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The Forbidden Professor

The fairy lights blinked. On. Off. On again. I focused on them because focusing on Tyler felt like work I hadn't clocked in for.

He moved above me—efficient, rhythmic, nothing revolutionary. His breath smelled like cheap beer and Altoids. His hands gripped my hips like he'd read about it somewhere, memorized the motion, executed it with all the passion of a pop quiz.

I closed my eyes.

Not because it felt good. Because I needed to be somewhere else.

In my head, the man had no face. Just hands that knew what they were doing. A voice that didn't ask stupid questions like "is this good?" because he already knew the answer. He touched me like I was something rare, something that required attention, patience, the kind of focus Tyler reserved for his fantasy football lineup.

My breath hitched. Not from Tyler's thrusts—predictable, shallow—but from the phantom grip in my imagination. Fingers that didn't fumble. A mouth that didn't rush.

Heat pooled low in my belly. Real heat. The kind that made my thighs tense, my toes curl against the cheap cotton sheets. I was close. God, I was so close. My faceless stranger knew exactly where to touch, how hard to press, when to slow down and make me beg for—

Tyler grunted—a low, animalistic sound that had nothing to do with pleasure and everything to do with relief. Like he'd been holding his breath underwater and finally broke the surface.

He pulled out abruptly, no warning, no consideration. Just withdrew like I was a transaction he'd finished processing.

Then he spilled across my stomach in three quick, graceless spurts—warm and sticky and utterly anticlimactic. Each pulse felt like punctuation marks ending a sentence I'd never wanted to read in the first place.

The fantasy shattered. The heat died.

I opened my eyes to the ceiling tiles, water-stained and uneven, while he rolled off me with a satisfied sigh. Like he'd accomplished something. Like we'd both won.

"That was good," he said. Already reaching for his phone on the nightstand.

I stared at the mess cooling on my skin and thought about the girl in my head—the one who'd almost come. She wasn't me. She was someone braver. Someone who knew what to ask for.

Tyler tossed me the box of Kleenex without looking up from his screen.

"You're cute," he said, scrolling. "But you're just… not that type, you know?"

I wiped his come off my stomach. Balled up the tissue. Threw it toward the trash and missed.

"What type?"

"You know." He shrugged, still not meeting my eyes. "The freaky type. The… intense type. You're sweet. Kind of shy. It's fine. Some guys are into that."

Some guys.

Not him.

I sat up, pulled my oversized sweater over my head. It swallowed me whole, sleeves past my fingertips, hem to mid-thigh. Safe. Covered. Invisible again.

"Yeah," I said. "I should probably study anyway."

Tyler didn't argue. He was already texting someone, thumbs flying. Probably setting up his next "study session."

He left five minutes later. Kissed my forehead like I was his little sister. Said he'd text.

He wouldn't.

I locked the door behind him and stood in the middle of my tiny dorm room, fairy lights flickering their judgmental little rhythm.

Not that type.

I looked at the bed. Sheets twisted, pillow askew. Evidence of mediocrity.

My body still hummed with the ghost of what could've been. That edge I'd almost reached. The fantasy stranger's hands, his voice—low, commanding, the kind that didn't ask permission because he already owned the answer.

I thought about Tyler's hands. Clumsy. Careless.

Thought about his words. Not that type.

Slid my hand beneath my sweater. Over the curve of my stomach where his come had been. Lower.

Stopped.

Because good girls didn't do this. Didn't finish what boys started and abandoned. Didn't imagine faceless men with clever fingers and filthy mouths. Didn't get wet from the idea of being told what to do, how to move, when to beg.

I pulled my hand away.

Climbed into bed.

Stared at the ceiling and wondered if he was right.

Maybe I really was boring.

Maybe the heat in my belly, the ache between my thighs, the desperate want for something more—maybe that was just wishful thinking. A quiet girl from nowhere pretending she had fire inside when really, she was just… small. Safe. Forgettable.

The fairy lights blinked.

On.

Off.

On.

I closed my eyes and saw him again. The stranger. No face, but I felt his weight, his control, the way he'd look at me like I was the only thing in the room worth studying.

Show me what you want, he'd say.

And I would.

Because with him, I wouldn't be not that type.

I'd be exactly what he needed.

The thought twisted something low in my gut. Shame, maybe. Or hunger.

I rolled over, pulled the blanket to my chin, and tried not to think about how empty I felt. How Tyler had been inside me and I'd still been alone.

Maybe I really am boring.

The words echoed.

I let them.

* * *

I knocked on his office door at exactly 2:47 p.m. Three minutes before my scheduled appointment. Because showing up early made you look eager, and showing up late made you look careless, and I couldn't afford to be either.

"Come in."

His voice hit me through the wood—low, bored, like he'd rather be anywhere else. I twisted the handle and stepped inside.

