch. “Yes, yes, YES!”

He grunted, his sounds only proving to turn Raquel on more. He thrusted harder, faster, his body slamming into hers. Raquel screamed, her voice echoing off the walls. She was drowning in pleasure, her body convulsing around him. She could feel him getting closer, his own release approaching. She wanted him to fill her, to mark her, to own her.

“Deon, I'm going to—” she gasped, her body tensing.

“Cum for me, baby!” Deon called out as he smacked her ass firmly with his right hand. That was all it took.

Raquel cried out, her body shaking, screams intensifying, as she finally felt completely owned.

“Fuck Deon you’re so big! OH MY GOD YOU’RE SO GOOD!” she cried, tears beginning to pour from the corners of her eyes.

Deon moaned, feeling her tightness, “That’s it! That’s it! That’s it baby! Just like that! Fuuuuck! I’m gonna cum too!”

Before either of them knew it, his cock was throbbing, and then firing out his masculine fluids; painting the inside of the condom with hot, thick ropes of semen. 

The two collapsed beside each other on the mattress. Deon was careful not to fall on her, landing on his side before rolling onto his back. Raquel simply fell forward, breasts pressed to the bed.

“Holy shit,” Deon said, mostly to himself.

To his surprise, Raquel actually answered.

“Holy shit is right.”

There was a brief pause, before the two of them erupted in a fit of laughter. It was the perfect note to end on.
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Chapter 9: Slow to Wake Up
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Light slipped through the blinds. Pale, watery, the grey of a Winnipeg winter morning.

Raquel woke slowly. Warm. Weighted.

Deon's arm was draped across her stomach. His face was turned toward her, breath slow and even, lashes dark against his skin.

She didn't move. Didn't breathe.

He looked younger asleep. Softer. The quiet intensity he carried everywhere—gone. Just him. Just a boy in a bed.

She wanted to remember this. The weight of his arm. The sound of the radiator hissing. The way his pillow smelled like him.

His eyes opened.

For a second, he just looked at her. No smile. No words. Just looking.

Then he simply said, “Hi.”

“Hi,” Raquel replied back.

His voice was rough with sleep. “You stayed.”

“I said I would.”

He blinked slowly. “People say things.”

“I don't. At least, not lies.”

There was a brief pause. Then his mouth curved into that slow, devastating smile.

“Good,” he murmured. “Me neither.”

He pulled her closer. She went willingly, her face finding the warm space between his neck and shoulder. His hand traced lazy patterns down her spine.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Don't know. Don't care.”

She laughed against his skin. “Don’t you have class?”

“I’ll skip.”

“Deon.”

“Deon,” he mimicked, but his arms tightened around her.

They lay there. The radiator hissed. Snow tapped against the window.

“I should probably—” she started.

“Don't.” His voice was quiet. “Five more minutes.”

She smiled into his chest. “Okay. Five.”

Twenty minutes later, neither of them had moved.

“So,” she said. “This is nice.”

“This is nice,” he agreed. “Understatement of the year.”

She tilted her head up. “What would you call it?”

He thought about it. Actually thought, his brow furrowing slightly.

“Warm,” he said finally. “Safe. Like... I don't have to perform anything.”

Her chest tightened.

“That's a good way to put it.”

“Yeah?” He looked almost shy. “I'm not usually good with words.”

“You're fine with words.”

“I'm fine with you.”

She kissed his chest. Just above his heart.

Eventually, the world crept back in. Her phone buzzed somewhere in the depths of her discarded jeans. Once. Twice. Three times.

“Your friends?” he asked.

“Probably.” She didn't move. “They can wait.”

His thumb traced her hip bone. “What's today?”

“Friday.”

“No, I mean—” He paused. “What day, generally. Like, what are your days?”

She propped herself up on her elbow. “Are you asking about my schedule?”

“Maybe.” His ears were pink. “Just wondering when you're free.”

Her heart did something... complicated.

“Tuesday,” she said. “Thursday. Friday mornings.”

He nodded slowly. “Tuesday's good.”

“For what?”

He met her eyes. Steady now. Sure.

“Dinner. A real one. Not a party where we pretend to dance. A real date.”

She smiled. “You're asking me out?”

“I thought that was clear.”

“I need to hear you say it.”

He huffed a laugh. Shook his head. But he was smiling.

“Raquel.” His voice soft. Certain. “Will you go on a date with me Tuesday night?”

“Yes,” she said. “I'd love that.”

“You sure you wouldn’t rather go to that study session with your friend?” Deon teased.

“I am one hundred percent, absolutely sure I’d rather go out with you,” Raquel stated.

The two of them picked a restaurant. Exchanged numbers properly—not the group project excuse she'd thought of months ago. He said he'd pick her up at seven.

“It's a date,” he said.

“It's a date,” she agreed.

Outside, the snow kept falling. Grey sky, white ground, the whole city frozen solid. But in here, under the blankets, tangled up with Deon, she'd never felt warmer.

Deon kissed her forehead. Raquel closed her eyes.

Tuesday felt very far away.

And that was okay.
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