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Chapter 1 --- The Third Knock

My master key slides into the deadbolt with a solid click that echoes down the empty corridor. The door swings inward to the usual dimness of my dorm room, lit only by the blue pinprick of my laptop charger. I drop my backpack; the thud lands too loud against the quiet hall. 11:47 PM. Quiet hours began forty-seven minutes ago. My rules.

I toe off my sneakers and line them up by the door, same as every night. The lanyard—weighted with the master key, my ID, and the small bottle of hand sanitizer—catches on the hook before I lift it free and set it on the desk beside the clipboard. The clipboard holds this week’s duty roster, a blank noise complaint form, and the fire inspection reminder. My kingdom.

I’m shrugging out of my hoodie when the knock lands.

Three sharp, deliberate raps.

I freeze, one arm still caught in the sleeve. My eyes cut to the microwave clock: 11:49 PM. My stomach turns over, slow and heavy.

It’s him. Has to be.

The first knock came two weeks ago. A plumbing question about his shower pressure at 12:15 AM. The second was last Thursday—a noise complaint about the room beside his. I’d walked down there with my best RA face only to find a finance major asleep at his desk, library books still open under the lamp.

This is the third.

I yank the hoodie back on, fingers clumsy on the zipper. I don’t know why I’m putting it on again. Uniform. Armor. I rake a hand through my hair, force a steady breath, and open the door.

Elias Reyes leans against the frame, all six-foot-something of him. Gray sweatpants hang low on his hips. The dark green t-shirt stretches tight across his shoulders and chest. His hair looks like he’s been dragging his fingers through it. The insomniac’s alert calm is still in his eyes, too bright for this hour.

“Mara,” he says. My name leaves him on a soft exhale.

“Elias.” I keep my voice level, professional. “Quiet hours.”

“I know.” A small, disarming smile. “That’s why I’m here.”

I fold my arms and rest my shoulder against the opposite side of the frame, putting the width of the doorway between us. “Let me guess. A mouse tap-dancing in the wall? Radiator singing show tunes?”

His smile widens, teeth flashing in the low hallway light. “Actually, it’s a noise complaint.”

I lift an eyebrow. “214 again? Should I go wake Brandon? He was snoring like a chainsaw the last time I checked.”

“Not 214.” He pushes off the frame and takes half a step closer. The space between us shrinks. The sleeping hall presses in, silent. I catch the clean cedar scent of his soap. “It’s 208.”

My room.

I blink. “208 is me.”

“Exactly.” His gaze stays on mine. “Your light was on. Your shadow kept moving under the door. It was… distracting.”

The air in the hallway thins. My rule-bound brain hunts for protocol. “A moving shadow isn’t a violation of the community living standards, Elias.”

“It is when it keeps me awake.” He says it plainly, no tease left in his voice. Just fact. “I can’t sleep. Saw your light. Figured maybe you couldn’t either.”

The truth sits between us. I’d been staring at the same JSTOR article for forty minutes, taking in nothing. My own head had been too loud.

“I’m the RA,” I say, but the words come out thinner than I meant. “I’m supposed to solve your problems, not cause them.”

“You’re also a grad student with a midterm tomorrow,” he says. My eyes must give me away, because he adds, “You told me last week. When I had the ‘noise complaint.’ You said you had a monster poli-sci midterm coming up.”

He remembered. The detail slides warm down my spine.

“So this is a study-break intervention?” I try for dry.

“Something like that.” He glances past me into the room, taking in the neat desk, the made bed, the clipboard. “You want to come to the study lounge? It’s empty. We could… not study. Or actually study. Your call.”

Terrible idea. Spectacularly bad. The lounge is a common area, but after midnight it’s a ghost town. An RA and a resident, alone. My lanyard sits on the desk behind me, the line I’m not supposed to cross.

But my room feels like a cage. The article is still gibberish. And he’s here, solid and breathing, the distraction I’ve apparently been waiting for.

“The study lounge is for quiet academic work,” I say, automatic.

“Then we’ll be very quiet.” His eyes catch the light.

I hesitate three heartbeats. Then I turn, grab the lanyard, and slip it over my head. The key settles cold against my sternum. “Fine. Ten minutes. I need to review the Kantian categorical imperative.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” he says, smile back in place.



The study lounge stretches long and narrow, scuffed linoleum underfoot, a wall of windows facing the dark quad. The overhead fluorescents are off. Only the streetlamp glow and a few table lamps push back the shadows, turning the room into deep pockets of black and pools of warm gold. It smells like old paper and someone’s late-night ramen.

Elias heads straight for the far corner and the worn leather sofa beneath the window. He drops onto it, sprawling with the easy ownership of someone who’s claimed the space. I take one of the stiff armchairs opposite, keeping the coffee table between us. I pull my knees up and rest the notebook on my lap like a shield.

“So,” he says. “The imperative. Categorical. Judge away.”

I let out a short laugh. “I’m not quizzing you.”

“Why not? You’re in charge.” He nods at the lanyard. “Authority figure. Test my knowledge.”

The way he says “authority figure” lands somewhere between observation and invitation. The word carries weight.

“Okay,” I say, playing along. Maybe this is just a late-night diversion. Maybe I’m reading everything wrong. “What, according to Kant, is the supreme principle of morality?”

He leans forward, elbows on his knees. The green cotton of his t-shirt pulls tight across his back. “Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law.”

He says it clean, no hesitation. My mouth dries.

“You’re a philosophy major?” I ask.

“Biochem. Took Intro to Ethics for a requirement. Professor had a thing for Kant. And a voice that carried.” He drops into a booming impression: “‘Act only according to that maxim!’ It stuck.”

I smile before I can stop it. “So you’d universalize this? Bothering your RA after midnight with fake noise complaints?”

He holds my gaze. “Is it fake? The noise in my head when I see your light on is pretty loud, Mara.”

The shift is sudden. The air between us tightens. The pretense of studying, of philosophical debate, burns off. We’re just two people in a silent, empty room after midnight.

“Elias…”

“You know why I’m really here,” he says, voice lower, meant only for the space between the sofa and my chair. “You knew the second you opened the door.”

I do. God, I do. I’ve known since the first knock. The knowledge has been sitting low in my gut, a steady heat I’ve tried to bury under duty rosters and rulebooks.

“I have a responsibility,” I say, the words sounding thin even to me. “I’m the RA for this hall. There are rules. About… fraternization.”

“Fraternization.” He rolls the word around. “Sounds military. We’re just two students. You’re twenty-four. I’m twenty-one. We’re both adults. The only thing between us is that.” He nods at the lanyard resting on my chest.

The key feels like it’s burning through the hoodie.

“That’s not a small thing,” I say, but the conviction has already started to slip. “It’s my job. I could lose it.”

“Do you like your job?” he asks, genuinely curious.

I think of the noise complaints, the lockouts, the fire drills, the endless forms. “It pays my housing. Looks good on the CV.”

“That’s not an answer.”

I look out the window at the empty quad. “It’s quiet. I like things quiet. And orderly.”

“It’s too quiet,” he says. I turn back. He hasn’t moved, but his attention is absolute. “That’s why I knock. You’re the only interesting thing in this whole quiet hall.”

The admission lands raw. My breath catches. The rulebook in my head slams shut, pages useless.

He stands. Not predatory, just slow, unfolding from the sofa. He takes the two steps to my chair and kneels in front of it. We’re eye level now. His face inches from mine. I can see the faint stubble along his jaw, the darker flecks in his brown eyes.

“Tell me to leave,” he whispers, voice rough, the earlier playfulness stripped away. “Tell me this is a bad idea. Tell me you’re going to write me up for violating quiet hours. Say it, and I’ll go. I won’t knock again.”

The words are a spoken consent check. They finish what little resistance I have left. He’s handing me the power, the choice. My role, my rules—they’re mine to enforce or discard.

I don’t say any of those things.

Instead I reach out. My hand is unsteady as I touch his jaw, fingers tracing the line of stubble. Coarse and soft at once. His eyes close for a second. A shudder runs through him.

“I can’t,” I breathe.

“Can’t what?”

“Can’t tell you to leave.”

That’s all the permission he needs.

He closes the distance. His mouth meets mine, deep and hungry, the release of every knock, every late-night excuse, every time I opened my door to him. His hands come up to cup my face, thumbs stroking my cheeks. I drop the notebook. Pages scatter across the linoleum with a soft rustle. My hands find his hair, fingers tightening, pulling him closer.

He tastes like mint and something darker, warmer. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and a moan slips out of me, too loud in the silent room. He swallows the sound, kisses me harder, until my head presses back against the chair and the world narrows to the wet heat of his mouth, the solid press of his body between my knees, the way his fingers slide into my hair and hold.

When we break apart we’re both breathing hard. My lips feel swollen, sensitive.

“See?” he murmurs, forehead resting against mine. “Noise complaint.”

I laugh, shaky. “You’re going to have to write me up.”

“Later.” He kisses me again, slower this time, a deliberate drag of his lips that promises more. Then he pulls back, eyes searching mine. “Your room or mine?”

The practicalities crash in. Thin walls. The master key around my neck. The RA duty binder on my desk.

“Yours,” I say. “My room… it feels like my office.”

He nods, understanding. He stands and offers me his hand. I take it, and he pulls me to my feet. My legs feel loose, unsteady. He keeps hold of my hand as he leads me out of the study lounge and into the hallway, where the air sits cooler and quieter.

We don’t speak. The only sounds are the low, steady hum of a vending machine somewhere down the corridor and the soft drag of our shoes over carpet. We pass my door, Number 208, and stop one door down, at Number 210. Farther along the hall, behind the door of 214, Brandon is probably already snoring through the wall.

He releases my hand to dig his key from his pocket. The lock clicks, loud in the stillness. He pushes the door open, reaches in to switch on a small desk lamp, and steps aside so I can enter first.

His room mirrors mine, yet nothing about it feels the same. The bed sits unmade, dark gray sheets twisted and half on the floor. Textbooks and notebooks lean in uneven stacks across the desk. A guitar rests in the corner, one string slightly out of tune. The air carries his scent—cedar soap, warm skin, the faint trace of coffee from earlier.

He shuts the door. The deadbolt slides home with a soft, final sound.

We’re alone. In his room. After midnight.

The fact of it lands low in my stomach. I turn to face him, my back pressed to the door. He stands a few feet away, watching me, his chest rising and falling beneath his shirt.

“Last chance,” he says, voice low and rough. “The door’s right behind you.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want the door.”

He crosses the space in one stride. His hands land on either side of my head, caging me in. His body stays a breath away from mine, not quite touching, but heat rolls off him in steady waves.

“What do you want, Mara?” His gaze moves over my face, my mouth, the line of my throat.

“You,” I say. The word comes out bare. “I want you.”

A sound rumbles in his chest. He lowers his head and finds the skin just beneath my ear with his mouth. I gasp, fingers clutching at his shoulders, feeling the solid muscle beneath cotton. He kisses down my neck, teeth grazing the tendon, and I arch into the door, a small sound slipping free.

“We have to be quiet,” I manage, the RA in me surfacing one last time. “The walls…”

“I know,” he breathes against my collarbone. His hands leave the door and slide beneath my hoodie, palms warm against the bare skin of my waist. I jolt at the contact. “I’ll be good. You just have to stay quiet.”

His fingers hook into the waistband of my leggings and underwear and drag them down in one motion. The fabric pools at my ankles. Cool air touches my bare pussy, and I feel how wet I already am, slick between my thighs.

He kneels in front of the door. His hands move up my thighs, pushing the hoodie higher. He kisses the inside of my knee, then higher, stubble scraping over sensitive skin.

“Elias…” I whisper. My head tips back against the door.

“Shhh.” His breath ghosts hot over my inner thigh. “Quiet hours.”

Then his mouth is on me.

The first slow drag of his tongue over my clit makes my knees give. I slap a hand over my mouth to catch the sound that wants to break loose. He groans, the vibration traveling straight through me. He doesn’t tease. He licks me like he’s been waiting for this, tongue working in deep, steady strokes while his thumb circles my clit. One hand braces my hip against the door; the other stays between my legs, relentless.

Pleasure coils fast and tight. The wrongness of it sharpens everything—the RA pinned to a resident’s door, spread open and dripping while a resident eats her out in the middle of the night. My fingers twist in his hair, holding him there, hips rocking in small, desperate movements against his face.

I pant against my own palm, eyes squeezed shut, every sensation narrowed to the wet heat of his mouth and the steady press of his thumb. The pressure builds, thick and unstoppable. I’m going to come, and if I make a sound, someone will hear.

He looks up. Our eyes meet. His are dark, pupils blown wide. That look—focused, hungry, locked on me—pushes me over.

The orgasm crashes through me in hard, silent pulses. My body locks, back bowing hard against the door, the scream caught behind my hand. He keeps licking, gentler now, drawing out every tremor until my legs shake and I’m sliding down the wood, barely upright.

He rises slowly. His mouth glistens. He kisses me, deep and unhurried, and I taste myself on his tongue—salt and heat. The intimacy of it hits harder than anything else.

“So,” he murmurs against my lips, voice wrecked, “was that a violation?”

My laugh comes out shaky. “A flagrant one.” My hands slide down his chest, over the flat of his stomach, to the waistband of his sweatpants. The thick line of his cock strains the gray cotton. “We should probably make it worth the write-up.”

His eyes darken. He kisses me again, harder this time, walking me backward until the backs of my knees hit the bed. I fall onto the tangled sheets, the smell of him—cedar, clean sweat, warm cotton—rising around me. He follows, weight settling over me, solid and anchoring. I wrap my legs around his hips and grind up against the hard length of him.

He breaks the kiss, breathing rough. “Condom. Top drawer.”

I nod. He rolls off me just long enough to yank the drawer open. The foil tears loud in the quiet room. He rolls the condom down in one smooth stroke, then he’s back over me, braced on his forearms, face close.

“You’re sure?” he asks, the words gravel-rough but steady.

“Yes.” I hook a leg around his thigh, pulling him in. “Elias, please.”

He doesn’t need more. He lines up, the broad head of his cock nudging against my entrance, slick with my arousal. He pushes in slow—an inch, then another—letting me feel every stretch. A groan rises in my throat. I bite my lip hard. The walls are thin. Brandon is right next door.

“Okay?” he whispers, forehead damp against mine.

“More than okay,” I gasp. “Don’t stop.”

He sinks the rest of the way in, one long, deep thrust that fills me completely. He stills, buried to the hilt, both of us breathing through the sudden, shocking closeness.

Then he moves.

It’s not gentle. He pulls back and drives in again, hips meeting mine with a soft, rhythmic slap of skin. Every thrust lands deep, lighting up nerves that make my toes curl. I cling to his shoulders, nails digging through cotton, meeting him stroke for stroke.

The only sounds are our breathing, the creak of the mattress, and the wet slide of him moving inside me. He changes angle, and the next thrust drags over that spot that makes white flash behind my eyes. I cry out, sharp and choked, and immediately try to swallow it.

He catches the sound with his mouth, kissing me hard while he fucks into me, hitting the same place again and again. “You have to be quieter, Mara,” he rasps, but his own control is slipping, thrusts growing rougher.

I’m climbing fast, the coil winding tighter. The sight of him above me—muscles tight, jaw clenched, face open with pleasure—pushes me closer. My lanyard is trapped between us, the hard edge of the master key pressing into my sternum, a reminder of exactly who I am and what I’m breaking.

“I’m close,” I pant, barely audible.

“Let go,” he grunts. “I’ve got you.”

His hand slips between us. His thumb finds my clit and rubs in tight, perfect circles.

The second orgasm hits like a fist. My back arches off the bed, mouth open in a soundless cry. Pleasure rips through me in heavy, pulsing waves, pulling him deeper with every contraction.

My climax drags him over with me. He buries his face in my neck with a choked groan, hips stuttering, driving into me one last time as he comes. I feel the hot throb of him through the condom, the final, helpless pulses.

He collapses on top of me, full weight pressing me into the mattress. We lie tangled and sweating, hearts hammering against each other, both of us struggling to catch our breath.

The reality of what we’ve done settles back in with the quiet. A floorboard creaks in the hallway. Someone flushes a toilet farther down the corridor. The dorm keeps living, oblivious, just on the other side of this door.

He rolls off me, disposes of the condom in the small trash can by the bed, then lies back and pulls me against his side. My head finds the hollow of his shoulder. His arm wraps around me, fingers tracing slow patterns on my bare arm beneath the pushed-up hoodie.

“So,” he says after a long stretch, voice a low rumble in his chest, “what’s the penalty for fraternization with a resident?”

I snort, soft and spent. “Probably having to sit through a really awkward training module.”

“Worth it.”

We fall quiet again. My body feels loose and satisfied. My mind is already turning, picking at the edges of what this means. I’m the RA. He’s in 210. This is a problem.