The office smelled like old books and fresh coffee, with something underneath that I couldn't name. Cedar, maybe. Or leather. Something warm and expensive that made the air feel heavier.

Professor Elias King sat behind his desk, reading. He didn't look up. Just turned a page with long fingers, his shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows, forearms corded with muscle that had no business belonging to a literature professor.

I stood there. Waiting.

The door clicked shut behind me.

"Sit."

One word. Not an invitation—a command.

I sat in the worn leather chair across from him and clutched my essay to my chest like it could protect me from the way my heart hammered against my ribs.

He still didn't look up. Just kept reading whatever book held him captive while I melted into the seat, mortified and invisible.

Finally, he closed the book. Set it aside. Looked at me.

God.

His eyes were dark—almost black—and they pinned me to the chair with the same precision he probably used to dissect Brontë and Austen. Measured. Clinical. Like he could see every thought I'd ever tried to hide.

"Your essay, Miss Clarke."

I handed it over. Our fingers brushed—just a whisper of contact, warm skin against warm skin—and I yanked my hand back like he'd burned me.

He noticed. The corner of his mouth twitched, but he said nothing.

Just opened the paper and began to read.

I watched him. Couldn't help it. The way his jaw tightened when he found a weak sentence. The way his thumb traced the margin where he'd probably scribble something scathing in red ink later. The way he exhaled through his nose when I'd used a semicolon incorrectly—again.

"You write like you're apologizing," he said without looking up.

"I—what?"

"Every sentence hedges. 'Perhaps.' 'It seems.' 'One might argue.' You're afraid to make a claim." He finally met my eyes. "Why?"

Because Tyler said I wasn't that type. Because my high school English teacher said my ideas were "cute but unrefined." Because I'd spent eighteen years learning that quiet girls didn't get to take up space.

"I don't know."

"Liar."

The word landed between us like a slap.

"You know exactly why you soften your voice. You just don't want to admit it." He leaned back in his chair, still holding my essay. "Tell me what this paragraph means. In your own words. No apologies."

I stared at the paper—at the passage I'd written about passion and desire in Wuthering Heights. About Heathcliff's obsession. Cathy's ruin.

"I wrote that… that passion destroys. That wanting something too much makes you—"

"Weak?"

"Dangerous."

His eyes darkened. Or maybe that was just the shadows from the half-drawn blinds.

"And you believe that."

It wasn't a question.

"I—I don't know."

"There's that hedge again." He stood, slow and deliberate, and walked around the desk. Perched on the edge, close enough that I could smell coffee on his breath and something sharper underneath. "You're terrified of your own argument, Miss Clarke. Why write about passion if you're going to condemn it in the same breath?"

Because I didn't know what passion felt like. Not really. Not the kind that consumed. Not the kind worth ruining yourself for.

"I didn't mean it like that."

"Then show me what you did mean."

He leaned forward—just a fraction, just enough that the space between us became electric—and slid the book he'd been reading toward me.

Lady Chatterley's Lover.

It fell open to a page near the middle. I didn't have to read it to know what scene it was. The gamekeeper. The lady. The woods.

Heat crawled up my neck.

"Read it," he said.

"Out loud?"

"Unless you'd prefer I do it for you."

I swallowed. Looked down at the page. The words blurred.

"'He held her fast, and she felt his urgency… his body… demanding—'"

"Louder."

My voice cracked. I cleared my throat and tried again.

"'His body demanding what she'd denied too long. And when he took her—'"

"Stop."

I stopped. Looked up. He was watching me like I was the text now. Like every hesitation, every breath, every flush of pink across my cheeks was a sentence he could parse.

"You write about passion like it's theoretical," he said, voice low. "But you felt something just now. Didn't you?"

"No."

"Liar."

He leaned in—so close I could see the flecks of gray in his dark eyes, the faint stubble along his jaw—and brushed his hand across mine where it rested on the armrest.

Not an accident this time.

Deliberate.

His thumb traced the inside of my wrist. Found my pulse. Pressed.

"Words have power, Miss Clarke. You just don't know how to use them yet."

I should've pulled away. Should've reminded him that I was his student, that this was his office, that doors had windows and walls had ears.

But I didn't.

I sat there, trembling, and whispered the only truth I had left.

"Then teach me."

His hand stilled. His eyes went black.

For one infinite second, I thought he'd close the distance. Thought he'd show me exactly what passion looked like when it stopped being theoretical.

Instead, he pulled back. Straightened. Handed me my essay.

"Rewrite the conclusion. No hedging. No apologies. I want to see fire."

He walked back behind his desk. Sat. Opened his book like I'd already left.

"Office hours are over, Miss Clarke."

I stood on legs that didn't feel like mine. Clutched the essay. Walked to the door.

My hand shook when I reached for the handle.

"Maddie."

I froze. He'd never used my first name before.

"Yes?"

"Close the door behind you."

I did.

Stumbled into the hallway. Pressed my back against the wall and tried to remember how to breathe.

My wrist still burned where he'd touched me.

And lower—God—lower, I was wet.

Not from fear.

From want.

* * *

The tutoring room smelled like old paper and lemon polish. Small. Windowless. Just a table, two chairs, and a bookshelf that leaned like it might collapse under the weight of forgotten anthologies.

I arrived ten minutes early.

He arrived exactly on time.

"Sit."

I sat.

He placed a worn paperback on the table between us. Same book. Different passage.

"Page one-forty-seven."

My fingers fumbled finding it. The margins were marked in pencil—his handwriting, tight and controlled.

"Read."

I cleared my throat. Started.

"'She felt the soft weight of his hand on her thigh, the heat of him pressing through fabric—'"

"Stop."

I looked up.

He pushed back from his chair with deliberate slowness, the metal legs scraping against the linoleum floor like fingernails on a chalkboard. I felt the shift in the air before I saw him move—that subtle change in temperature when someone's presence fills a space differently.

His footsteps were measured. Controlled. Each one landed with the weight of intention as he rounded the small table that had felt like a barrier between us just moments before. The sound echoed in the cramped room, amplified by the silence that stretched between his movements.

When he stopped, I could feel him. The heat radiating from his body, the way his shadow fell across my shoulder and the open page. He was close enough that I caught the faint scent of his cologne—something dark and expensive that made my pulse skip. Close enough that when I breathed, I breathed him in.

The back of my chair suddenly felt inadequate. Flimsy. Like it couldn't possibly shield me from whatever was coming next.

"You're faking it."

"I'm not—"

"You are. You're reading like it's a grocery list. Like you're afraid of what it means." His voice dropped, close to my ear. "Read it like you mean it."

Heat flooded my face. I forced my eyes back to the page.

"'She felt the soft weight—'"

"Slower."

I swallowed. Tried again.

"'She felt… the soft weight of his hand on her thigh…'"

His hand settled on my hip.

I stopped breathing.

"Keep going."

"'The heat of him… pressing through fabric… the promise of what came next—'"

"Better." His thumb moved. Just slightly. A slow circle against the curve where my sweater met my jeans. "But you're still holding back. Why?"

"I don't know what you—"

"Yes. You do." He leaned closer. I could feel the warmth of him against my back, the phantom weight of his chest hovering just behind my shoulder. "You're scared of the words. Scared of what they'll make you feel."

"That's not—"

"Prove it. Keep reading."

My hands shook. The page blurred.

"'His fingers traced higher, found the place where she burned, where she'd denied herself too long—'"

His grip tightened. Not painful. Possessive.

"Do you burn, Maddie?"

The question hung in the air like smoke. I couldn't answer. Couldn't lie. Couldn't do anything except sit there, trembling, while his hand pressed heat through denim and cotton.

"Finish the passage."

"I can't—"

"You can. Read."

"'And when he touched her… when he claimed what she'd hidden even from herself… she broke.'"

Silence.

His hand stayed where it was. His breath ghosted across my neck.

"You rushed the ending."

"I didn't—"

"You did. Because you wanted it over." He straightened, stepped back, and the cold where his body had been felt like punishment. "That's your problem, Miss Clarke. You're so afraid of intensity that you sprint through the parts that matter."

He moved back to the other side of the table. Sat. Folded his hands like nothing had happened.

"We'll meet here every Thursday. Same time. Bring the rewrites."

I stood on legs that barely held me. Grabbed my bag.

"And Maddie?"

I turned.

"Next time, don't fake it. I'll know."

I walked out. Made it halfway down the hall before I had to stop and lean against the wall.

My hip still burned where he'd touched me.

And between my thighs—God, I was soaked.

Ashamed.

Aroused.

And already counting the hours until Thursday.

* * *

The library's third floor cleared out around nine.

By ten, I had the entire section to myself.

I told myself that's why I stayed. Quiet. Focus. No distractions.

But I'd reread the same paragraph seven times, and the words still wouldn't stick.

Passion as transgression. Desire as rebellion.

My mind kept drifting back to Thursday. To his hand on my hip. To the way he'd said my name like it was something he owned.

I pressed my thighs together under the table and tried again.

Footsteps.

My head snapped up.

Professor King emerged from the stacks, a hardcover tucked under his arm, his shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows. He stopped when he saw me, one eyebrow lifting.

"You shouldn't study alone this late."

My mouth went dry. "I'm almost done."

"No, you're not." He crossed to my table, set his book down. "You've been on the same page for twenty minutes."

Heat crawled up my neck. "How do you—"

"I was in the alcove." He nodded toward the shadows behind the shelves. "Working."

Of course he was.