As if he can hear the thoughts forming, he says, “This doesn’t have to be complicated.”

“It’s already complicated.”

“Only if we make it.” He turns his head, lips brushing my temple. “It’s just you and me. Two consenting adults. Behind a closed door.”

“It’s never just that,” I murmur, but I curl closer into his warmth. The twin XL bed is narrow, forcing us together. I don’t mind.

“What time is your midterm?” he asks.

“Nine AM.”

He lets out a low whistle. “You should probably try to get some sleep.”

“I should go back to my room,” I say, making no move to leave.

His arm tightens around me. “Or you could stay. I’ll set an alarm.”

It’s a terrible idea. If anyone sees me leaving his room at seven in the morning, the gossip will spread fast. My credibility, thin as it already is, will be gone.

But the thought of putting my clothes back on, walking the twenty feet to my own cold bed, feels worse.

“I’ll stay until four,” I compromise. “Then I’ll sneak back.”

“A covert operation,” he says, a smile in his voice. “I like it.”

He reaches over and clicks off the desk lamp, plunging the room into near-darkness, lit only by the streetlamp glow from the window. In the dark, the world shrinks to the feel of his skin against mine, the steady rise and fall of his chest, the beat of his heart under my ear.

I must doze, because the next thing I know, his lips are on my shoulder, soft and waking. “Mara,” he whispers. “It’s four.”

I blink, disoriented. The digital clock on his nightstand reads 4:07 AM.

I’ve been asleep, truly asleep, for the first time in weeks. No JSTOR articles haunting my dreams.

Reluctantly, I untangle myself from him. The room is cold. I find my underwear and leggings in a heap by the door and step into them, feeling suddenly, awkwardly exposed. He watches me from the bed, propped on one elbow, the sheet pooled around his waist.

“You look like you’re committing a crime,” he says softly.

“I am,” I whisper back, zipping up my hoodie. My lanyard is on the floor. I pick it up, the key cold in my hand.

“Hey.” He sits up. “This was… good. Right?”

I look at him, his hair mussed, his eyes soft in the dim light. The want I feel is a sharp, physical ache. “It was more than good,” I say, and mean it.

“So I’ll see you? Not just as your RA?”

“I’m on duty tomorrow night. I have to do hall rounds at ten.”

“I’ll have a noise complaint ready,” he says, his grin flashing.

I can’t help but smile. “I’m sure you will.”

I crack the door open, peering out into the deserted hallway. The coast is clear. I slip out, the click of his door closing behind me sounding as final as a gunshot.

Back in my own room, the silence is oppressive. My bed is neatly made, untouched. It feels like a museum exhibit of my former life. I strip off my clothes, the scent of him still on my skin, and take a quick, silent shower. The water washes away the physical evidence, but the memory is branded beneath.

I crawl into my own bed at 4:30 AM. I sleep dreamlessly until my alarm blares at seven.



The midterm is a blur. Kantian imperatives swim before my eyes. I write answers, hoping they’re coherent. My body is pleasantly sore in secret places, a constant, thrilling reminder.

The day passes in a jet-lagged haze of classes and RA paperwork. I avoid the hall, taking the long way to the grad student lounge to use the kitchen. I feel like I have a secret painted on my forehead.

At 9:45 PM, I’m back in my room, lanyard on, clipboard in hand, preparing for my nightly rounds. My heart is a frantic bird in my chest.

I check my reflection in the microwave door—hair in a ponytail, no-nonsense hoodie, professional frown firmly in place. RA Mara.

My first stop is the study lounge. It’s empty, the leather sofa in the corner looking innocent in the lamplight. A flush heats my cheeks. I check the thermostat, note it’s set correctly, and move on.

Room 212: all quiet. 214: I can hear Brandon’s video game through the door. I knock, give him a gentle reminder about headphone use after ten.

He nods sheepishly.

I stand outside 210. My mouth is dry.

I knock. Three firm, RA-style raps.

The door opens almost immediately. Elias is there, leaning against the frame just like last night. He’s in jeans and a black henley, his hair damp from a shower. He smells like mint and soap.

“RA Whitlock,” he says, his voice formal, but his eyes are dancing.

“What can I do for you?”

“Just doing rounds,” I say, keeping my tone even. I glance past him into his room. The bed is made. The guitar is back in its corner. It looks like any other student’s room. “Everything okay in here? No…

disturbances?”

“None at all,” he says. “It’s been very quiet.” He pauses, his gaze dropping to my lips for a fraction of a second. “Almost too quiet.”

A shiver runs through me. “Good. That’s the goal.” I make a show of checking my clipboard. “Well, you have a good night.”

“You too, Mara.” He says my name like a secret.

I turn to leave, but his voice stops me.

“Actually,” he says. I look back. He’s holding out a book. It’s my poli-sci theory text. I must have left it in the study lounge last night. “You forgot this.”

I take it, our fingers brushing. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He smiles, a slow, private thing. “See you tomorrow.”

I finish my rounds on autopilot, the book clutched to my chest like a talisman. Back in my room, I lock the door and lean against it, letting out a long, shaky breath.

The next three nights follow a similar pattern. We don’t meet in the study lounge. We don’t go to his room. We exchange nothing but those brief, charged interactions during my rounds—a returned pen, a question about the laundry schedule, a comment about the vending machine being out of Dr. Pepper. Each time, the air between us crackles with everything unsaid, everything remembered.

It’s a form of torture. And it’s exhilarating.

On the fourth night, a Friday, my rounds are done by 10:30. The hall is quiet. I’m in my room, trying to read, when the knock comes.

Not three sharp raps. A softer, tentative tap-tap-tap.

I open the door. He’s there, in his sweatpants and t-shirt again, holding two mugs. The smell of hot chocolate wafts toward me.

“I come bearing a peace offering,” he says quietly. “And a genuine question about the shower drain.”

I stare at the mugs, then at his face. The careful distance we’ve maintained all week shatters. “Is it clogged?” I ask, playing along, stepping back to let him in.

He enters, closing the door softly behind him. “Not the drain,” he says, handing me a mug. “My head. It’s clogged with thoughts of you.”

I take the mug, my fingers wrapping around the warm ceramic. “That’s not a maintenance issue.”

“It feels like one.” He sets his mug on my desk, next to my clipboard.

Then he turns to me. The playful pretense is gone, replaced by a raw, open want. “I can’t focus. I can’t sleep. I see your light under the door and I just…”

“I know,” I whisper. “Me too.”

He closes the distance, his hands coming up to cradle my face. This kiss is different from the first. It’s slower, deeper, a rediscovery. It tastes like chocolate and longing. I set my mug down blindly, my hands finding their way under his shirt, skating over the warm skin of his back.

“We have to be smart,” I murmur between kisses, even as I walk him backward toward my bed.

“We’re brilliant,” he says, his lips on my jaw, my neck. “Top of our classes.”

My back hits the wall beside my bed. He lifts me, my legs wrapping around his waist, and carries me the two steps to the narrow mattress.

He lays me down, following me, his body a welcome weight.

This time, there’s no frantic rush. We undress each other slowly, piece by piece, in the glow of my desk lamp. His shirt. My hoodie. My leggings. His sweatpants. When we’re both naked, he just looks at me, his gaze traveling over my body with a reverence that makes my throat tight.

“You’re beautiful,” he says, the words simple and devastating.

He kisses his way down my body, taking his time. He worships my breasts, his tongue circling a nipple until I’m arching off the bed. He maps the plane of my stomach with his lips. When he reaches the apex of my thighs, he doesn’t dive in immediately. He just rests his cheek on my inner thigh, his breath warm against my skin, his fingers tracing idle patterns on the other leg.

“Elias,” I plead, squirming.

“Shhh,” he says, looking up at me. “We have all night.”

He finally lowers his mouth to me, and this time it’s an exploration. A leisurely, devastatingly thorough study of what makes me gasp, what makes me moan, what makes my hips buck off the mattress. He teases me to the edge twice, then backs off, until I’m trembling and begging, my fingers clenched in the sheets.

“Please,” I gasp. “Now. I need you inside me.”

He reaches for a condom from the nightstand—he came prepared—and rolls it on. Then he settles over me, nudging my legs wider with his knees. He enters me in one slow, seamless stroke, filling me completely.

We move together in a slow, deep rhythm, our eyes locked. This is not the frantic fucking against the door. This is something else entirely.

It’s intimate. It’s knowing. His thrusts are long and measured, each one brushing a spot deep inside me that makes my vision blur. I watch the play of emotion on his face—concentration, pleasure, awe—and know my own reflects it back.

The climb is gradual, a slow, sweet burn that builds in my core. He shifts, sliding a hand between us to press his thumb against my clit, and that’s all it takes. I come with a soft, broken cry, my body pulsing around him in slow, endless waves. He follows me over, his own release shuddering through him, his groan muffled against my shoulder.

Afterward, he doesn’t pull away. He collapses beside me, pulling me into his arms, my back to his chest. We fit together in the narrow bed, a tangle of limbs.

“I have to do morning rounds at eight,” I murmur into the darkness, my voice thick with sleep and satisfaction.

“I’ll be gone by seven,” he whispers into my hair, his arm tightening around my waist. “Like a ghost.”

We drift off like that, wrapped around each other. When I wake at six to the gray dawn light, he’s already awake, watching me.

“Hey,” he says softly.

“Hey.”

He kisses me, a soft, morning kiss. Then, true to his word, he slips out of bed, dresses silently, and leaves with one last, lingering look. The door clicks shut behind him.

I lie in bed, the space beside me still warm, and listen to the dorm begin to wake up. The shower runs down the hall. Someone’s alarm beeps.

My lanyard is on the nightstand. I pick it up, the master key cool against my palm. The symbol of my authority. The symbol of the line I’ve now crossed, repeatedly and with full intention.

A slow smile spreads across my face. I didn’t lose my job last night. I didn’t get caught.

But more importantly, I feel alive in a way I haven’t in years. The quiet of the hall isn’t a burden anymore. It’s a canvas. And our secret is the most vibrant color on it.

I get up, shower, and dress for the day. As I’m tying my sneakers, a folded piece of paper slides under my door.

I pick it up. It’s a flyer for the library’s weekend hours. Scribbled in the margin, in his neat handwriting, are two words:

Study lounge? 3 PM.

I trace the letters with my finger, my heart doing a slow, joyful somersault. The rule-follower in me is silent, for once. All I hear is the beat of my own want.

I tuck the note into the pocket of my jeans, right next to my master key.


Chapter 2 — The Study Lounge

The clock on my laptop reads 2:58 PM. I’ve been staring at the same paragraph of Foucault for twenty minutes. The words swim, meaningless. All my focus is tuned to the hallway outside my door, waiting for the sound of his footsteps.

The note is still in my pocket, a soft rectangle of paper I keep touching for reassurance. Study lounge? 3 PM.

It’s not a question. It’s a promise.

I close my laptop, the click too loud in my silent room. My lanyard is on my desk, the master key a dull silver against the wood. I pick it up, loop it over my head. The weight of it feels different today. Less like an anchor, more like a secret.

The hall is quiet, mid-afternoon sleepy. A few doors have whiteboards scribbled with reminders—“Exam Friday!” “Shower’s clogged again.” My sneakers make no sound on the industrial carpet as I walk the short distance to the study lounge at the end of the hall.

It’s a rectangular room with a bank of windows overlooking the quad, two long tables, a scattering of uncomfortable chairs, and a whiteboard covered in last semester’s calculus. The door is propped open with a textbook. I step inside.

He’s already there, leaning against the window ledge, backlit by the pale October sun. Elias. He’s wearing a dark gray henley, sleeves pushed up to his elbows, and jeans. He looks up as I enter, and that slow, disarming smile spreads across his face.

“Right on time,” he says. His voice is low, just for me.

“I’m an RA,” I say, trying to sound official and failing utterly. “Punctuality is in the job description.”

“I thought quiet hours were the job description.”

“They’re a big part of it.”

He pushes off from the window and takes a step toward me. The air between us thickens, charged with everything we did last night and everything we’re about to do. “So, this is a noise complaint-free zone, then?”

“It’s a study lounge,” I say, gesturing to the empty tables. “The only complaint would be about the lack of actual studying.”

“I’m studying,” he says, his eyes not leaving mine. “Human behavior. Specifically, the behavior of rule-following grad students when presented with a clear violation of dorm policy.”

My heart thumps against my ribs. “And what’s the violation?”

“You meeting me here, alone, after I slid a note under your door. That’s fraternization. Section 4.2 of the Resident Advisor handbook, I believe.”

He’s done his homework. A laugh escapes me, nervous and light. “You read the handbook?”

“I read a lot of things when I can’t sleep.” He takes another step. We’re close enough now that I can smell the clean scent of his soap, cedar and mint, sharp under the faint trace of his skin. “So. Are you going to write me up, Mara?”

My name in his mouth is a physical thing. It travels straight down my spine.

“I should,” I whisper.

“But?”

I swallow. The rule-follower in me is a faint, distant echo. “But I’m off the clock until six.”

His smile deepens. “Convenient.”

He reaches out, his fingers brushing a strand of hair away from my face. The touch is electric, a jolt that lands low in my stomach. I lean into it, just slightly. His hand cups my cheek, his thumb stroking my jawline.

“Last night…” I start, then falter.

“Last night was incredible,” he finishes, his voice a low rumble. “And it changes everything. And nothing. You’re still the RA. I’m still the transfer down the hall.”

“And this is still the study lounge,” I say, looking around the empty, sunlit room.

“A public space,” he agrees. His thumb traces my lower lip. “With very thin walls.”

The implication hangs between us, thick and hot. The thrill of last night—the whispered urgency, the fear of being overheard—was part of the heat. This is different. Slower. A deliberate taunt to the rules.

He leans in, and for a second I think he’s going to kiss me right here, in the middle of the afternoon where anyone could walk in. Instead, he brushes his lips against my temple, a soft, searing press.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” he murmurs into my skin. “About the way you taste. The sounds you make when you’re trying to be quiet.”

A shudder runs through me. My hands find his waist, gripping the soft fabric of his shirt. “Elias.”

“Tell me to stop,” he says, but he’s already pulling me closer, his body aligning with mine against the window ledge. “Tell me this is a bad idea.”

“It’s a terrible idea,” I breathe, arching into him. I can feel the hard line of his erection through our jeans, pressing against my hip. The heat of him bleeds through the denim, thick and insistent.

“So write me up,” he challenges, his mouth hovering over mine. “Use your authority.”

Instead, I close the distance.

The kiss is not like last night’s frantic, door-pressed heat. This is deep and searching, a slow exploration that makes my knees weak. His tongue slides against mine, and I moan, the sound swallowed by his mouth. One of his hands slides into my hair, angling my head to deepen the kiss. The other drops to my lower back, pressing me firmly against him.

I’m the one with the master key. I’m the one supposed to enforce order. But in this moment, he has all the control, and I am surrendering to it, willingly, greedily.

We break apart, gasping. His forehead rests against mine.

“See?” he says, his breath warm on my face. “Human behavior. Fascinating.”

“Shut up,” I laugh, but it comes out as a plea.

He kisses me again, shorter this time, a nip at my lower lip. Then he pulls back, his eyes dark with intent. “The door.”

I blink, dazed. “What?”

“The door’s propped open.” He nods toward the textbook holding it ajar. “For a study lounge. That’s a safety violation. You should close it.”

My brain, fogged with desire, struggles to catch up. He’s giving me an out. A reason. A rule to follow that leads directly to the breaking of another, bigger one.

I look from his heated gaze to the open door. The hallway beyond is silent, empty. I could walk out right now. Back to my room, my Foucault, my orderly, predictable life.

I take a step. But not toward the hall.

I walk to the door, my movements feeling both heavy and weightless. I bend down, pick up the worn calculus textbook, and straighten. For a long second, I stand in the doorway, the empty hall stretching in both directions. My domain. My responsibility.

Then I push the door closed.

The click of the latch is the loudest sound I’ve ever heard.

I turn, my back against the cool wood. He’s watching me, his expression unreadable.

“It’s closed,” I say, my voice barely audible.

“Good.” He walks toward me, his steps measured. He stops a foot away. “Now. About that noise complaint.”

“What noise?” My pulse is hammering in my throat.

“The one I’m about to make.” He closes the final distance, caging me in with his arms braced on the door on either side of my head. “Because if you keep looking at me like that, Mara, I’m not going to be quiet. And these walls are thin.”

He’s giving me another line to draw. A spoken boundary. The last chance for the RA to reassert herself.

I reach up, my fingers tracing the line of his stubbled jaw. “I don’t care,” I say, and the words feel like a confession, a liberation. “Let them hear.”

A groan tears from his chest, raw and wanting. He crashes his mouth to mine, and this kiss is all of last night’s urgency returned, amplified by the daylight, by the deliberate choice we’ve both just made. His hands drop from the door to my hips, gripping me, lifting me. I wrap my legs around his waist as he turns us, carrying me the few steps to the nearest study table.

My back meets the cool, laminate surface. He breaks the kiss, breathing hard, looking down at me sprawled across the table. Textbooks and abandoned pens scatter to the floor with a clatter.

“God, you’re beautiful,” he says, the words ragged.

He leans down and kisses me again, one hand braced next to my head, the other sliding under the hem of my t-shirt. His palm is hot on my stomach. I arch into the touch, my own hands fumbling with the buttons of his henley. I get it open, pushing the fabric off his shoulders. His chest is smooth, defined, and I run my hands over it, learning the feel of him.

His mouth leaves mine, trailing hot, open-mouthed kisses down my neck, to the collar of my shirt. His fingers hook into the waistband of my jeans, popping the button.

“Tell me you want this,” he murmurs against my skin, his breath a brand. “Here. Now.”

“Yes,” I gasp, the word torn from me. “God, yes, Elias. I want this.”

That’s all the permission he needs. He makes quick work of my jeans, pulling them and my panties down my legs in one rough, urgent motion. The cool air of the room hits my bare skin, and I shudder. He kneels between my legs, spreading them, pushing my knees up and apart. I am completely exposed, laid out on a public study table, and the vulnerability is the most potent aphrodisiac I’ve ever known.

He looks at me, his gaze hungry and focused. “So wet already,” he says, his voice thick. “For me.”

He doesn’t wait. He leans in and licks a slow, flat stripe up my center.

I cry out, my hand flying to my mouth to stifle the sound. The sensation is blinding, too much and not enough. His tongue is clever and relentless, circling my clit, dipping inside me, then returning to apply a perfect, steady pressure that has my hips bucking off the table.

“Elias… please…”

He hums against me, the vibration making me see stars. One of his hands presses down on my stomach, holding me still, while the fingers of his other hand slide inside me, curling.

I bite down on my own fist, a scream trapped behind my teeth. The coil of pleasure winds tighter and tighter, a white-hot wire in my gut. His mouth is everywhere, sucking, licking, driving me to the edge with a ruthless efficiency. I can hear the slick, obscene sounds of his mouth on my pussy, and I know anyone walking past the door would hear it too, and the thought pushes me higher.

“Come for me,” he growls, his words vibrating against my clit. “Let me hear you.”

The command breaks me. The orgasm rolls through me in a devastating wave, my back bowing off the table, a shattered, gasping moan ripped from my throat. He doesn’t let up, drinking down every pulse, every shudder, until I’m a wrung-out, trembling mess, pushing weakly at his head.

He rises, his lips glistening. He’s still fully dressed, his jeans straining over his obvious erection. He looks utterly debauched, and utterly in control.

My body is still humming, boneless. He leans over me, bracing his hands on the table again, and kisses me deeply. I can taste myself on his tongue, salty and sweet, and the intimacy of it makes my spent body clench again with want.

“My turn,” he says, his voice rough. He straightens, his hands going to his own belt.

I push myself up on my elbows, watching as he unbuckles, unzips, and pushes his jeans and boxers down just enough to free his cock. It’s thick, hard, the head flushed dark. He strokes himself once, a slow, tight pull that makes his eyes flutter closed for a second.

He opens his eyes, pinning me with his gaze. “Condom,” he says, a question in his voice.

I nod, frantic. “Yes. In my back pocket. Jeans.”

He finds the small foil packet on the table, tears it open with his teeth, the foil crinkling sharply, and rolls the condom down his length in one smooth, practiced motion. He doesn’t ask again. He already knows my answer.

He grips my hips and drags me to the very edge of the table. The laminate is cold and hard against my bare ass. He lines himself up, the blunt head of his cock nudging through my slick folds.

“Look at me,” he says.

I lift my eyes. His are nearly black, the pupils blown wide, his jaw clenched tight.

He pushes inside.

The thick crown stretches me open, the burn of it deep and sharp. I gasp at the pressure, my cunt still tight and fluttering from the last orgasm. He’s big, and he moves slowly, feeding me every inch, letting my body give way around him. His breath comes harsh and controlled.

“Fuck, Mara,” he grits out, hips flush against mine, fully seated inside me. “You feel…”

He doesn’t finish the thought. He starts to move.

The first thrusts are slow and grinding, each one shoving the air from my lungs. I lock my legs around his hips and pull him deeper. The table creaks beneath us, the edge biting into the backs of my thighs.

He leans down and takes my mouth again, swallowing the small sounds I make. His pace quickens, turning rougher, less careful. The wet slap of skin on skin fills the room, the slick sounds of his cock driving into me again and again. He fucks me with steady, deliberate force, hips snapping forward, the rhythm building until it is the only thing I can feel.

One hand slides between us. His thumb finds my clit and rubs hard, tight circles. The sensation spikes through me, sharp and electric. I’m climbing again, faster this time, the pleasure coiling tight and low.

“That’s it,” he breathes against my ear, his thrusts turning brutal. “Come on my cock. Let go.”

The words shove me over. My second orgasm rips through me, sudden and violent. My vision blanks white at the edges. My cunt clamps down around him in hard, rhythmic pulses while a broken cry tears out of my throat and echoes off the walls.

The way I squeeze him finishes him. He drives in deep with a choked groan, his whole body shuddering as he comes. He stays there, buried inside me, his weight settling over my chest, his face pressed into the curve of my neck.

We stay like that for long minutes, the only sounds our ragged breathing and the low, steady hum of the building’s ventilation. Slowly the world returns in pieces. The slant of late sunlight across the scuffed floor. The scattered textbooks. The closed door.

He pulls out carefully and ties off the condom, dropping it into the small trash can beside the table. He helps me sit up. My legs feel unsteady. He tucks himself away, then kneels to guide my panties and jeans back up my legs, his fingers brushing my skin with unexpected care.

When we’re both dressed, he pulls me into his arms and simply holds me. My face rests against his open henley. I can hear his heart still hammering, the beat gradually slowing under my ear.

“Well,” he says at last, voice low and rough in his chest. “That was a productive study session.”

A shaky laugh slips out of me. I lean back to look at him. “We didn’t even open a book.”

“We studied something more important.” He presses a kiss to my forehead. “The structural integrity of university furniture.”

I glance at the table we just used. It looks no worse than before. “It held.”

“Barely.” His smile is softer now, sated. He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “You okay?”

I nod. “More than okay.” I draw a slow breath. The air smells like sex and old dust and the warm scent of his skin. “We… we really did that.”

“We really did.” He glances toward the door. “And nobody knocked.”

A complicated rush moves through me—relief and something sharper underneath. The risk had been part of the heat, but the privacy had let us be exactly what we wanted.

He reads it on my face. “Next time,” he says, voice dropping lower, “my room. My door has a better lock. And a bed.”

The promise in the words sends a fresh shiver down my spine. “Is that a noise complaint, Mr. Reyes?”

“It’s a formal request for a private consultation.” He leans in until his lips brush the shell of my ear. “After hours, of course.”

Before I can answer, a sound from the hallway stops us both. Footsteps. Slow, dragging. Getting closer.

Elias’s eyes lock on mine. In the next heartbeat we’re apart. He snatches his henley off the floor and pulls it on without bothering to button it. I smooth my hair and shirt, trying to look like someone who has not just been thoroughly fucked on a study table.

The footsteps pause outside the lounge door. The handle turns.

The door swings open.

It’s Brandon from 214, sleep-rumpled, clutching a laptop charger. He blinks at us, gaze moving from me standing stiffly by the whiteboard to Elias now leaning casually against the table we just used, henley hanging open.

“Oh,” Brandon says. “Hey, Mara. Hey, man.”

“Hey, Brandon,” I say, voice surprisingly steady. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just… left my charger in here earlier.” He shuffles inside, eyes on the floor, and grabs a black cord from an outlet near the window. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“No interruption,” Elias says smoothly. “We were just… brainstorming.”

Brandon nods without looking at either of us. “Cool, cool.” He heads back to the door, charger in hand. “Later.”

The door clicks shut behind him.

The breath I have been holding rushes out. My knees feel loose.

Elias crosses the room in two strides and puts his hands on my shoulders. “You’re white as a sheet.”

“That was close,” I whisper.

“It was fine,” he says, but his grip is firm and steadying. “He didn’t suspect a thing.”

“He didn’t want to suspect a thing,” I correct, a slightly wild laugh trying to rise. “The walk of shame is a universal language.”

Elias’s thumbs stroke along my collarbones. “No shame here,” he says, voice low and certain. “Just two adults who wanted each other.”

I lean into his touch, letting his certainty hold me in place. He’s right. We’re both students. I’m a grad student; he’s a junior. The only rule we’re breaking is an administrative one about fraternization. It feels enormous, but in the larger scheme it is only a line in an employee handbook.

“I should go,” I say, not moving.

“You should,” he agrees. His hands slide down my arms until our fingers link. “But first.”

He pulls me in for a kiss. It is soft and lingering, a promise sealed between us. When he draws back he tucks my lanyard, which had swung forward, back inside my shirt. His fingers brush the skin above my breastbone and a fresh wave of heat rolls through me, sharp and sweet.

“After hours,” he reminds me. “My door. Better lock.”

“I’ll be on duty,” I say, the reality of my schedule settling back in. “Quiet hours start at ten.”

“Then after your rounds,” he says, undeterred. “After you’ve checked all the doors and shushed all the freshmen. Come find me.”

He says it like it is simple. Like my world has not just been tilted on its axis.

I pull my hands free, needing the space to think. “I need to… process.”

“Process,” he echoes, nodding. He buttons his henley slowly, watching me. “I’ll be processing, too. Probably in the shower. With very vivid memories.”

My face burns. I grab my laptop from the chair where I left it. “Goodbye, Elias.”

“Bye, Mara.”

I slip out of the study lounge and close the door softly behind me. The hallway is still empty. I walk back to my room on autopilot, my body humming with aftershocks, my mind a tangle of logistics and consequences.

Inside my room I lock the door and lean against it, eyes closed. The smell of him is still on my skin, on my clothes. I can still feel the press of the table against my back, the bite of his fingers on my hips.

I am in so much trouble.

And I don’t want it to stop.



The next three days are a study in exquisite torture.

I see him everywhere. In the hallway, grabbing a shower caddy. In the dining hall, sitting with a group of guys from his floor. Leaning against his doorframe, talking on his phone, his eyes tracking me as I walk by with my clipboard for nightly rounds.

We don’t speak. Not beyond a nod, a fleeting smile. But the air between us is charged, a live wire humming with everything we’ve done and everything we’ve promised.

My rounds become a torment. Every time I pass his door, room 210, I pause. I imagine walking up, knocking softly, slipping inside. The fantasy is so vivid I can almost feel the dark, quiet space of his room, the scent of him, the give of a real mattress instead of a laminate table.

But I don’t. I’m the RA. I have a master key and a duty roster and a stern-faced hall director who emails about “maintaining professional boundaries.” I check fire extinguishers, note a flickering light in the stairwell, and listen for the telltale thump of a subwoofer after ten PM.

My body, however, has no such professionalism. It remembers. It aches. I wake in the middle of the night, sheets tangled, my hand between my legs, thinking of his mouth, his hands, the thick stretch of him inside me. I come with my teeth sunk into my pillow to stay silent, shame and desire a twisted cord in my gut.

On the fourth night, a Friday, the tension snaps.

I’ve just finished my final round at eleven. The hall is silent, the only sound the distant hum of the vending machines in the lobby. I’m standing outside my own door, key in hand, when I see his door open.

Elias steps out. He’s in sweatpants and a thin white t-shirt, his hair damp like he just showered. He sees me and freezes.

For a long moment we simply stare at each other down the dimly lit hallway.

Then he lifts his hand, crooks a finger.

Come here.

My feet move before my brain can stop them. I walk toward him, my heartbeat a drum in my ears. I stop a few feet away, close enough to smell the clean, soapy scent of him.

“You’re not on rounds,” he says softly. A statement, not a question.

“Rounds are done.”

He looks past me, down the empty corridor. Then back at me, his dark eyes intent. “My lock is better. My bed is marginally more comfortable than a study table.” He pauses. “Come in.”

It’s not a request. It’s an offer. A gift.

I look down at the lanyard around my neck. The master key winks in the low light. The symbol of every reason I should say no.

I take it off. I fold it into my palm, the metal cool and heavy.

Then I step across the threshold into his room.

He closes the door behind me. The click of the deadbolt is solid, final. The room is dark, lit only by the glow of a desk lamp and the faint light from the quad outside his window. It’s a mirror image of my room—same layout, same generic furniture—but it feels entirely different. It smells like him. It feels lived-in. A guitar leans in the corner, a stack of books towers by the bed, clothes are draped over his desk chair.

He turns to face me. We’re standing in the small space between the door and the bed. The air is thick, crackling.

“You came,” he says, as if he can’t quite believe it.

“You asked.”

He reaches out, takes the lanyard from my hand. He holds it up, the key dangling. “This doesn’t get a vote tonight.”

“No,” I agree, my voice a whisper. “It doesn’t.”

He tosses it onto his desk. It lands with a soft thump atop a physics textbook.

Then his hands are on my face, cupping my jaw, and he’s kissing me. The kiss comes hard, all the frustration of the last few days poured into the press of his tongue against mine. I moan into his mouth and fist my hands in the soft cotton of his t-shirt, pulling him closer.

He walks me backward until the backs of my legs hit the edge of his twin XL bed. We pull back, chests heaving.

“Last chance,” he murmurs, forehead pressed to mine. “To be the RA. To walk out that door.”

I look at him. The want is there, plain, but so is the patience. He’s offering the out again.

I answer by yanking my own shirt over my head and letting it drop.

A low sound rumbles out of him. His eyes drag down my body, over my breasts in the plain cotton bra. “Okay,” he says, voice rough. “Okay.”

He strips his shirt off. Lamplight cuts across the lean lines of his torso. His hands go to the button of my jeans while mine shove at the waistband of his sweatpants. We strip each other in a clumsy rush, fabric catching on elbows and hips until we’re both bare beside the narrow bed.

His cock stands thick and flushed, curving up toward his stomach. My mouth waters at the sight. Last time had been frantic. This time the urgency feels slower, heavier. We have time. The door is locked.

“Lie down,” he says.

I stretch back across his pillows. He follows, settling between my thighs but holding his weight on his elbows so he can look at me. He kisses me again, slower now, hips rocking just enough for the hot length of his cock to drag across my belly.

His mouth leaves mine and moves down my neck, teeth grazing the tendon there. He hooks a finger in the cup of my bra and tugs it down, baring one breast. His mouth closes over the nipple, hot and wet, and I arch hard with a gasp. He sucks, tongue flicking, until the pull goes straight between my legs and I’m squirming under him, fingers tight in his hair.

“Elias…”

He shifts to the other breast, giving it the same slow, deliberate attention while his hand slides down my stomach, through the curls at the top of my thighs, and finds my clit. He rubs in firm circles. My hips jerk up to meet him.

“You’re soaked,” he says against my skin, fingers sliding through the wet. “Just from kissing me.”

“Yes,” I gasp. “Please.”

He moves lower, mouth trailing heat down my torso. His hands slide under my knees and push my legs wider, opening me. He looks at me spread out like that, eyes dark, then lowers his head.

His tongue drags flat and hot from my entrance to my clit. I cry out, back bowing off the bed. He doesn’t tease. He eats me like he’s starving, licking and sucking with steady pressure that has me fisting the sheets. He pushes two fingers inside me, curls them, and finds the spot that makes my vision spark white.

“I’m gonna— Elias, I’m gonna come—”

He groans against my cunt, the vibration shoving me over. The orgasm rolls through me in thick waves. My thighs shake around his head, pussy clenching on his fingers.

He doesn’t let me come down. While the last pulses are still fading he’s moving up my body, rolling a condom on with quick hands. Then he’s over me again, eyes locked on mine.

“Eyes on me, Mara.”

I keep them there. Sweat gleams on his forehead. His jaw is tight. The want in his face is raw and unhidden.

He lines up and pushes inside.

It’s slower this time. Deeper. He sinks in inch by inch, stretching me until I’m full and aching around him. He stays buried there, letting me feel every thick inch.

“You feel like heaven,” he grits out.

Then he starts to move.

Not the frantic pace from the lounge. This is a slow, grinding rock, each thrust dragging over that same deep spot inside me. I wrap my legs around his waist and pull him closer, meeting him on every stroke. He kisses me while he fucks me, mouth hot and messy, tasting of both of us. Sweat-slick skin slides together. The wet sound of his cock moving in me mixes with the creak of the bed and our rough breathing.

He shifts his angle and the next thrust punches a broken sound out of me.

“There?” he breathes.

“Yes. Right there.”