He pulled out the chair beside me and sat, his knee brushing mine under the table. The contact sent electricity straight through my jeans.

"Show me what you're stuck on."

I slid the book toward him, pointing to the passage. He scanned it, then reached across and plucked the pen from my hand.

"Your thesis is buried." He uncapped the pen, scratched out my opening sentence. "You're dancing around the point instead of making it."

"I thought—"

"You thought wrong." He wrote in the margin, his handwriting sharp and decisive. "The speaker isn't ashamed of desire. She's weaponizing it. See the difference?"

I leaned in to read his notes. His shoulder pressed against mine.

"Try again. From the top."

I picked up where his edits began, reading aloud. He listened, gaze fixed on the page, but I felt the weight of his attention like fingers on my skin.

"Better. Keep going."

I did. Made it through two more sentences before his hand settled on my knee.

I stopped breathing.

"Don't stop." His voice was low. Commanding. "Read."

My eyes blurred. I forced them back into focus.

"'The body becomes—'" His hand slid higher, slow and deliberate. "'—the site of revolution—'"

"Louder."

"'The site of revolution… where—'" His fingers traced the inseam of my jeans, and I bit down on my lip to keep from making a sound. "'Where propriety and… and transgression—'"

"Thighs apart, Maddie."

The words hit like a match to gasoline. I shouldn't. Someone could walk up those stairs any second. Someone could see—

I shifted. Just enough.

His hand moved between my legs, palm pressing against denim, and the pressure made my hips jerk forward involuntarily.

"Keep reading."

"I can't—"

"Yes, you can." He applied more pressure, slow circles that made my vision swim. "Or are you going to fake it again?"

I shook my head. Tried to focus on the page.

"'Transgression… meet…'" His fingers found the seam, rubbed right there, and my voice cracked. "'Meet in the… the flesh…'"

"Good girl."

The praise went straight between my thighs. I gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white.

"Please—"

"Please what?" He leaned closer, breath hot against my ear. "Please stop? Or please don't?"

I couldn't answer. Couldn't form words. My entire world had narrowed to the rhythm of his hand, the pressure building low in my belly, the terrifying awareness of how exposed we were.

His other hand covered mine on the table. Squeezed.

"You're going to come for me, Maddie. Right here. Quiet."

"I can't—"

"You will." His fingers pressed harder, found the exact right spot through the fabric. "Because you're a good student. And good students follow instructions."

The tension coiled tighter. My thighs trembled. I bit down on my lip hard enough to taste copper.

"That's it." His voice was dark velvet. "Let go."

I broke.

The orgasm ripped through me in waves, silent and devastating. My hand clamped down on his arm, nails digging into expensive cotton, and I buried my face against my shoulder to muffle the sound threatening to escape.

He kept working me through it, slow and merciless, until I was shaking and boneless in the chair.

Then he pulled back. Straightened.

Capped my pen and set it beside my notebook like nothing had happened.

"Your conclusion needs work." He stood, collected his book. "Office hours. Tuesday. Four o'clock."

I couldn't look at him. Couldn't speak.

He paused beside my chair, fingers brushing the back of my neck.

"And Maddie? Next time, wear a skirt."

His footsteps faded into the stacks.

I sat there, thighs wet, heart hammering, surrounded by books about revolution and transgression.

And I knew—God help me—I'd do exactly what he said.

* * *

I knocked on Saturday afternoon when campus was a ghost town. Through the frosted glass, I could see his silhouette bent over papers, red pen moving in methodical strokes.

"Come in."

I turned the handle. The door felt heavier than it should have.

He didn't look up. Just kept grading, desk lamp casting shadows across his jaw.

"You're not scheduled."

"I know."

That made him pause. The pen stilled. He leaned back in his chair, eyes finding mine.

"Then why are you here, Maddie?"

I closed the door behind me. My hand shook on the knob.

"I can't stop thinking about you."

The words hung in the air between us. Dangerous. Irreversible.

He set down his pen. Rose from the chair with a deliberateness that made my pulse spike.

"That's a problem."

"I know."

"It's inappropriate." He rounded the desk, each step measured. "Unprofessional."

"I know."

"You should leave." He stopped inches away, close enough that I could smell whiskey and leather. "Right now."

"I don't want to."

His jaw tightened. Something dark flickered behind his eyes.

"What do you want, then?"

My breath caught. I'd come here with the words rehearsed, but standing in front of him—solid and real and so much larger than the fantasy version I'd been touching myself to every night—they dissolved.

"Tell me." His voice dropped lower. "Use your words."

"I want—" I swallowed. "I want you to—"

He moved. One hand cupped my jaw, thumb pressing against my bottom lip.

"To what?"

"Touch me. Like you did in the library. But—" Heat flooded my face. "More."

"More." He repeated it like he was testing the weight. His thumb slid into my mouth, and I tasted salt and ink. "You understand what you're asking for?"