He hits it again and again, perfect and relentless. My hands slide over the flexing muscles of his back. I’m climbing fast now, tighter, sharper.

“Touch yourself,” he says, voice ragged against my ear. “Let me watch you come on my cock.”

The words hit like a spark. I slip my hand between us, find my swollen clit, and rub. The added pressure makes me clench around him. My orgasm builds fast and tight, fed by the deep drag of his cock and my own circling fingers.

“That’s it,” he encourages, pace starting to fray. “Let go. Come for me, Mara.”

His voice saying my name breaks me open. The orgasm crashes through me hard. My vision whites out. My cunt pulses around him in rhythmic squeezes while I cry out into the side of his neck.

The feel of me coming sets him off. He drives in deep one last time, body going rigid, a long low groan tearing out of him as he comes. He sinks down over me, weight settling into the mattress on either side, face buried beside my head, breath ragged against my ear.

We stay like that, breathing hard, hearts hammering against each other. The only sounds are our slowing breaths and the faint hum of the building around us.

Eventually he rolls to his side, taking me with him, still inside me. He deals with the condom, then pulls the comforter over both of us. I curl against his chest, ear over the steady thud of his heart.

His fingers trace slow circles on my shoulder. “So,” he says into the dark. “The bed is better.”

A laugh shakes through me. “Marginally.”

He kisses the top of my head. “We should test that hypothesis further. For science.”

I smile against his skin. The tight coil that’s lived in my stomach for days is gone, replaced by a heavy, liquid warmth. The rules feel very far away.

We drift, half-dozing. My body is loose and heavy. His room, his bed, his arms feel like shelter.

A sharp buzz cuts through the quiet.

It takes me a groggy second to place it. My phone, in the pocket of my jeans on the floor. The specific, insistent pattern of the RA duty phone.

Reality slams back in, cold and sudden.

Elias feels me go stiff. “What is it?”

“Duty phone,” I murmur, already pulling away. The spell is broken. I’m Mara the RA again.

I climb out of bed and fumble for my jeans in the dark. The screen lights up with a harsh blue glow when I pull the phone free. A text from campus security.

Noise complaint, third floor east. Can you check?

I stare at the words. Of course. The one time I’m not in my room, not walking the halls, there’s a complaint. A noise complaint. The irony sits bitter on my tongue.

“Shit,” Elias says softly. He sits up. “You have to go.”

“I have to go,” I echo, voice flat. I start pulling on my clothes, movements quick and clumsy. The warmth of his body still clings to my skin, a cruel contrast to the cold duty waiting for me.

He gets out of bed and pulls on his sweatpants. He doesn’t try to stop me. He knows the order of things here.

I find my bra, my shirt. I’m dressed, but I feel stripped bare anyway. My lanyard is still on his desk. I pick it up. The master key is cold against my palm.

“Mara,” he says as I reach for the door.

I turn. He’s standing by the bed, hair messy, looking worried and beautiful.

“It’ll be fine,” he says, but it sounds like a question.

I nod. I don’t trust my voice. I take one last long look—memorizing the line of his shoulder in the lamplight, the shadow of stubble along his jaw, the rumpled sheets where we just were.

Then I unlock the door, step into the bright empty hallway, and pull it shut behind me.

The silence of the hall feels accusing. I adjust the lanyard around my neck, the key resting over my heart where the ghost of his hands still lingers.

I square my shoulders, pull out my clipboard, and head for the stairwell. The responsible one. The rule-follower.

But for the first time, the role feels like a costume that no longer fits.


Chapter 3 — After Hours

The noise complaint turns out to be a blown fuse in a microwave, a burst of popcorn smoke, and a panicked trio of first-years who think they’ve set the building on fire. It takes forty-five minutes to clear the air, reset the breaker, and deliver a stern but practical lecture on appliance safety. By the time I get back to my room, the adrenaline from Elias’s touch has burned off, leaving the dull throb of administrative fatigue behind my eyes. My body feels like a switched-off screen, humming with residual energy but displaying nothing.

I don’t see him for two days.

Not in the hall, not in the lounge, not at his door. It’s like the universe has hit a pause button, giving me time to stew in the silence. My clipboard feels heavier. My master key feels colder. The memory of his hands on my skin, the weight of him over me on the study lounge couch, plays on a loop in my head every time I try to sleep. It’s a specific, aching kind of torture.

On the third night, I give up. It’s past one in the morning, the hall is tomb-quiet, and I’m sitting at my desk pretending to read a journal article on post-structuralist pedagogy. The words are just shapes. All I can hear is the echo of his voice saying It’ll be fine and my own silent reply: It’s not.

A soft knock lands on my door.

My heart jackhammers against my ribs. It’s not the urgent, official rap of a resident in crisis. It’s tentative. Familiar.

I get up, my bare feet silent on the linoleum. I don’t check the peephole. I already know.

I open the door.

Elias stands there, backlit by the dimmed hallway sconces. He’s wearing gray sweatpants and a worn black t-shirt, his hair mussed like he’s been running his hands through it. He looks tired. Beautiful. He holds up a single, red plastic cup.

“Water pressure issue in my sink,” he says, his voice low. “It’s making a… whining sound. Thought you should know.”

It’s the flimsiest pretext yet. There’s no noise. The hall is silent.

I stare at the cup. I stare at him. The space between us is charged, a live wire strung across my threshold.

“A whining sound,” I repeat, my voice barely a whisper.

He nods, his eyes locked on mine. “Kept me up.”

The rule-follower in me is supposed to ask for details, to fetch my clipboard, to offer to put in a maintenance request for the morning. That woman feels like a stranger. The woman I am now—the one whose skin still remembers the scratch of his stubble, whose lungs still remember the shared air of the lounge—she just steps back.

“You should show me,” I say.

He steps inside. I close the door behind him, the click of the latch impossibly loud in the quiet of my room. The lock engages.

We’re alone. In my room. After midnight.

He sets the cup down on my desk, next to my abandoned journal. He turns to face me. The room is small; we’re only a few feet apart. My twin XL bed is neatly made against the wall. My desk lamp casts a warm, intimate pool of light, leaving the corners in shadow.

“There’s no noise,” he says, abandoning the charade.

“I know.”

“I just wanted to see you.”

The confession hangs between us, simple and devastating. My throat tightens. I cross my arms, a defensive gesture that feels pointless. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“You had a job to do,” he says. “I didn’t want to be the thing that made it harder.”

“You are,” I say, and the truth of it cracks my voice. “You make it harder every time you knock.”

He takes a step closer. The air shifts, grows warmer. “Do you want me to stop?”

The question is a direct hit. I swallow. My rulebook, my lanyard, my entire carefully constructed identity as the responsible one screams a single answer. My body, humming back to life under his gaze, screams another.

“No,” I breathe.

Another step. He’s within touching distance now. I can smell his soap, clean and sharp, and something underneath, just him. “Mara,” he says, my name a soft plea. “The other night… in the lounge. You said the line was my door.”

“I remember.”

“Where’s the line tonight?”

I look around my room—my sanctuary, my prison. The RA handbook is on my shelf. My master key hangs from a hook by the door. This is the innermost circle. The final frontier.

“The line,” I say, forcing my voice to steady, “is that we keep it down. The walls are thin. And my name…” I take a shaky breath. “If we do this, you don’t call me ‘RA Whitlock’ in here. Not ever.”

A slow smile touches his lips, a real one, relieved and hungry. “Just Mara.”

“Just Mara.”

“And we keep it down,” he echoes, his gaze dropping to my mouth.

“That’s the rule.”

“I can be quiet.”

“Prove it.”

He closes the last of the distance, his hands coming up to frame my face. His touch is reverent, questioning. I let out a shuddering breath I didn’t know I was holding and lean into it. This is the yes. The spoken, conscious, on-page yes.

His kiss is nothing like the almost-kiss in the lounge. That was a promise. This is a claiming. His lips are soft but insistent, and I open for him immediately, a low moan escaping my throat as his tongue finds mine. I uncross my arms and grab the hem of his t-shirt, pulling it up. He breaks the kiss just long enough to yank it over his head and toss it aside.

My hands are on his chest, mapping the warm skin, the firm muscle, the smattering of dark hair. He’s real. He’s here. In my room.

His own hands go to the waistband of my sleep shorts—old, soft cotton—and the matching tank top. “These,” he murmurs against my lips. “Off. Please.”

I nod, breaking away to pull the tank top over my head. I’m not wearing a bra. The cool air, and his hot gaze, pebble my nipples instantly. I push the shorts and my panties down my hips in one clumsy movement, stepping out of them. I’m naked before him, in the lamplight of my own dorm room.

His eyes darken, sweeping over me. “Jesus, Mara.”

He reaches out, his thumb brushing over one taut peak, and I gasp, my head falling back. He uses that movement to kiss my throat, his lips traveling down to my collarbone, to the swell of my breast. He takes my nipple into his mouth, and the sensation is so sharp, so perfect, that my knees buckle. He holds me up, one arm strong around my back, his mouth working me until I’m panting, my fingers tangled in his hair.

“Elias,” I whisper.

He lifts his head. “Too much?”

“Not enough.” The words are ripped from me. I reach for the waistband of his sweatpants, pushing them down. His cock springs free, hard and thick and beautiful. I wrap my hand around him, and he hisses, his hips jerking forward. He’s smooth and hot and velvety in my grip.

“You first,” he says, his voice ragged. He guides me backward until my legs hit the edge of my desk. He sweeps my journal and the red cup onto the floor with a quiet thud. Then his hands are on my hips, lifting me, setting me down on the cool laminate surface.

He steps between my spread knees. The air is thick with the smell of us—desire, soap, the faint scent of my laundry detergent on the sheets. He kisses me again, deep and searching, as his fingers trail down my stomach, through my curls, and find my clit.

I jolt, a sharp cry stifled against his mouth. I’m already wet, embarrassingly, overwhelmingly so. He circles me, his touch practiced and relentless, and I break the kiss to bury my face in his shoulder, biting the fabric of his shirt to keep quiet. My hips move against his hand of their own accord, seeking more pressure, more friction.

“Look at me,” he whispers.

I lift my head. His eyes are black with need, his pupils blown. He’s watching me come apart under his touch, and the intensity of his gaze is almost as potent as his fingers.

“I need to taste you,” he says, and it’s not a request. It’s a declaration.

Before I can answer, he’s sinking to his knees on my floor.

The sight of him there, between my thighs, his beautiful face level with my core, is the most illicit, breathtaking thing I’ve ever seen. My RA lanyard is dangling from the hook on the door behind him. The symbolism isn’t lost on me.

He doesn’t tease. He hooks my thighs over his shoulders, his hands gripping my hips to hold me in place, and puts his mouth on me.

The first, flat stroke of his tongue from my opening to my clit wrings a choked sob from my throat. My hand flies to my own mouth, pressing hard to smother the sound. He does it again, slower, then focuses on my clit, sucking and licking with a precision that makes my vision blur. I look down at the top of his head, at his shoulders working, and a wave of helpless, overwhelming pleasure crashes over me. This is happening. He’s doing this. To me.

“Elias… God… please…” The words are fragmented, whispered into my palm.

He hums against me, the vibration traveling straight to my core. He slides one finger, then two, inside me, crooking them just so, and I shatter.

The orgasm rips through me, silent and violent. My back arches off the desk, my thighs clamping around his head. I see stars, white lights exploding behind my closed eyelids. He gentles his mouth, lapping me through the last tremors until the sensitivity borders on pain and I push weakly at his shoulders.

He rises, kissing his way up my stomach, my sternum, between my breasts, my throat. He’s tasting himself on my skin. I can feel his cock, rock-hard and leaking, pressing against my inner thigh.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he breathes into my ear. “You taste like heaven.”

I’m boneless, liquid. But the need is already coiling again, deeper, more urgent. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him closer. “I need you inside me. Now.”

He groans, reaching between us to guide himself to my entrance. The blunt, hot pressure of him there makes me whimper. He pauses, his forehead against mine. “Condom?”

I nod frantically toward my nightstand drawer. He carries me to the bed—two steps—and lays me down on the covers. He fetches the strip, tears one open with his teeth. Watching him roll it on, his hands slightly unsteady, is its own kind of foreplay.

He comes back over me, bracing himself on his arms. He nudges my legs wider with his knee. The first inch of him slides in, and we both gasp. I’m so wet, so open from his mouth, but he’s big, and the stretch is exquisite. He pushes deeper, slowly, letting me feel every ridge, every vein.

“Okay?” he whispers, his muscles trembling with the effort of holding back.

“More,” I demand, lifting my hips.

He sinks the rest of the way in, a long, slow slide that stretches me open and fills me completely. We’re joined. In my bed. In my room. He’s inside me.

For a moment, neither of us moves. We just breathe, tangled together, feeling the impossible rightness of it. The only sound is our ragged breathing and the soft creak of the bedsprings.

Then he begins to move.

It’s not frantic. It’s the slow, deliberate drag of his cock through me, each stroke sinking deep enough to nudge that spot that makes my toes curl hard into the sheets. I lock my legs high around his back, heels pressing into the muscle there, holding him exactly where I want him. Every thrust lands with quiet intent. My nails bite into his shoulders, leaving half-moon marks. I turn my face into the pillow to smother the sounds I can’t keep down.

The rhythm builds, steady and relentless. He changes the angle and the next thrust knocks the breath from my lungs. A second orgasm coils low in my belly, heavier than the first, spreading outward instead of crashing. Heat floods between my legs, slick and insistent.

“Don’t close your eyes,” he grunts. His pace picks up, the muscles in his arms corded.

I force my eyes open. His face is tight with focus, mouth parted, sweat shining at his temples. He’s watching every flicker across my expression, making sure I’m right there with him.

“Come with me,” I whisper, voice shredded. “Please.”

That’s all it takes. His control fractures. His hips snap faster, harder, shoving me up the mattress until the headboard taps the wall in a steady, incriminating rhythm. I slap a hand over my own mouth, eyes locked on his.

The tension in my gut breaks. My cunt clamps around him in pulsing waves, the orgasm rolling through me silent and brutal, locking every muscle until my vision blurs at the edges. He pulses deep inside, a choked groan tearing from his throat as he follows, body shuddering, weight pressing down before he catches himself on his forearms.

For a long minute the only sounds are our ragged breathing and the frantic thud of our hearts beating against each other.

He eases out, ties off the condom, and drops it in the trash. When he returns he doesn’t speak. He simply pulls me back against his chest, my spine to his front, his arm banded heavy and warm across my waist. Our skin sticks where it touches. The room reeks of sweat and sex and the two of us.

We lie tangled in the aftermath, the weight of what we’ve done settling over us. Thin walls. Sleeping students on either side. My RA lanyard hanging on the door.

His mouth brushes the nape of my neck. “Quiet enough?” he murmurs, voice gravel-rough with satisfaction.

A weak, giddy sound catches in my throat. I turn in his arms until we’re facing each other. His eyes are heavy-lidded, sated. I trace the line of his jaw with my fingertips. “You were pretty loud yourself at the end there.”

He grins, unashamed. “You told me to come with you. I was following orders.”

“Since when do you follow orders?”

“Since they come from you.” He kisses me, slow and deep, the kind of kiss that claims. Possessive. Already familiar.

We stay like that, limbs knotted in my narrow bed, for a long time. He talks about the transfer, about walking into classes where everyone already knows each other. I tell him about the constant weight of grad school, the feeling that I’m always two steps behind no matter how hard I work. We don’t name what this is. We don’t touch the rules we’re breaking. We just breathe in the fragile, temporary quiet of my room after hours.

Eventually the practical world presses back in. The digital clock on my desk flips to 3:47 AM.

“You should go,” I say, voice thick. “Before people start waking up for early classes.”

He nods, expression shuttered. He doesn’t argue. He untangles himself and stands. The loss of his body heat hits instantly. I watch him dress in the low light, the clean lines of his back and shoulders beautiful and already disappearing.

He returns to the bed fully dressed and leans down for one more kiss. “Mara,” he says. Just my name. It carries everything.

“Your water pressure,” I answer softly, still playing the game one last time. “I’ll… put in a work order.”

He smiles, small and sad at the edges. “Thanks.”

He lets himself out. The door clicks shut behind him, barely audible.

The silence left behind feels different. Not accusing. Just full. Saturated with him.

I lie in the wrecked sheets, breathing in the smell of us, and stare at the ceiling. The rule-follower is gone. In her place is a woman who just let the student two doors down fuck her quiet and deep and forbidden.

And who already wants him again.



The next week stretches tight with tension. We don’t seek each other out where anyone can see. But the hallway has become loaded ground. A brush past each other at the mailboxes sends heat licking up my spine. Catching his eye across the study lounge—now occupied by other residents—feels like passing a secret in plain sight. He doesn’t knock on my door again.

I start to wonder if it was only the one time. A single lapse. Spectacular and life-altering, but still just a lapse.

I’m wrong.

Thursday night, just after midnight. My phone buzzes with a text from a number I don’t recognize. My pulse kicks before I even open it.

Unknown Number: My desk lamp is flickering. It’s very distracting. Thought you should know.

I stare at the screen. A fresh excuse. My mouth curves despite myself. I type back, fingers unsteady.

Me: Is it an emergency?

The reply is immediate.

Unknown Number: It’s a crisis.

I don’t bother answering. I push away from my desk, smooth my hair, and check the mirror. My eyes are too bright. My cheeks flushed. I look like someone already anticipating the knock.

I open my door and scan the hall. Empty. Twenty steps to his room. My heart drums so hard I feel it in my throat. I don’t knock. I simply test the handle.

Unlocked.

I slip inside and ease the door shut.

His room is dark except for the soft, pulsing glow of a salt lamp on the dresser and the erratic flicker of the desk lamp. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, watching the door. Pajama pants, nothing else.

“The flickering seems intermittent,” I say, voice barely above a whisper.

“It comes and goes,” he answers, not moving. “Worse when I’m trying to focus.”

“On what?”

“You.”

The word hangs in the dark. I cross to him and stop between his knees. He looks up, face half in shadow, all sharp angles in the stuttering light.

“You gave me your number,” I say.

“Seemed more discreet than another knock.” His hands settle on my hips, thumbs stroking the hipbones through my leggings. “Is this okay?”

“Yes.” Our word. Our permission. Our line in the sand.

He leans in and presses his face to my stomach, arms circling my waist. He just holds me there, breathing me in. The intimacy of it lands deeper than the sex. I slide my fingers through his hair.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” he says, muffled against my shirt.

“I know the feeling.”

He tips his head back. “Your turn to be quiet.”

Then he’s moving, turning me, laying me down on his bed. He follows, body covering mine. No slow build this time. No careful exploration. The need is already sparking between us, raw and urgent. He kisses me like he’s starving and I meet him with the same edge, teeth and tongue and the taste of him.

His hands shove my shirt up. I help drag it off. Leggings and panties disappear in one efficient pull. He strips his own pants and then he’s naked over me, cock hard and heavy against my thigh.

“Condom,” I gasp as his mouth closes over my nipple.

“Top drawer,” he manages, not lifting his head.

I reach, yank the drawer open, and hand him the packet. He rolls it on with quick, practiced movements, eyes never leaving mine.

This time he doesn’t ease in. He drives deep in one smooth thrust that punches a sound out of both of us before we swallow it. The flickering lamp throws strobing shadows across his face, across the ceiling. It feels unreal. Dream-slow and too sharp at once.

He sets a hard rhythm immediately, one hand braced beside my head, the other gripping my thigh, holding me open. Every thrust lands with purpose. I wrap my legs around him, meeting him stroke for stroke, heels digging into the small of his back. The bed creaks beneath us, a steady complaint we try to bury with our mouths, with bitten-off gasps.

I’m hurtling toward the edge faster than I expected. The pleasure coils tight and urgent, fed by the sheer wrongness of being here, in his bed, while the rest of the dorm sleeps.

“Elias… I’m gonna…”

“Come,” he grits out, breathing ragged. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

His voice breaks the last thread. The orgasm rips through me, a silent, clenching wave that locks every muscle and arches my back off the mattress. My mouth opens on a soundless cry. He watches me come apart, control shredding. A few more frantic, deep thrusts and he follows, body jerking, a low groan trapped behind his teeth.

He collapses onto me, then rolls us so we’re on our sides, still joined. We’re both slick with sweat, breathing like we’ve run flat out.

The desk lamp steadies. The flicker dies. Steady, soft light fills the room for the first time.

A laugh slips out of me, giddy and shaky, muffled against his shoulder. He laughs too, chest vibrating against mine.

“Diagnosis?” he murmurs into my hair.

“A critical malfunction,” I whisper back. “Might require further… investigation.”

“Ongoing?”

“Very.”

We stay wrapped around each other while our heart rates settle. The afterglow feels different this time. Softer. Heavier. The first time was about crossing a line. This time is about what comes after you’ve decided to stay on the other side.

He traces idle patterns on my back. “You know,” he says, voice thoughtful, “for someone with so many rules, you’re incredibly good at breaking them.”

I prop up on an elbow to look at him. “It’s not breaking them if I’m the one who gets to rewrite them.”

He grins, that same disarming, boyish grin that started everything. “Is that what we’re doing? Rewriting?”

Before I can answer, a sound from the hallway turns my blood cold.

The distinct metallic jingle of a master key in a lock. Then a voice. A woman’s voice.

One I don’t recognize.

It’s right outside the door.

“—just need to check the seal on this window, the work order says it’s drafty,” the voice says, clear and professional. RA patter. The exact script I’d use on the other side of that door, doing my job.

But it isn’t me. I’m right here, in his bed.

And she’s about to open it.

The jingle stops.

My heart stops with it.

Elias goes rigid beneath me. Our eyes lock in the sudden, terrible silence. We’re frozen, a tangle of damp limbs, still joined, still exposed. The steady glow of the desk lamp feels like a spotlight.

Two sharp knocks land on the door.

“Elias?” the voice calls from the hallway. “It’s Mara. RA Whitlock. I’ve got a work order to check your window. Are you awake?”

The sound of my own name—my title—in a stranger’s mouth drifts through the door. I’m naked in Elias’s bed, the sheets still damp against my skin. The words hit like a fist to the sternum.

Elias’s eyes widen. He mouths a single word: What?

I shake my head, a tiny, frantic motion. No idea. A prank? Someone messing with us? Something worse?

The doorknob rattles. Whoever is out there has the master key.

Cold panic slices through the heavy, sated haze still clinging to my limbs. I scramble off Elias and off the bed, movements silent and jerky. My leggings and shirt lie crumpled on the floor; I snatch them up. Elias rolls after me, grabs his pajama pants. We dress in the dark, a clumsy, silent scramble of limbs and fabric. The salt lamp throws just enough amber light to show the shock stamped across his face, a mirror of my own.

Another knock. “Elias? I’m coming in if you don’t answer. It’ll just take a sec.”

The click of the key in the lock sounds impossibly loud.

I’m only half into my shirt, leggings twisted around one ankle. No time. I dive for the narrow gap between bed and wall, yanking my knees to my chest. Elias, now in his pants, throws the rumpled comforter over me just as the door swings open.

Hallway light spills across the floor, outlining a figure in the doorway. A woman I don’t recognize, in dark jeans and a university hoodie, an RA lanyard around her neck. Clipboard tucked under one arm. She flips the wall switch.

The overhead fluorescent light flares on, harsh and white.

I squeeze my eyes shut, as if that could make me disappear. My heart slams against my ribs. The air still carries us—sex, sweat, the faint metallic trace of his come on my thighs. Unmistakable. Can she smell it?

“Sorry to barge in,” the woman says. Her voice is bright, brisk—the practiced patter of someone playing a part. “Work order just came through tonight. Draft on the third floor. They think it’s this window.” She crosses to the window, back to the bed, and runs her palm along the seal. Performing the inspection like she’s done it a hundred times.

Elias stands at the foot of the bed, convincingly rumpled and irritated. He drags a hand through his hair. “It’s after midnight.”

“I know. Sorry,” she says, sounding nothing like it. She turns from the window. Her gaze sweeps the room, passes over the lump under the comforter—passes over the desk where the lamp now glows steadily—and lands on Elias. “Everything else okay in here? No other issues? Noise?”

“No,” Elias says, voice impressively flat. “No noise.”

“Good.” She makes a note on her clipboard. “Seal looks fine. Probably a different room. I’ll close the ticket.” She starts to turn, then pauses. Her eyes flick back to the bed. To the two pillows, both dented. To the edge of my shirt peeking from under the comforter.

A slow, knowing smile spreads across her face—smug, conspiratorial. She knows exactly what she walked in on.

“Well,” she says, voice dropping, losing its professional edge. It turns intimate. “I’ll let you get back to your… studying.”

She winks at Elias.

Then she turns and walks out, pulling the door shut behind her.

The lock clicks.

Silence follows, thick and absolute.

Elias doesn’t move for a full ten seconds. Then he strides to the door, throws the deadbolt, and checks the peephole. “She’s gone,” he whispers, voice unsteady.

I shove the comforter off and scramble to my feet, legs unsteady. I finish yanking on my shirt, straighten my leggings. “What the fuck was that?”

“She used your name,” Elias says, turning from the door. His face has gone pale. “She said she was you. RA Whitlock.”

“I don’t know who that was!” My voice comes out a tight, hysterical whisper. “I couldn’t even see her. But she had a master key. She used my name. She knew yours.”

Elias crosses to me, takes my shoulders. His hands are warm, solid. An anchor. “Breathe, Mara. Just breathe.”

I do. I drag in a ragged lungful of air. The part of my brain that writes incident reports and follows protocols kicks in, shoving the panic aside. “Okay. Okay. It was just a person. Someone with a master key, wearing an RA lanyard, who knew to use a work order as cover.”

“And knew my name,” Elias adds quietly.

We stare at each other. The implication hangs between us, heavy and cold.

“Someone knows,” I say. The words taste metallic. “Someone knows about us, and they’re… messing with us. Or warning us.”

“But how?” Elias’s brow furrows. “Who? And why pretend to be you? Why not just report us?”

“I don’t know.” The weight of my position, the rules I’ve been breaking, settles over me. The consequences are real and suddenly very close. My RA role isn’t just a costume; it’s a job with ethical codes, disciplinary procedures, the power to wreck both our academic lives. “If Housing finds out… Elias, I could lose my assistantship. My funding. You could face conduct charges.”

He pulls me into a hug, holding me tight against his chest. I feel his heart pounding, rapid and strong against my ear. “We’ve been careful,” he murmurs into my hair.

“Not careful enough, apparently.” I pull back, scanning his room as if it might offer answers. “The key. That’s the biggest thing. Only RAs and maintenance have master keys. And maintenance wouldn’t…”

“Could it be another RA?”

The question lands like a stone in my stomach. The staff. My colleagues. Sarah on the second floor, Devon in the west wing. We’re not close, but we’re cordial. Could one of them have seen something? Heard something? Decided to play a cruel joke?

“Maybe,” I say, feeling sick. “But why that performance? Why not just talk to me?”

“To scare you,” Elias says. His eyes have gone hard. “To make a point without leaving a paper trail. It’s a power move.”

The thought chills me. This isn’t gossip. It’s targeted. Premeditated.

I disentangle myself and pace the narrow space between his bed and desk. The afterglow has vanished, replaced by a cold, creeping dread. “I need to go. I need to think. I need to check the work order system, see if a ticket was actually filed for this room.”

Elias nods. “Okay. But… are you alright to go back out there?”

The hallway, which moments ago had felt like a private corridor to pleasure, now feels like a minefield. “I don’t have a choice.”

He walks me to the door, hand resting at the small of my back. “Text me when you’re in your room. So I know you’re safe.”

The concern in his voice thaws a little of the ice around my heart. I turn and kiss him, a quick, desperate press of lips. “I will.”

I unlock the deadbolt, crack the door, and peer out. The hall is empty, silent, glowing under the night-lights. It looks innocent. It feels like a trap.

I slip out and walk quickly to my room, senses stretched tight. Every shadow seems to hold a watching presence. I fumble with my own key, get inside, and lock the door behind me, leaning against it with a thud.

My room feels alien. The neat desk, the made bed, the RA handbook on the shelf—they all mock me. The persona of the responsible, rule-following Mara Whitlock feels like a shell I’ve crawled out of, and now someone else is wearing it.

My phone buzzes in my pocket.

Elias: All good?

Me: In. Safe. You?

Elias: Yeah. Just freaked the fuck out.

Me: Join the club.

I toss my phone on the bed and go to my small desk, booting up my laptop. My hands tremble as I log into the Housing portal. I navigate to the maintenance work order system, pulse pounding in my ears. I search for his room number, for any tickets opened tonight.

Nothing. No new tickets for his room in the last forty-eight hours.

Whoever she was, she lied. She fabricated a pretext to get into his room. To see us. To let us know she could.

The next few days are a masterclass in paranoia. I jump at every sound in the hall. I scrutinize every RA I pass, searching for a tell, a smirk, a knowing glance. I find nothing. Sarah talks to me about a problematic party on her floor. Devon complains about the broken washer on his wing. They seem normal.

I see Elias in passing. We exchange loaded looks but keep our distance. The electric charge between us is still there, now fused with a low-grade anxiety. Our secret, which once felt thrilling and private, now feels exposed, vulnerable.

I start carrying my master key in my pocket instead of wearing the lanyard. Every time I use it, I hear the jingle outside his door.

On Sunday night I’m doing my rounds, clipboard in hand, a mechanical exercise. I’m on the third floor, far from my own, checking fire extinguishers and noting a propped-open stairwell door. I’m almost back to the elevator when I see it.

Taped to the bulletin board by the laundry room is a photocopied flyer. It’s for a lost lanyard.

The heading is bold: LOST: RA LANYARD & MASTER KEY. Below it, a description: Blue lanyard with university logo, attached to a silver master key. Last seen on 3rd floor North. REWARD IF FOUND.

My blood runs cold.

The date listed as lost is last Wednesday. The night before the incident.

I hadn’t even noticed mine was missing. I’ve been using my spare, the one I keep hidden in my room for emergencies. In my distracted, lust-addled state, I must have lost my primary lanyard. Sometime between leaving Elias’s room and… when? I never checked after that night.

Someone found it. Someone has been using it.

The pieces click into place with a sickening finality. It wasn’t an RA. It was someone—a student—who found my lanyard and key. They impersonated me. They targeted Elias’s room specifically. They knew.

But how did they know to target him? Unless they’d seen us together before. Or heard something. The walls are thin.

The relief that it isn’t a colleague is immediately swallowed by a new, deeper fear. A student with a grudge? A random prankster? The possibilities are endless and all terrifying.

I rip the flyer from the board and crumple it in my fist. My first instinct is to report the key missing, to initiate a lock change for the whole floor. But that would require explaining where and when I lost it. It would create a paper trail, an official record that could lead back to questions about why I was on the third floor, near the male wing, late at night.

I’m trapped. By my own negligence. By my desire.

I finish my rounds in a haze, mind racing. When I get back to my room, I sit on the edge of my bed, staring at the crumpled flyer in my hand. The reward offer is a joke. A taunt.

My phone buzzes. It’s Elias.

Elias: Can I come over?

The simple question feels like a lifeline. And a risk.

Me: Yes.

Two minutes later, the soft knock comes. I let him in. He looks as strained as I feel. He sees the flyer in my hand before I can hide it.

“What’s that?”

I hand it to him wordlessly. He reads it, his face hardening. “Shit.”

“I lost my lanyard,” I say. The words sit sour on my tongue. “That night. I must have. Someone found it. That’s how they got in.”

He sinks onto my desk chair and drags a hand over his face. “So it was just some random asshole with your key. Not Housing.”

“Not yet,” I say. “But they have a master key, Elias. They could go anywhere. Do anything. And they know about us. They used that knowledge.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” I fold my arms tight across my chest. “If I report it, I have to explain. If I don’t, they have a key to every room on this floor. Including yours. Including mine.”

He stands and comes to me. He doesn’t touch me, just stands close enough that I feel the warmth coming off his body. “We could… stop.”

The words hang between us. Sensible. Responsible. The answer that keeps everything clean.

I look at him. At the worry carved into the lines around his dark eyes, the tight set of his jaw. I think of his mouth on mine, his hands sliding over my skin, the low way he says my name like he’s afraid someone might overhear. I think of the quiet, desperate relief of being tangled up with him in the dark, the way it felt like something I had chosen for myself.

“No,” I say. The word lands hard. It surprises both of us. “I’m not giving them that. I’m not giving up that.”

A slow, fierce light moves through his eyes. “Okay. Then what’s the play?”

“First, I get my key back. Or I make it useless.” I straighten my shoulders, the planner in me clicking into place. “I’ll request a lock re-core for the whole floor. I’ll cite ‘general security concerns’—vague, but not unusual. It’ll be a pain for everyone, but it’s the only way to invalidate that key. I’ll take the heat for the inconvenience.”

“And the lost lanyard?”

“I’ll say I misplaced it during a routine round. It’s technically true.” I meet his gaze. “It’s a risk. It draws attention. But less attention than someone using it to commit an actual crime.”

He nods, following the logic. “And us?”

I take a slow breath. “We’re more careful. No texts. No coming to each other’s rooms unless it’s… pre-arranged. Safer.”

“How do we pre-arrange without texts?”

A ghost of a smile pulls at my mouth. I walk to my desk, pull out a notepad, and tear off a small piece of paper. I write a time on it: 2 AM.

I fold it twice and hand it to him. “Old school.”