I nodded, tongue grazing his skin.

"If I do this—" He withdrew his thumb, gripped my chin instead. "If I give you what you're begging for, there's no going back. No pretending it didn't happen."

"I know."

"You'll be mine. In this office. In my classroom. Everywhere." His other hand found my hip, fingers digging in. "Mine to ruin."

The word sent liquid heat straight through me.

"Yes."

He kissed me.

Not gentle. Not careful. His mouth claimed mine with the same precision he used for everything else—controlled, deliberate, devastating. I gasped, and he swallowed the sound, tongue sliding against mine until my knees went weak.

He walked me backward. I hit the desk, papers scattering.

"Wait—" I broke the kiss, breathless. "Someone could—"

He reached past me. The lock clicked.

"No one's here." His hand slid under my sweater, found bare skin. "No classes. No meetings. Just you and me and everything you've been thinking about."

I arched into his touch. He pulled the sweater over my head, tossed it aside, and his gaze raked over me with enough heat to make me want to cover myself.

"Don't." He caught my wrists, pinned them against the desk. "Let me look at you."

His eyes traveled down—lingered on the simple white bra, the soft curve of my stomach, the nervous rise and fall of my chest.

"Beautiful."

The word undid something in me. I reached for his belt.

"Eager." His lips curved. "Good."

He helped. Unbuckled, unzipped, pushed his pants down just enough. Then his hands were on my jeans, popping the button, dragging the zipper down with agonizing slowness.

"Lift."

I braced on the desk. He peeled the denim down my thighs, over my knees, left them tangled around my ankles.

"The skirt thing wasn't a suggestion, by the way." He hooked his fingers in my underwear. "Next time, I want easy access."

"Next time?"

"You think once is going to be enough?" He pulled the fabric aside, slid two fingers through my wetness. "For either of us?"

I whimpered.

"Already soaked." He circled my clit, and my hips bucked. "Been thinking about this all week, haven't you? Touching yourself in your dorm room, wishing it was me."

"Yes—"

"Say my name."

"Elias—"

"Louder."

"Elias—"

He pushed inside me. Just his fingers, but thick and demanding, and I cried out.

"Shh." His other hand covered my mouth. "Quiet, remember?"

I nodded against his palm. He worked me open, two fingers becoming three, stretching me until I was panting and desperate and so close to the edge I could taste it.

Then he withdrew.

I whined in protest. He gripped my hip, lined himself up.

"This is going to hurt."

I looked down. Saw him—thick and hard and impossibly big—and fear spiked through the arousal.

"I can't—you're too—"

"You can." He notched the head against my entrance. "And you will. Because you asked for this."

He pushed.

The stretch burned. I gasped, hands scrabbling against the desk.

"Breathe." He stilled, gave me a moment. "That's just the tip, Maddie."

"Oh God—"

"Relax." His thumb found my clit again, rubbing slow circles. "Let me in."

I tried. Forced my muscles to unclench. He eased forward another inch, and the burn intensified into something sharper.

"Elias—"

"I know." He bent over me, lips against my temple. "I know it's too much. But you're taking it so well."

Another inch. I bit down on my lip, tasted blood.

"Almost there." His voice was strained now, control fraying. "Just a little more—"

He seated himself fully, and I felt it everywhere—too full, too stretched, too overwhelmed to process anything but the relentless pressure of him inside me.

"Fuck." He groaned against my neck. "You're so tight—"

He moved. Pulled out and thrust back in, setting a rhythm that made the desk groan beneath us. Papers slid to the floor. A pen rolled off the edge.

I couldn't stay quiet. Whimpers escaped with every stroke, building into moans I couldn't swallow.

His hand clamped over my mouth again.

"What did I say?" He drove deeper, hit something that made stars explode behind my eyes. "Quiet. Or we'll both lose everything."

I nodded frantically. Tried to obey. But he felt so good—too good—and the orgasm was already cresting.

"That's it." His rhythm turned brutal. "Come for me. Let me feel it."

I shattered. Clenched around him so hard he cursed, muffling my scream against his palm while pleasure ripped through me in waves.

He followed. Pulled out at the last second, spilled hot across my stomach with a groan he buried in my shoulder.

We stayed like that. Breathing hard. His weight pressed me into the desk, and I didn't care that the wood dug into my spine.

He straightened. Found tissues, cleaned me with gentle efficiency that felt stranger than the violence before.

"You okay?"

I looked up at him. His hair was disheveled. His shirt wrinkled. His eyes held something almost like concern.

"It's worth it," I whispered.

His expression shifted. Darkened.

"What is?"

"This. You. Everything we could lose."

He cupped my face. Kissed me once—soft, lingering, dangerous.

"Then we'd better make sure we don't get caught."