He takes the paper. His fingers brush mine. Heat sparks between us, familiar and stubborn, even now, with fear still thick in the room. He tucks the note into his pocket. “So we wait.”

“We wait,” I confirm. “And we watch.”

He leans in, his forehead resting against mine. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I brought this to your door.”

“I’m the one who opened it,” I whisper back. “Repeatedly.”

He kisses me then, soft and slow. It’s not a kiss of heat, but of something steadier. A promise pressed into the dark.

When he leaves, the note is in his pocket, and a new kind of tension stretches between us—not just want, but a shared, guarded purpose.



The lock re-core happens on Tuesday. It’s a chaotic, all-day affair. The housing office sends a terse email about the temporary inconvenience. I field complaints from residents, offering my most apologetic, professional RA smile. Inside, my stomach stays tight.

By evening, every lock on the floor has been replaced. The old master key is now a useless piece of metal. I hold the new one in my hand, its teeth still sharp and unmapped. It’s a fresh start. A line drawn.

That night, at 2 AM exactly, there’s a knock on my door. Not tentative. Not questioning. A single, firm rap.

I open it. Elias stands there, backlit by the hall light. He doesn’t speak. He holds up the small, folded piece of paper I gave him.

I step back. He comes in. I lock the door.

We don’t move toward the bed. We stand facing each other in the middle of my room, the air thick with everything that’s happened—the fear, the planning, the defiance.

“It’s done,” I say. “New locks.”

“Good.” He reaches out, touches my cheek. His thumb traces the line of my jaw, slow and deliberate. “You’ve been carrying all of this.”

“We both have.”

He shakes his head. “You’re the one with everything to lose.”

The truth of it sits between us. He’s a student. I’m staff. The imbalance is real, and we’ve both been pretending it isn’t.

“I know,” I say softly. “And I’m choosing it anyway.”

That’s all he needs to hear. He kisses me, and it’s different from all the times before. There’s a new weight to it, a gravity born of shared risk. It’s slower. More deliberate. We undress each other without hurry, hands familiar now, relearning each other in this new, more dangerous context.

When he lays me back on my bed, there’s no frantic energy. He kisses every inch of me, as if memorizing a map he might lose access to. His mouth moves over my breasts, my stomach, the inside of my thighs—slow, thorough, leaving heat in its wake. When he finally slides into me, it’s with a deep, shuddering groan that seems to come from somewhere low in his chest. We move together in a rhythm that feels less like an escape and more like a claiming—of each other, of this choice, of the right to have something for ourselves in the middle of all the rules. I feel every inch of him, the stretch, the slow drag, the way his breath catches when I tighten around him.

Afterward, curled together in the dark, he traces the line of my spine with his fingertips. “Whoever it was,” he murmurs, “they wanted to scare us apart.”

“It didn’t work,” I say into his chest.

“No,” he agrees, his voice full of a quiet wonder. “It really didn’t.”

We lie in silence for a long time. The fear is still there, a low hum in the background. But it’s been joined by something else, something stronger. A stubborn, quiet determination.

As I drift toward sleep, his breath warm on my neck, I realize the costume of the rule-follower isn’t just ill-fitting anymore. It’s been burned away. What’s left is raw, and scared, and more real than I’ve felt in years.

And it’s holding him while the rest of the dorm sleeps, unaware.


Chapter 4 — The Only Rule That Matters

I wake to the bed shifting beneath me, the warm weight lifting from my side. My eyes open to gray pre-dawn light leaking through the blinds. Elias stands with his back to me, pulling on his jeans, the muscles along his spine sliding under skin still marked by my nails. The sight pulls a low, sleepy throb between my legs. He glances over his shoulder and catches me watching.

“Go back to sleep,” he whispers, voice gravel-rough. “It’s not even five.”

“You’re leaving?” The words slip out softer than I mean them to.

He sits on the edge of the mattress, the dip pulling me toward him. His thumb brushes a strand of hair from my cheek, then traces my lower lip. “I have an eight a.m. lab across campus. And you…” His eyes hold mine. “You have a hall full of undergrads who don’t need to see me sneaking out of the RA’s room at a more reasonable hour.”

The logic is sound. The same logic that has kept me in line for a year. It sits cold and heavy in my stomach anyway. Last night burned the costume away, but this morning the empty space it left feels wide open.

“Right,” I say, pushing up on my elbows. “Of course.”

He leans in and kisses me slow and deep, a promise pressed into my mouth. “Tonight,” he murmurs against my lips. “Your room or mine?”

A quiet laugh escapes me. “Is that a noise complaint I’m scheduling?”

“The loudest,” he says. The grin he gives me is pure trouble. He stands, finds his shirt on the desk chair, and pulls it on. At the door his hand rests on the knob. For a moment he doesn’t look like a junior transfer student anymore. He looks like a man leaving something that matters. “Mara?”

“Yeah?”

“Last night… it wasn’t just about the note. Or being scared. It was about you.”

He slips out before I can answer. The door clicks shut. I lie back in the sudden quiet, the room still smelling like him—clean sweat, soap, the two of us. His words hang in the air, a truth my clipboard can’t organize. It wasn’t just about the note. It was about you.

The day moves like something underwater. I do my rounds. I file the incident report with campus security and get the same bland promise to “monitor the situation.” I answer questions about laundry schedules and broken desk chairs. On the surface I’m RA Mara Whitlock, fully dressed in the costume that was supposed to be ashes.

Underneath, I’m a live wire. Every creak of floorboards, every burst of laughter from down the hall, makes my pulse jump. Not fear. Anticipation. My skin remembers the exact path his hands took. My body waits, quiet and listening.

By evening the rule-follower in my head is screaming. She’s drafting lists: Reasons This Is A Catastrophically Bad Idea. University Housing Policy 4.7.c. Perceived coercion. Gossip. Grad school letters. His housing contract. The fact that my entire life has been built on following the rules, and this is the biggest one yet.

A newer voice answers each point, low and certain. He’s twenty-one. I’m twenty-four. Both adults. Both students. He knocked. I said yes. Every single time. Let them gossip. Do good work. The letters will come. Maybe the life I’ve built needs a different foundation.

At ten p.m. I’m in my desk chair pretending to read an article on urban policy. My eyes drag over the same paragraph three times. My door is unlocked. A deliberate choice that feels like a declaration of war against the person I used to be.

The knock is firm. Confident. Not the tentative tap of the early “noise complaints.” My heart gives one hard slam against my ribs.

I open the door. Elias leans against the frame, a worn biochemistry textbook tucked under one arm. Gray sweatpants. Tight black t-shirt stretched across his chest. He looks like he belongs here. Like he’s coming home.

“Hey, RA,” he says. The title is a private joke now, a spark in his dark eyes.

“Elias.” I step back to let him in. The scent of him—soap and night air—fills the room. I close the door. The lock engages with a soft, final click.

He drops the textbook on my desk. “I was thinking we could study.”

A smile tugs at my mouth. “Study.”

“Mmhmm.” He takes a step closer. “Comparative anatomy.”

He’s right in front of me now. The air between us crackles. The lists in my head dissolve. All that’s left is the solid heat of him and the steady pound of want in my veins.

I reach up and find the lanyard still around my neck. I’d forgotten it. The plastic ID card. The master key. The symbol of every rule I’m about to break. I pull it over my head slowly and drape it over the corner of the desk lamp, where it dangles like shed skin.

Elias watches, eyes intent. “What are you doing?”

“Taking off the uniform,” I say. My voice is steadier than I feel. A weight lifts from my shoulders. It’s just me now. Not RA Whitlock. Mara.

His expression softens. He closes the last of the distance, hands cradling my face. “Mara,” he says, and my name on his lips is a benediction.

This kiss is different from last night’s. Last night was heat born of fear and defiance. This is pure, unfiltered want. Deep and searching, his tongue sliding against mine with lazy confidence that makes my knees give. My hands fist in his shirt and drag him closer. He groans into my mouth, the sound vibrating straight through me.

We stumble toward the bed, a tangle of limbs and hungry mouths. My sweatshirt is gone, yanked over my head. His shirt follows. The shock of his bare chest against mine—skin to skin, warm and solid—pulls a gasp from my throat. I push him onto the mattress and climb over him, straddling his hips. The hard length of his cock presses against me through sweatpants and thin leggings. I roll my hips once, slow and deliberate, and draw a sharp breath from his lips.

His hands grip my thighs, thumbs stroking slow circles on the inside. “You’re in charge tonight,” he says, voice thick. “You set the rules.”

It’s a surrender. The hottest thing anyone has ever said to me.

I lean down and kiss him again, then trail my mouth along his jaw, down the column of his throat. Salt and heat. His pulse hammers under my tongue. My hands map the planes of his chest, the ridges of his stomach. I hook my fingers in the waistband of his sweatpants. “These,” I say, looking up at him, “are in the way.”

He lifts his hips. I drag the sweatpants and boxer briefs down together. His cock springs free, thick and flushed, the head already slick. The sight of him bare and wanting beneath me sends a hot surge of power through my belly. I wrap my hand around him and stroke once, slow, learning the weight and heat of him. My thumb drags over the head and his breath catches hard.

“Mara,” he breathes. His eyes are black with need.

I release him and peel off my own leggings and panties. Cool air hits the wet between my legs. His gaze locks there, mouth parting. I kneel over him, one hand braced on his stomach, and guide the head of his cock to my entrance.

I sink down in one slow, deliberate stroke.

The stretch is perfect. Full. Deep. A choked sound tears from my throat. His hands fly to my hips, gripping hard as I settle, as I let the sensation roll through me.

“Fuck,” he grits out. His knuckles are white. “You feel so fucking good.”

I start to move. A rolling rhythm that builds heat low in my core. My eyes stay locked on his. I watch every flicker of pleasure cross his face, every clench of his jaw. I set the pace. I control the angle. I am the rule-maker here, and my only rule is more.

He meets me, hips rising to meet each downward stroke. One of his hands slides between us, fingers finding my clit with precise pressure. The touch is electric. A cry rips from my lips and I clench around him.

“That’s it,” he murmurs, voice ragged. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

His words, his fingers, the thick slide of him inside me—it’s too much. The coil snaps. Pleasure crashes through me in waves, pulling a raw shout from his throat as he follows. His cock pulses hot and deep, filling me, and I collapse forward onto his chest, shuddering.

We lie tangled for long minutes, sweat-slick and breathing hard. His heart thunders under my ear. His hands stroke slow lines down my back, through my hair.

Eventually I slide off him and curl into his side. He pulls the comforter over us both.

“So,” he says into the quiet dark, voice thick with sleepy humor. “How’d I do on the anatomy quiz?”

A tired, happy laugh shakes through me. “A-plus. Top of the class.”

He kisses my temple. “Good.”

We drift. The dorm is silent around us. Here, in this narrow twin XL bed, there is no RA, no resident. No rules written in a housing handbook. Just this: the warmth of his skin, the steady rise and fall of his chest, the quiet certainty settling in my bones.

I must doze, because the next thing I know the digital clock on my nightstand reads 2:17 a.m. Elias is still asleep beside me, breathing deep and even. A profound sense of peace wraps around me. This is it. This is the thing I chose. Not out of rebellion. Not out of fear. Out of simple, clear want.

Then, from the hallway, a sound slices through the calm.

A shout. Angry. Followed by the crash of something breaking—glass, maybe a picture frame. Then another shout, higher-pitched, frantic.

My body goes rigid. Instinct, trained over a year of duty, kicks in before thought. I’m out of the bed in an instant, grabbing my hoodie from the floor and yanking it on. My lanyard is still on the lamp. I stare at it for a half-second, the plastic card glinting in the low light. A symbol of a life I just decided to leave behind.

Another crash. A female voice yelling, “Stop it! Just stop!”

Elias is sitting up now, blinking sleep from his eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Trouble,” I say. My voice drops into the calm, authoritative register I use for hall incidents. The RA costume never really comes off. It hangs in the closet, waiting. I snatch the lanyard and loop it over my head. The master key presses cold against my skin.

“Mara, wait,” Elias says, scrambling out of bed, yanking on his sweatpants.

I’m already at the door, hand on the knob. The RA is back. The responsible one. The rule-follower.

I open the door and step into the brightly lit hallway.

Two doors down, outside room 212, Mark stands in the middle of the linoleum. A sophomore on the baseball team. His face is flushed dark, jaw tight. A shattered ceramic mug lies in pieces at his feet. Chloe blocks her doorway in pajama shorts and a thin tank top, arms locked around her ribs, tears streaking her cheeks.

“You’re a fucking liar!” Mark bellows, stepping forward.

“Mark, don’t!” Chloe shrinks back against the doorframe.

“Hey!” My voice cuts through the hallway, sharp and clear. Both heads snap toward me. Chloe’s face crumples with relief. Mark’s expression twists—surprise, then something harder.

I walk toward them, bare feet silent on the cold floor. The hoodie hangs loose on my body. Under it I’m bare, the scent of sex still on my skin, Elias just behind me in the doorway. None of it matters right now. A resident is in distress.

“What is going on here?” I stop between them, facing Mark. “It’s after two a.m. You’re violating quiet hours and being disruptive. Lower your voice and step back.”

“This doesn’t concern you,” Mark spits, but he gives ground. His eyes flick over my shoulder. He sees Elias standing shirtless in my doorway. A smirk pulls at his mouth. “Busy night, RA?”

The words land low in my gut. I ignore them and turn to Chloe. “Are you okay? Do you feel safe?”

She nods, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. “He just… he showed up. He’s not supposed to be here after eleven. He knows the guest rules…”

“I’m not a guest, I’m her fucking boyfriend!”

“Not anymore!” Chloe shouts, anger flaring through the tears.

“Mark,” I say, turning back to him. My tone drops to ice. “You are not a resident of this hall. You are here after visitation hours. You are causing a disturbance. You need to leave. Now. Or I call campus security and you can explain to them why you’re harassing a resident and destroying property.” I gesture at the broken mug.

He glares, chest rising and falling hard. His gaze cuts to Elias again, smirk returning uglier. “Yeah. Okay. I get it. You’ve got your own after-hours guest to worry about. Wouldn’t want to draw attention, right?”

The threat sits between us, clear and poisonous. My stomach knots. He’s putting it together—the RA, the guy in her room at two in the morning. He could file a report. He could start talking. A few words in the right ears and everything unravels.

Elias moves up beside me. He doesn’t speak. He just stands there, solid and silent. Not interfering. Letting me handle it. His presence says enough.

I meet Mark’s eyes. “My personal life is not the issue here. Your behavior is. You have ten seconds to walk to the stairwell and leave this building, or I make the call.” I pull my phone from the hoodie pocket, thumb hovering over the screen.

He holds my stare. The fight plays out across his face. Then, with one last venomous look at Chloe, he spins and stalks down the hall. His footsteps echo off the cinderblock. The stairwell door slams.

The sudden quiet feels too loud. Chloe breaks into fresh sobs. I step closer and rest a hand on her shoulder. “Hey. It’s okay. He’s gone. You’re safe.”

“I’m sorry,” she chokes out. “I’m so sorry, Mara. He just… he wouldn’t listen…”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” I say, guiding her back into her room. I glance over my shoulder. Elias gives me a small nod and slips into my room, closing the door behind him.

I spend the next twenty minutes with Chloe. I bring her a glass of water from the bathroom sink. She tells me about the on-again, off-again mess with Mark, how he refuses to accept it’s over. I help her sweep the ceramic shards into a dustpan. I draft the incident report in my head while she talks. I am the competent, caring RA.

The whole time, Mark’s smirk floats in my vision. Busy night, RA? You’ve got your own after-hours guest to worry about.

The costume feels heavier than it ever has. Not ill-fitting anymore. A straitjacket.

When Chloe is calm enough to call a friend, I leave her room. The hallway is empty again. Fluorescent lights hum overhead. I stand there, master key heavy against my chest.

My door waits a few steps away. Behind it, Elias is waiting. The man I chose. The feeling I chose.

But the rules are waiting too. The real ones. The ones with consequences. The ones that say I can’t have both.

I walk to my door. My hand is on the knob when another door opens down the hall. I freeze. Room 216. Leo, the reclusive senior philosophy major, peers out. He sees me, offers a sleepy, confused wave, and shuts his door again.

He saw. Maybe not everything, but enough to wonder.

The paranoia hits fast. Who else heard the shouting? Who else saw Elias in my doorway? Mark’s threat wasn’t empty. Gossip in a dorm spreads fast and burns everything it touches.

I slip back into my room and lock the door. The click sounds final. The room is dark except for the dim glow of the clock. Elias sits on the edge of my bed, fully dressed now. He’s been waiting.

He looks up when I enter. In the shadows his face is unreadable.

The peace from earlier is gone, shattered like the mug in the hall. What stretches between us now is a tense, fragile silence. I lean back against the door, wood cool through the hoodie. The lanyard feels like a noose.

“Is she okay?” Elias asks finally, voice quiet.

“She will be.” I sound exhausted. I am exhausted.

He nods. The silence returns, thicker. The small room feels too big, filled with everything we aren’t saying.

“He saw me,” Elias says. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“He’ll talk.”

“Probably.”

Elias runs a hand through his hair. “What does that mean? For… this?” He gestures between us.

That’s the question. The one that’s hung over us since the first time he knocked after midnight. I’ve been pushing it aside, choosing the feeling in the moment over the consequence waiting down the line. But the future is here, standing in my dim room at three a.m., wearing the face of a furious sophomore and the whispered suspicions of a hallway.

“I don’t know,” I say. The admission tastes like failure. The rule-follower would have an answer. She’d cite policy, outline steps, mitigate risk. But the rule-follower is the one who got me into this mess. The woman who burned that costume… she’s scared. She’s in over her head.

Elias stands. He walks over, stopping a foot away. He doesn’t touch me. “Hey. Eyes here, Mara.”

I lift my gaze. In the dark, his eyes are serious. Steady.

“I knew the rules when I started knocking on your door,” he says, voice low. “I knew what your job was. I knew the risk. I knocked anyway. Because I wanted you. I still want you. That hasn’t changed because some asshole had a meltdown in the hall.”

His words steady me, but they don’t erase the reality. “It’s not just him, Elias. If this gets out… my RA position. It’s more than a job. It’s my housing. A chunk of my tuition. My standing in my program. They could reassign me. They could…”

“They could what?” he prompts when I trail off.

“They could ask me to leave.” The words are barely a whisper.

He absorbs it, jaw tightening. “And us?”

That’s the heart of it. The tender, terrifying core. Us. What are we, if not the RA and the resident down the hall sneaking around after quiet hours? What is left when you strip away the forbidden tension, the stolen moments, the rules we’re breaking?

“I don’t know that either,” I admit. A tear escapes, tracking hot down my cheek. I’m not crying for effect. I’m crying from sheer, overwhelmed frustration. From wanting something so badly and watching the walls close in.

He reaches out, thumb brushing the tear away. The touch is so gentle it makes my chest ache. “Then let’s figure it out,” he says. “Not tonight. You’re exhausted. I’m exhausted. But tomorrow. Together.”

He’s offering a partnership. Not a secret, but a plan. The most adult thing anyone has offered me in this whole messy situation.

I nod, unable to speak. He leans in and presses a soft, lingering kiss to my forehead. “Get some sleep,” he murmurs. “I should go.”

He’s right. He should. But the thought of him leaving now, of being alone in this room with the weight of everything, is suddenly unbearable.

“Stay,” I hear myself say. The word is out before I can think about it, before I can weigh the added risk. “Just… stay. Until I fall asleep.”

He doesn’t hesitate. He doesn’t question it. He simply nods, takes my hand, and leads me back to the bed. We lie down clothed, on top of the covers. He wraps his arms around me from behind, pulling me tight against his chest. His warmth seeps into me, pushing back the chill of fear.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he whispers into my hair. “However this looks tomorrow, whatever we decide… I’m not going anywhere.”

I close my eyes. The words are a promise, and in the dark I choose to believe them. The problem hasn’t vanished. The threat is still real. But in his arms, with his heart beating a steady rhythm against my back, I find a new kind of courage. Not the rule-follower’s courage of checkboxes and policies, but the deeper, messier courage of choosing what you want, and fighting for it.

Sleep pulls me under, but it’s a thin, restless sleep. I dream of locked doors and master keys that don’t fit, of hallways that stretch on forever, and of Elias’s voice calling my name from somewhere I can’t reach.

I wake with a start just after dawn. The gray light is stronger now. Elias is still asleep beside me, his breathing deep and even. The events of the night come rushing back, a cold tide.

Carefully, I extricate myself from his arms and sit up. The lanyard is still around my neck. I look at it, lying against the worn cotton of my hoodie. The plastic card has my name, my title, my smiling, professional photo. Mara Whitlock. Resident Advisor. Graduate Student.

For a year, that identity has been my anchor. My purpose. My safe, predictable path.

I look at Elias, asleep in my bed. His face is relaxed, peaceful. Last night, in the middle of the chaos, he asked me what “us” was.

I think I finally have an answer.

I am not just the RA. I am not just the rule-follower. I am the woman who said yes. The woman who burned the costume. The woman who, despite the fear and the risk, wants him.

The rule I wrote for myself—no fraternization with residents—was meant to protect me. To keep things simple, clean, professional. But it also kept me lonely. It kept me from this: the messy, complicated reality of another person who sees me, not my title.

Maybe the rule wasn’t wrong. But maybe I’ve outgrown it.

Quietly, I get out of bed. I need air. I need to think without the scent of him, the feel of him, clouding my judgment. I need to look at this in the cold light of day.

I slip out of the room, closing the door silently behind me. The hallway is deserted, clean and empty in the morning light. I walk down to the study lounge at the end of the hall. It’s empty too, the early sun streaming through the large windows, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air.

I sink into one of the armchairs, pulling my knees up to my chest. I stare out at the waking campus. The rule-follower in me is present, but she’s quiet. She’s listening.

The new voice, the one that chose him, speaks with a clear, calm certainty.

You have a choice. You can end this now. Go back to your room, wake him up, tell him it was a mistake. Cite the policy. Protect your position. You can go back to being just RA Whitlock.

Or.

Or you can decide that he is the rule you care about. The only one. And you can fight for him.

The thought is terrifying. It means uncertainty. It means potential loss. It means standing in front of a housing committee and defending a relationship they will see as a breach of ethics. It means gossip, sideways looks, the possible loss of my stipend.

It also means his laugh in the dark. His hands on my skin. The way he says my name like it’s a secret only he knows. It means not being alone. It means choosing something real, something warm, over something safe and cold.

My eyes drift to the whiteboard on the wall. Someone has written a quote in messy script: “The door you have been waiting for is the one you must open yourself.”

A door. My door. The one he kept knocking on.

I think of my master key, back in my room. It opens every door in this building. Except, it seems, the one to the life I actually want. That door doesn’t have a lock. It only has a handle. And I’m the only one who can turn it.

I stand up. My mind is made up. The fear is still there, a low vibration under my ribs, but it’s been overruled. By a deeper, more powerful need. By love. The word blooms in my chest, sudden and undeniable. Yes. That’s what this is. It’s not just want. It’s not just heat. It’s love. Complicated, inconvenient, rule-breaking love.

I walk back to my room with purpose. The hallway is still empty. My heart is pounding, but it’s not with anxiety. It’s with a fierce, bright determination.

I open my door. Elias is awake, sitting up in bed. He looks at me, his expression wary, braced for bad news.

I cross the room in three strides. I stop in front of him, my shadow falling over him. I reach down, take his face in my hands, and kiss him. It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s a claiming. A promise. My mouth finds his with purpose, the angle sharp, my fingers sliding into his hair. He tastes like sleep and the night before.

When I pull back, his eyes are wide, searching mine.

“I figured it out,” I say, my voice clear and strong in the quiet room.

“Figured what out?” he asks, his hands coming up to rest on my hips.

“The only rule that matters.” I take a deep breath. “I choose you. Over the job. Over the quiet hall. Over the perfect record. I choose you. And I’m not hiding anymore.”

He stares up at me for a long moment, his hands tightening on my hips. The wariness in his eyes melts away, replaced by a dawning, blazing warmth. “Yeah?” he breathes, as if he can’t quite believe it.

“Yeah.” I sink down onto the bed beside him, our knees touching. “I’ll talk to Housing. I’ll ask for a transfer to a different building. It might mean a smaller room, no stipend for the rest of the term, but…”

“Whoa, whoa.” He interrupts me, his fingers lacing through mine. “You’d do that? Give up your RA position? For this?”

“For you,” I correct, the words solid and true. “For us. The policy is there for a reason—to avoid exactly this kind of conflict of interest, the perception of favoritism. I can’t be your RA and your… whatever we are. So I won’t be your RA.”

He brings my hand to his lips, kisses my knuckles. The gesture is so tender it makes my throat tight. “That’s the bravest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

“It’s not brave. It’s selfish.” I lean my forehead against his. “I want you. Openly. And I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder every time you smile at me in the hallway.”

He nods slowly, absorbing it. “Okay. So we tell Housing. Together. We go to your supervisor, explain the situation, that we’re both consenting adults, that you’re requesting a transfer to remove the conflict. We get ahead of any gossip from Mark.”

The plan, spoken aloud, makes it real. It also makes the consequences tangible. The loss of the stipend would hurt. My budget is tight. But the alternative—losing this, losing him—is unthinkable.

“It might not work,” I whisper, voicing the fear. “They might still ask me to step down. They might even see it as an admission of guilt and take disciplinary action.”

“Then we’ll deal with that, too.” He cups my cheek. “But we’ll deal with it together. No more secrets. No more midnight knocks.” He grins, that disarming, trouble-making grin. “Well, maybe some midnight knocks. But for better reasons.”

I laugh, a watery, relieved sound. The weight hasn’t vanished, but it’s shared now. Distributed between two sets of shoulders instead of crushing mine alone.

He pulls me into a hug, and I bury my face in the crook of his neck, breathing him in. The scent of sleep and sex and him. My future.

“I should go,” he murmurs into my hair. “Let you get ready for the day. You probably have a million RA things to do.”

I do. There’s the incident report to file about Mark, rounds to do, emails to answer. The costume is still there, waiting. But for the first time, putting it on feels like a temporary act. A final performance.

“Tonight,” I say, pulling back. “Your room. A real date. No pretending.”

“My room is a disaster,” he warns, but his eyes are sparkling.

“I don’t care.”

He kisses me once more, soft and sweet, then gets up. He gathers his textbook from my desk. At the door, he pauses. “I love you, you know.”

The words hang in the air, simple and monumental. They aren’t a question. They’re a statement. A fact as solid as the floor beneath our feet.

I look at him, this beautiful, insomniac, rule-breaking man who saw through my clipboard and my lanyard to the woman underneath. “I love you, too.”

His smile is like the sun coming out. He slips out the door, and I’m left in the quiet room, the words echoing in the space he left behind.

The day is a blur of practicalities. I file the incident report with campus security, sticking strictly to the facts: Mark, a non-resident, causing a disturbance after hours, directed to leave, no physical altercation. I don’t mention Elias. I don’t mention my own room. I document the broken mug, Chloe’s statement. I am the picture of professional detachment.

Between tasks, I draft an email to my Residence Director, Karen. I write and delete it three times. Finally, I settle on simple honesty.

Dear Karen, I am writing to request a meeting at your earliest convenience to discuss a potential conflict of interest regarding my RA position. I have entered into a personal relationship with a resident on my floor. I believe the ethical course is to request a transfer to a non-supervisory housing arrangement. I am prepared to discuss the implications for my stipend and assignment. Sincerely, Mara Whitlock.

I stare at the screen for a full minute before I hit send. The click of the mouse is the sound of a door closing. And opening.

By late afternoon, Karen has replied. Mara, let’s meet tomorrow at 10 AM in my office. -Karen

No exclamation points. No judgment. Just a time and a place. The calm before the storm.

My shift ends at eight. I take a long shower, washing away the long day. I put on clean jeans and a soft, dark green sweater. I look at my reflection in the small mirror. I look tired, but there’s a new light in my eyes. A resolve.

At 8:30, I walk down the hall to room 210. His door. I knock, three firm raps. No hesitation.

He opens it almost immediately. He’s changed, too, into dark jeans and a charcoal henley that hugs his shoulders. His room is, as advertised, a controlled chaos. Textbooks and notebooks are stacked on every surface. A small succulent sits on the windowsill, struggling gallantly. His bed is unmade, the sheets a tangled nest.

“Hi,” he says, his gaze sweeping over me, warm and appreciative.

“Hi.” I step inside. He closes the door behind me.

The air is different here. It’s his space. It smells like his soap, his laundry detergent, him. There are no clipboards on the walls, no duty schedules pinned up. Just a few band posters and a map of the night sky.

“I ordered pizza,” he says, gesturing to a box on his desk. “Figured we could have a real, non-secret date. Even if it is in a dorm room.”

“It’s perfect.”

We eat pizza sitting on his floor, leaning against his bed. We talk about everything except housing policy. He tells me about growing up in a loud, chaotic family in Miami, about transferring here for the biochemistry program. I tell him about my undergrad in a tiny liberal arts college, how I fell into urban policy because I liked the idea of fixing broken systems. We laugh. It’s easy. It’s normal. It’s everything I didn’t know I was missing.

When the pizza is gone and the night has settled fully around the building, the conversation lulls into a comfortable silence. He reaches over and takes my hand, tracing circles on my palm with his thumb.

“Thank you,” he says quietly. “For choosing me.”

“Thank you for knocking.”

He smiles, then stands, pulling me up with him. “Come here.”

He leads me to his bed. We don’t fall into it with the frantic hunger of before. We settle into it, side by side, facing each other. He brushes my hair back from my face, his touch infinitely gentle. His fingers linger at my temple, then slide down to cup the side of my neck, warm and steady. I can feel the faint callus on his thumb from where he holds his pen too tightly. The sheets smell like him. The room is quiet except for the distant hum of the building’s old radiator. I let my hand rest on his chest, feeling the steady beat beneath my palm, and I don’t look away.

“I want to take my time with you tonight,” he murmurs, his eyes searching mine. “No one’s going to knock. No one’s going to yell in the hall. It’s just us.”

The words settle warm and heavy in my chest. “Yes.”

He kisses me then, slow and deep, no rush, only the steady press of his mouth learning mine all over again. His tongue slides against mine in long, unhurried strokes that taste like the wine we shared earlier and the heat of him. I open wider, chasing the slick glide, and the rest of the world drops away.

His hands slip beneath my sweater, palms hot against my ribs. He breaks the kiss only to drag the sweater up and off, then his mouth is on my throat, open and wet, teeth scraping lightly over my pulse before he moves lower. He traces my collarbone with his tongue, then the upper curve of my breasts above the bra. One practiced flick and the clasp gives. Cool air hits my nipples for half a second before his mouth closes over one, sucking hard enough to make my back bow.

He takes his time there, licking and sucking until both peaks are tight and throbbing, until every pull of his mouth sends a fresh rush of slick between my thighs. His hands keep moving—down my spine, over my waist, lower—until he pops the button of my jeans and drags the zipper down. His fingers slide straight into my panties and through the wet mess he’s already made of me.

“God, Mara,” he groans against my shoulder, two fingers stroking slow and deliberate through my folds. “You’re always so fucking wet for me.”

“Only for you,” I breathe, hips twitching toward his hand.

He peels my jeans and panties down in one motion. I kick them free while he strips, henley yanked over his head, belt unbuckled, jeans shoved down his hips. His cock springs free, thick and flushed, the head already slick. I reach for him without thinking, wrapping my fingers around the hot length, stroking once just to feel the way he jerks in my grip.

Naked, we press together in the low light. His skin is fever-hot against mine, the hard plane of his chest rubbing my sensitive nipples, the solid weight of his cock trapped between us. The room smells like sex already—musk and skin and the faint trace of his soap.

He rolls onto his back and pulls me with him, hands firm on my hips. “You first,” he says, voice rough. “I want to watch you take it.”

I straddle him, reach down, and notch the broad head of his cock against my entrance. The stretch starts the second I sink down—slow, relentless—my cunt opening around the thick girth, walls fluttering as I take him deeper. Every inch drags against that spot inside me that makes my thighs shake. When my ass finally meets his hips, we’re both breathing hard. The fullness is almost too much, a deep, aching pressure that pulses in time with my heartbeat.

I start to move, rising and falling in a slow grind that lets me feel every ridge of him. My palms brace on his chest, nails biting into muscle. His hands stay on my hips, thumbs stroking the crease of my thighs while I ride him. Each downward stroke punches the head of his cock right where I need it. Wet sounds fill the quiet room—slick skin meeting slick skin, the soft catch of my breath every time I bottom out.

“That’s it,” he whispers, eyes locked on where we’re joined. “Just like that. Look at you.”

I lean back, changing the angle, and his hands slide up to cup my breasts, thumbs dragging rough over my nipples. The dual pull—his cock dragging deep inside me and the sharp sparks from my chest—winds tighter and tighter low in my belly.

“Elias,” I gasp, rhythm stuttering as the pressure builds.

“Come for me,” he urges, hips snapping up to meet me. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

The words crack something open. Pleasure slams through me in hard, rhythmic pulses, my cunt clenching around him again and again, milking his cock while I cry out. My head falls back, spine bowing, thighs shaking as the orgasm rolls on and on.