* * *

I stared at the ceiling of my room, the soft afternoon light slanting through the blinds. My phone vibrated on the nightstand, the sound a siren call.

Elias: “My office. Now.”

Every word dripped urgency, a command I couldn't ignore. Not that I wanted to. I hadn’t forgotten the searing heat of his presence, the fire and dominance that made me feel more alive than I ever thought possible. But somewhere underneath it all, the risk lingered, pressing down with its own kind of thrill.

I skipped class. Again. Not for a grade. For him. Because the thought of being away gnawed at me, made me restless and incomplete.

Walking through the halls, each step brought me closer to his office, his domain, where every surface held memories of his hands on me, his voice low in my ear. My oversized sweater billowed around me, a thin shield against the chaos inside.

I knocked, heart pounding, anticipation twisting in my stomach.

“Come in.”

His voice settled like a weight in my chest, familiar and commanding. I opened the door, everything feeling too bright, too charged. Elias stood behind his desk, arms crossed, a facade of calm masking something deeper.

“You think you can just walk away?” His eyes pinned me, accusation and allure intertwined.

I stepped closer, heart in my throat. “I—”

Whatever explanation I fumbled for got lost as he reached for me. In an instant, I was in his lap, my knees pressing into the hard leather of his chair, his arms a cage I never wanted to escape.

“You were going to leave, weren’t you?”

“No.” The word came out more breath than sound. “Never.”

“Good.” His hand curved around my jaw, thumb brushing my cheek. “Because I’ve barely begun with you.”

His lips found mine, slow and deliberate. Possession thrummed in every touch, as if he were imprinting himself onto me, marking me as his in a way that transcended the physical.

The pace was different this time. Not the frenetic rush of before. Slow, deliberate. Emotional. I felt him with every inch, every thrust a reminder of how deep I'd fallen. How deep I could fall.

“Elias…” The whisper broke from me, a plea I couldn’t identify, didn’t need to.

“Shh.” His hand moved, drawing shapes on my skin, tracing promises only I could read. “Not yet. Not until you're there again.”

Each moment stretched, a languid pull that lit me up, made me feel everything and nothing but him.

“I think…” The words came unbidden, truth sliding past my defenses. “I’m falling in love with you.”

He paused, buried deep inside, eyes searching mine with a ferocity that made my breath catch. “Maddie…”

He didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. The grip tightened, the rhythm strengthened, and the world spiraled into that familiar edge.

My release shattered through me, and before the echoes faded, I shifted, desire blooming anew.

On my knees, unashamed, I lowered myself over him. Kisses traced a path only we knew, my lips claiming his skin with reverence and hunger. His breath caught, a sharp intake that spurred me on.

Every sound he made guided me, every moan another note in the symphony of us. His release followed, a raw, untethered groan that sent shivers racing across my skin.

In the aftermath, we stayed unmoving. Breathing mingled in the air between us, the silence not uncomfortable, but full. Full of all that had been spoken and unspoken.

“I don’t care about the grade,” I murmured, cheek resting against his thigh as my senses slowly returned.

“What do you care about?”

“Losing you.” The confession slipped out, soft and unguarded.

Strong fingers found my hair, smoothing it back in a gesture so tender it stole my breath. “That’s not going to happen, Maddie.”

The words wrapped around me, hope and assurance blending into a promise I wanted desperately to believe. But there it was again, the risk—a rush I’d chased and caught, and now had to hold onto.

Because some things were worth the gamble. And Elias King was one of them.


The Flames of Lust

The house smelled like burnt coffee and someone else's lavender detergent. Afternoon light cut through my bedroom blinds in harsh stripes, illuminating dust motes that drifted lazy and indifferent. I heard Megan's music thumping from downstairs—some pop song I'd heard a thousand times—and wished the walls were thicker.

Trevor's hands found my hips as I straddled him, his grip perfunctory. Clinical, almost. Like he was steadying a ladder.

I moved the way I thought I was supposed to move. The way girls in movies moved—head back, hair cascading, all fluid confidence. But my oversized sleep shirt bunched awkward around my waist, and I felt the soft give of my stomach with every roll of my hips. Trevor's eyes weren't closed in ecstasy. They were open, watching the ceiling fan.

"You good?" I whispered.

"Yeah. Keep going."

Keep going. Like I was mowing his lawn.

I tried. God, I tried. I thought about all those articles I'd read—Ten Ways to Drive Him Wild, What Men Really Want in Bed—and attempted some hip movement that was supposed to hit the right angle. Trevor's hands stayed limp on my thighs. Not gripping. Not pulling me closer. Just... there.

"Maybe if you—" He sat up abruptly, dislodging me. "Turn around."

Heat flooded my cheeks. I climbed off him, feeling the awkward weight of my body in every movement. My knees hit the mattress as I turned, hands bracing against the headboard. The wood was cold under my palms. I heard him shift behind me, felt the dip of the mattress.

His hands landed on my hips again. Same grip. Same pressure. He pushed into me from behind and I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for something to change. Waiting to feel what everyone else seemed to feel—that electric, mind-erasing pleasure that made girls scream and claw and forget their own names.

Trevor's fingers pressed into the soft flesh above my hipbones. Not caressing. Not worshipping. Just holding me steady while he moved. The headboard creaked. Megan's music swelled downstairs—something about dancing and feeling alive—and I bit my lip against the urge to laugh or cry or both.

I tried arching my back the way I'd seen in videos. Trevor's rhythm didn't change.

I tried pushing back against him. Nothing.

My glasses slipped down my nose. I shoved them back up with one hand, feeling ridiculous. Feeling like an imposter in my own skin.

"You close?" Trevor's voice came out breathless, urgent.

I wasn't. I wasn't anything. Just present. Just occupying space.

"Yeah," I lied.

I let out a breathless moan, forcing it from my throat like I'd practiced in the mirror sometimes—wondering what I was supposed to sound like, what would make me seem like the kind of girl who knew what she was doing. The sound felt hollow even as it left my lips, theatrical and wrong. But Trevor didn't seem to notice the difference between real and performed, between pleasure and politeness.

His grip tightened—finally, some pressure—and he drove in harder for maybe thirty seconds before his whole body went rigid. He made a sound low in his throat, fingers digging in hard enough to leave marks, then pulled out and collapsed onto the bed beside me.

I stayed frozen for a moment, hands still braced against the headboard, before slowly lowering myself down. The sheets were cold where they'd been kicked aside. I tugged them over my legs, suddenly desperate to be covered.

Trevor peeled off the condom and flicked it toward the corner—of course I'd be the one cleaning that up later, like I always cleaned up everyone's messes—then reached for his phone.

"That was..." I started, not sure how to finish.

"Yeah." He didn't look up. "You want me to...?" He gestured vaguely toward me, the offer halfhearted.

"No, I'm good."

We both knew I wasn't.

He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. I watched him pull on his jeans—the easy, unselfconscious way guys moved when they weren't cataloguing every perceived flaw. He found his shirt crumpled by the door, tugged it over his head.

"I'm gonna grab food with Marcus." Still not looking at me. "You need anything?"

"No, I'm fine."

Trevor paused at the door, finally meeting my eyes. His expression was a particular kind of pitying that made my stomach clench.

"You know, Katie... I don't think you're that into sex."

The words landed soft. Matter-of-fact. Like he was telling me I didn't like cilantro or country music.

"Maybe you're just one of those girls who isn't really sexual? That's okay. Not everyone has to be."

My mouth opened. Closed. Nothing came out.

"Anyway. I'll see you later."

The door clicked shut. His footsteps faded down the stairs. I heard the front door open and close, heard Megan laugh at something, heard the house settle back into its usual sounds.

I pulled my knees to my chest, the oversized shirt hanging loose around my frame. My glasses fogged slightly at the edges from unshed tears I refused to acknowledge.

Maybe he was right.

I'd tried. I'd tried with Trevor, with the guy before him, with the awkward fumbling in my hometown that barely counted. Every time felt like watching someone else from the outside—like my body was going through motions it didn't understand. Like I was supposed to catch fire but only ever managed a weak spark.

The ache between my legs wasn't pleasure. It was just... emptiness. A hollow reminder that my body had been used but not awakened. That something fundamental was missing, some switch other girls had that I didn't.

I thought about Megan downstairs with her rotation of guys who left looking dazed and satisfied. About the girls in my classes who talked about sex like it was transcendent, world-ending, worth staying up all night for.

About Trevor's pitying expression as he called me one of those girls.

Not sexual. Not built for it. Not enough.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. Probably Trevor, asking me to grab him something from the store. I didn't reach for it. I just sat there in the cold afternoon light, wrapped in sheets that smelled like nothing, and wondered if maybe I was broken in some fundamental way I'd never be able to fix.

Downstairs, someone turned up the music.

I pulled the blanket over my head.

* * *

I stayed under the blanket until my phone buzzed three more times. Then I forced myself up, peeled off Trevor's shirt, and pulled on my own clothes—leggings that bagged at the knees, an oversized cardigan that swallowed my frame. I caught my reflection in the mirror as I passed.

Megan always said I looked like some indie movie character. "You've got that whole soft, romantic thing going," she'd gush while doing her makeup, gesturing at me with a mascara wand. "Like you belong in a coffee shop in Paris or something. Guys eat that up."

But they didn't. Not really.

I saw what she meant, objectively. The dark hair that fell in waves I never had to work for. Pale skin that looked porcelain in the right light. Big eyes behind my glasses—the kind romance novels called "doe-like" or whatever. Full lips that some girls paid for.