He flips us in one smooth motion without ever slipping free, the full, thick length of him still stretching me open. My wrists are pinned above my head before I can catch my breath, his body caging mine, all heat and muscle and the throb of him deep inside me. The shift in power hits like a spark to dry tinder.

“My turn,” he growls.

Then he’s moving—long, powerful strokes that shove me up the bed with every thrust. This isn’t the slow worship from before. This is raw and possessive, the wet slap of his hips against my ass loud in the small room, the head of his cock battering that same spot over and over until I can’t think. I wrap my legs around his waist and take it, nails raking down his back, heels digging into the flex of his ass to pull him deeper.

He releases my wrists. My hands fly to his shoulders, then his back again, clutching as he fucks me harder. Our mouths crash together, messy and desperate. I taste myself on his tongue, salt and heat and the faint sweetness of the wine.

“I’m close,” he grits out, pace turning frantic, hips snapping.

“Inside me,” I beg, voice raw. “I want to feel you come.”

His control breaks. One final, brutal thrust and he buries himself deep, shouting my name as his cock jerks and pulses, flooding me with hot, thick spurts. The sensation—being filled, marked, taken—rips another orgasm out of me, sharper than the first, vision whiting at the edges while my cunt spasms around him.

He collapses over me, heavy and shaking, both of us slick with sweat. Our breathing is ragged, hearts hammering in the same frantic rhythm. For a long stretch the only sounds are the slowing thud of his pulse against my ear and the distant hum of the dorm.

Eventually he rolls to the side, dragging me with him so I’m tucked against his chest. He pulls the blanket over us both. We lie tangled, spent, his come still warm and slick between my thighs.

“That,” he says into the quiet, “was a fucking great first date.”

I laugh, the sound muffled against his skin, and snuggle closer. “The best.”

He presses a kiss to the top of my head. “Are you scared? About tomorrow?”

I think about it. The fear is there, a cold knot low in my gut. But it’s nothing compared to the solid heat of his body against mine, the way his fingers keep tracing slow circles on my hip like he can’t stop touching me. “A little. But mostly, I feel free.”

“Good.”

We drift, voices low, talking about nothing and everything. The future stretches out uncertain and wide, but here, in this messy room that smells like us, it feels possible.

Later, when the clock slips past midnight, I know I should go. My room is just down the hall. But the thought of leaving this warmth, this safety, is unbearable.

“Stay,” he murmurs, as if reading my mind.

“I have my meeting at ten,” I say, though I’m already pressing closer.

“I’ll walk you to the admin building,” he promises. “We’ll face it together. Remember?”

Together. The word lands like an anchor. “Okay.”

He reaches over and switches off the lamp. The room drops into near-darkness, campus lights bleeding soft gold through the blinds. In his arms, with his breathing evening out into sleep, something inside me settles into a peace so deep it almost hurts.

This is the choice. This messy, complicated, glorious thing. Not hidden anymore. Carried into the light.

Tomorrow, I’ll put on my lanyard one last time. I’ll walk into Karen’s office. I’ll state my case. I’ll accept whatever comes.

But tonight, I am just Mara. A woman in love. And for the first time in a very long time, that is more than enough.

I close my eyes, listening to the steady beat of his heart beneath my ear. The rules I lived by are behind me. The door I chose is open. And on the other side is him, and a future we’ll write for ourselves.

Sleep takes me, deep and dreamless. When I wake with the dawn, he’s already awake, watching me. He smiles, and it’s like the sunrise.

“Ready?” he asks.

I take a deep breath. I think of the master key waiting in my room. I think of the policy handbook. I think of the quiet, rule-bound life I’m leaving behind.

I look at him. At the love and the certainty in his eyes.

“Yes,” I say. And I am.


Chapter 5 — Open Door

The admin building smells like burnt coffee and old carpet, the same combination that has meant paperwork to me for a year. Today it means something else. My hands are cold despite the mild November morning. Elias’s hand is warm around mine for the whole walk across the quad, past the fountain, past the bike racks, and he doesn’t let go until we’re standing in front of the glass doors with HOUSING & RESIDENCE LIFE stenciled across them in blue.

“You don’t have to come in,” I tell him. Third time since breakfast.

“I know.” He doesn’t move. “I’m coming in anyway.”

There’s a bench outside Karen’s office, the kind of institutional wood-and-metal thing that’s been bolted down since before either of us was born. We sit. My knee bounces. His hand finds it, stills it.

“Tell me something,” I say, because if I think about the next ten minutes I will throw up. “Something real. Not RA-related.”

He’s quiet a second, thinking, and then he tells me about Miami—four older sisters, a father who coaches Little League on Saturdays and has been quietly expecting him to become a doctor since he was nine, a house so loud growing up that he used to do his calculus homework in the bathroom with the fan running just so he could hear himself think. “First real quiet I ever got was a fluorescent-lit dorm room three states from anybody who knew my middle name,” he says. “And then you moved in three doors down and ruined it.”

He says it like a joke. It isn’t, not entirely. I hear it for what it is—a person who crossed the whole country running from noise, the same year I dug myself into the quietest job on campus running from mess, and somehow we both ended up craving exactly the thing we thought we’d escaped. It’s the first time he’s told me why he transferred instead of just that he did, and it lands differently than anything he’s said in bed. Softer. Like a door swinging open onto a room I didn’t know was back there.

“You could’ve led with that,” I say. “Instead of the noise complaints.”

“And miss the noise complaints?” His mouth curves, but his eyes stay serious, fixed on mine. “Mara. Whatever happens in there. This was still worth it. I need you to know that before you walk in.”

I don’t get to answer. Karen’s door opens.



Karen Alvarez has run Housing on this side of campus for eleven years, and she looks it—reading glasses pushed up into steel-gray hair, a coffee mug that says WORLD’S OKAYEST BOSS, a face that has heard every excuse a nineteen-year-old can invent and stopped being surprised sometime around year three. She doesn’t smile when she waves me in, but she doesn’t not-smile either. Elias stays on the bench. I go in alone.

I tell her everything. Not the curated, careful version from my email. All of it. The knocking. The study lounge. The nights I let a resident into my room and told myself it was contained, manageable, a private matter between two consenting adults who happened to have a professional relationship on paper and nothing but paper. I tell her about the fear after, and I tell her—because I owe her the whole truth now, not just the flattering half of it—about the woman with the master key who wasn’t me, who used my name and my title to walk into Elias’s room in the middle of the night while I hid on the floor behind a comforter.

Karen’s pen stops moving.

“You didn’t report that.”

“I filed for the re-core. I called it a general concern.” My voice doesn’t shake, which surprises me. “I couldn’t report the actual incident without reporting myself.”

She sets the pen down. “Mara, a master key walking around loose is not a paperwork problem. That’s a safety problem. For every resident on that floor, not just you two.” She lets that sit, lets me feel the weight of it, and I do—the paranoia of that whole week rises up fresh, Sarah’s normal face, Devon’s normal complaints, the flyer crumpled in my fist.

“I know,” I say. “I know that now. I didn’t let myself know it then.”

“Facilities flagged it independently. A master key that never gets turned back in gets noticed, request or no request. Public Safety’s been pulling badge-swipe logs off that corridor for a week.” She taps her folder—there’s a folder, I realize, thin but real, that existed before I ever walked in here today. “They’ve got a name. A sophomore on three, not a colleague, not a stranger with a grudge against you specifically. She’d had her eye on your Mr. Reyes since orientation week and saw an opportunity when she found a lanyard on the stairs. It’s ugly, and it’s being handled through Conduct, and it is not, whatever you’ve spent the last two weeks telling yourself in the dark, your fault for wanting someone.”

Something in my chest that has been clenched since that woman’s voice came through Elias’s door finally, finally lets go. It isn’t the relief of being right. It’s the relief of an ending—a real one, with a name and a process and a period at the end of the sentence instead of an ellipsis I’ve been carrying around like a stone.

“Okay,” I breathe. “Okay. Thank you.”

“That’s not why you’re here, though.” Karen folds her hands. “You’re here because you slept with a resident on your floor and then had the sense to tell me before I found out from someone with worse intentions than mine. I want to be clear about what happens next, because I don’t think you are.”

I brace. This is the part I rehearsed and un-rehearsed a dozen times walking over here.

“You’re off the RA staff, effective today. That’s not negotiable and it’s not a punishment, it’s a conflict of interest and you already know that, it’s why you’re sitting in this chair instead of hoping nobody notices. You forfeit the remainder of this term’s stipend.” She watches that land on my face and doesn’t soften it, which I respect more than I expected to. “There’s no conduct mark on your file. You came to me. That matters, and it’s the difference between a policy conversation and a disciplinary one. I’ll help you find work-study hours to cover the gap—library, writing center, I have three department chairs who’d take a grad student with your organizational instincts in a heartbeat. And there’s an opening on three, non-supervisory, if you want to stay in the building instead of transferring out entirely. I can’t imagine you’d have much reason to want to be anywhere else.”

I laugh before I can stop it—short, wet, disbelieving. “You knew that last part would matter to me.”

“I’ve been doing this eleven years, Mara. I know exactly why you’re smiling at that bench outside my door instead of that one.” She almost smiles herself, just at the corner. “Go tell him. And Mara—for what it’s worth, most people in your position lie to me. You didn’t. I’d rather have you back in this building as a regular resident who owns her decisions than an RA who’s already lying about the ones she’ll make next.”

I stand, and my legs feel strange, lighter than they’ve felt in a year of clipboards and duty rosters. At the door I stop.

“Thank you. For all of it.”

“Turn in your master key at the front desk on your way out,” she says, already reaching for the next folder on her stack. “You won’t be needing it.”



Elias reads the whole thing off my face before I say a word—the wet eyes, the loose shoulders, the way I have to press my lips together to keep from either laughing or crying, possibly both at once. He’s on his feet before I cross the lobby, hands framing my face like he needs to hold me steady while the news arrives.

“Hey. Hey. Talk to me.”

“I lose the position. Lose the stipend for the term.” I watch his face brace for the rest, the way mine did in Karen’s office. “No conduct mark. Work-study to cover the gap. And a room on three, if I want it. Same building.”

The bracing breaks into something wide open. “Same building.”

“Same building.” My voice cracks on the second word and I let it. “And they already found her, Elias. The lanyard. It wasn’t Housing. It wasn’t anyone we know. It’s done. It’s actually, finally done.”

He pulls me in so hard the air goes out of me, laughing into my hair, and for a second neither of us says anything at all, just stands in the middle of a lobby that smells like burnt coffee, holding on. Somewhere behind the front desk, a bored student worker glances up, decides we’re not a problem, and goes back to her phone.

“So,” he says finally, forehead against mine. “The RA is unemployed.”

“The RA,” I say, “is retired. With honors.”

“I liked the RA.” His thumb strokes my cheekbone. “But I think I’m going to like just Mara better.”

I hand my key in at the front desk on the way out—a small, ordinary, silver thing, the same one that opened this whole story on a Tuesday night back in October. It feels heavier going than it ever did coming. The clerk barely looks up as she logs it. It’s just hardware to her. To me it’s a year of somebody else’s rules, finally set down.



That night my room is still mine for another two weeks, technically, and the clipboard is still on the desk, and the RA handbook is still on the shelf where it’s sat, spine uncracked, since August. None of it means what it used to.

Elias knocks at eleven—not the tentative tap-tap-tap of the early days, not a manufactured emergency about water pressure or flickering lamps. Just a knock, easy and unhurried, a person arriving because he wants to be here and has nothing left to invent an excuse for.

“No noise complaint tonight?” I ask, opening the door.

“None.” He steps in, closes it behind him, and for once doesn’t check the hallway first. “For the first time since I met you, I’ve got nothing to report.”

“Tragic.” I loop my arms around his neck. “What will you do with yourself?”

“I have some ideas.”

He kisses me slow, unhurried, both hands sliding up under the hem of my sweater like he’s got nowhere else to be, because he doesn’t, because neither of us does. I pull back only far enough to say the thing that’s been building in my chest since the front desk.

“Quiet hours still exist,” I tell him. “I checked. They’re in the handbook. Ten p.m. to eight a.m., every night, for everyone in this building.”

“Devastating news.” His mouth finds my throat.

“I’m just not the one who has to pretend I don’t hear us break them anymore.” I tip my head back, giving him more skin. “Somebody else gets that memo now. Not me.”

He goes still for a second, just looking at me, something raw and delighted moving across his face. “So tonight—”

“Tonight,” I say, “you can be as loud as you want.”

The words undo something in both of us at once. He backs me toward the bed with a new kind of urgency, not fear-flavored like it used to be, not stolen-time frantic—just want, plain and finally unafraid of being overheard. My sweater goes over my head. His shirt follows. We fall onto the narrow mattress in a tangle of bare skin, and when his mouth closes over my nipple I don’t clap a hand over my own mouth out of habit. I let the sound out. It feels obscene and glorious, a small rebellion bigger than it has any right to be.

“That,” he says against my skin, voice rough with surprise and heat, “is a sound I’ve been dying to hear.”

“Get used to it.”

He works his way down my body without the old vigilance, without the sideways glance at the wall between us and Brandon’s room, mouth unhurried over my ribs, my stomach, the crease of my hip. When he settles between my thighs and drags his tongue up my center in one slow, deliberate stroke, the moan that tears out of me is loud enough to rattle the window glass, and neither of us so much as flinches.

“Fuck, Mara.” He says it against my clit, the vibration alone enough to make my hips jerk. “Do that again.”

I do. Again and again, unmuffled, un-swallowed, every gasp and every please and every broken syllable of his name let loose into a room that used to require silence like a house rule. He works me with his fingers and his mouth until the orgasm rolls through me in long, open waves, and I cry out—actually cry out, no fist against my teeth, no pillow soaking up the sound—and somewhere down the hall a door doesn’t even creak. Nobody’s listening. Nobody has to be lied to anymore.

He rises over me, mouth glistening, cock hard and flushed and leaking against his stomach, and I reach for the condom on the nightstand before he can, tearing the foil myself, rolling it down his length with hands that are finally steady. “My room, my rules,” I tell him, echoing something he said to me once, in another version of us. “Tonight I want to hear you.”

“Yeah?” His voice is wrecked already, just from that.

“Every sound.” I guide the thick head of him to my entrance and pull him down, down, my cunt stretching around every inch until he’s seated in me to the hilt, both of us groaning loud enough to mean it. “I’ve spent a year keeping this hall quiet. I am done being quiet in it.”

He laughs, low and disbelieving and thoroughly undone, and then he starts to move, and there’s no whispering, no strained listening for footsteps, no held breath. Just the honest creak of an old bed frame and two people finally allowed to be exactly as loud as what they’re feeling. He drives his cock into me with long, unhurried strokes that build and build, one hand laced through mine on the pillow, the other gripping my hip hard enough to bruise sweetly. I meet every thrust, wrap my legs high around his back, and let every sound I make ring out into a room that isn’t an office anymore, isn’t a costume anymore, is just mine.

“Look at me,” he says, the words as familiar now as his own name, and I do, I always will, watching the tight focus on his face crack open into pure feeling as he chases his own release right alongside mine. The climb doesn’t hide this time. It announces itself—my voice rising, unguarded, until the orgasm crashes through both of us within seconds of each other, loud and messy and entirely unashamed, his shout muffled only by his own mouth crushing down over mine because he wants to, not because he has to.

Afterward we lie tangled in sheets gone damp and wrecked, my head on his chest, his heartbeat slowing under my ear, and for once there’s no phone buzzing, no shadow under the door, no reason to dress and vanish before dawn.

“For the record,” he says into my hair, “that was the loudest study session on record.”

“I’m retired,” I remind him. “I don’t grade on volume anymore.”

He laughs, and the sound of it—unguarded, easy, entirely his—is the best noise complaint I’ve ever received.

In two weeks I’ll box up the clipboard and the handbook and carry them down to the front office for the next person who wants a quiet hall and a lanyard full of rules. I’ll move three floors up, into a room with a door that locks like anyone else’s, no master key required, and Elias will be twenty feet and one flight of stairs away instead of two doors down, and it will be enough, because for the first time since I pinned that ID to my chest, the only rule I’m keeping is the one I wrote myself.

The door I’ve been guarding all year finally swings open, and I walk through it on my own two feet, into a life with no quiet hours left to enforce.


Also by Jenna Sahara

Thanks for reading. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few more you might like:

Body Swap: The Research Partners

Read Body Swap: The Research Partners on Amazon

The Glory Hole Institute

Read The Glory Hole Institute on Amazon

Body Swap: When Husband And Wife Trade Everything

Read Body Swap: When Husband And Wife Trade Everything on Amazon


Join Jenna’s Reader List

To stay up to date on all things Jenna Sahara, including audiobooks and new releases, join the newsletter.

Sign up at jennasahara.com/newsletter.

I only email when there’s something worth your time, and you can unsubscribe in one click, anytime. 18+.

Join the list →
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