But standing there in my baggy cardigan, I just looked small. Forgettable. The kind of pretty that disappeared in a crowd, that got called "cute" instead of beautiful, that warranted a polite smile but never a second glance.

Guys like Trevor tolerated my body. Fucked my body. Good for pleasure. They didn't crave it.

I pushed my glasses up and headed downstairs.

The kitchen was empty—Megan and her friends had migrated to the living room where something loud and bass-heavy competed with their laughter. I filled the kettle, set it on the stove, turned on the burner.

Not sexual.

The words looped in my head while I pulled down my favorite mug, dropped in a tea bag. I stared at the blue flame licking the bottom of the kettle and felt nothing. No heat. No spark. Just the same hollow ache that had taken up residence below my ribs.

Maybe I should see a doctor. Maybe something was genuinely wrong—hormones, chemistry, some fundamental wiring that didn't connect right. Maybe I needed therapy, needed to unpack whatever childhood issue made me incapable of—

The smell hit me first.

Smoke. Sharp and wrong.

I spun around and my stomach dropped. The dishtowel I'd tossed near the stove—too close, way too close—had caught. Orange flames crawled up the fabric, reaching for the wooden spoon holder, the stack of mail Megan kept meaning to deal with.

"Oh God—" I grabbed for the towel without thinking.

Pain seared across my palm. I jerked back, knocked into the counter. The burning towel fell onto the pile of mail and the flames exploded outward, hungry and fast. They licked up the cabinet, caught the curtain above the sink.

"Fire!" The scream tore from my throat. "FIRE!"

I stumbled backward. The smoke alarm finally shrieked to life. Footsteps thundered from the living room but the flames moved faster, spreading across the counter, devouring everything they touched. Heat rolled over me in waves.

Someone shoved past me with a fire extinguisher but the foam just made the smoke thicker, black and choking. My eyes burned. My throat closed up.

"Everyone out!" Megan's voice, distant and distorted. "Katie, move!"

I couldn't. My legs wouldn't work. The smoke filled my lungs, turned my thoughts sluggish. I pressed my burned palm against my chest and tried to remember which way was out but everything looked the same—just gray thickness and flickering orange and that terrible crackling sound.

The room tilted.

Then the front door crashed open.

Heavy boots on hardwood. A massive shape cut through the smoke—broad shoulders, reflective stripes, a helmet. Not one of Megan's friends. Too big. Too purposeful.

"Anyone still inside?" The voice was deep, commanding, cutting through the chaos.

"Katie—" Megan's sob came from somewhere outside. "She's still in there—"

The figure moved toward me. I tried to speak but only coughed, my lungs spasming. The floor rushed up to meet me.

Strong arms caught me before I hit. Lifted me like I weighed nothing—one arm under my knees, one supporting my back. Bridal style. The term floated through my fading consciousness absurdly.

"I got you." The words rumbled against my ear. "Stay with me."

I couldn't see his face through the smoke and my watering eyes. Just felt the solid wall of his chest, the steady rhythm of his breathing through whatever apparatus kept him alive in here. He moved fast, sure-footed despite the smoke, cradling me against him like I was something precious instead of the girl who'd just burned down her rental house.

Cold air hit my face. Voices surrounded us—paramedics, neighbors, Megan crying. But I couldn't focus on any of it. My head lolled against his shoulder. His arms tightened.

"Got a pulse. She's breathing." Not talking to me. Talking over me to someone else. "Smoke inhalation, possible burns—"

The world swam. I caught a glimpse of his jaw—strong, shadowed with stubble—before my vision blurred completely.

"You're okay." That voice again, closer now. Meant for me this time. "You're safe."

Safe.

The word echoed in my head as everything went dark, as consciousness slipped away like water through my fingers. The last thing I registered was warmth—not the consuming heat of flames but something steadier, more solid.

The feeling of arms that didn't let go.

* * *

My lungs clawed for air. I jerked upright—too fast—and immediately doubled over coughing.

"Easy." A hand pressed between my shoulder blades, steadying me. "Don't fight it. Let it out."

I hacked until my throat felt raw, until tears streamed down my face. When I finally gasped in a proper breath, I realized I was wrapped in a thick blanket that smelled like diesel and something cleaner underneath. Antiseptic, maybe. The world outside the blanket was all flashing lights—red, white, red again.

"Where—" My voice came out like gravel.

"Fire truck. You passed out." The same voice from before. Deep enough to feel in my chest. "Paramedics checked you over. You're clear, just smoke inhalation. But drink this."

A water bottle appeared in front of me. I took it with shaking hands—my right palm screamed in protest and I noticed the gauze wrapped around it for the first time. The cool plastic felt foreign against my left fingers as I unscrewed the cap and drank. The water stung going down but I didn't care.

When I finally lowered the bottle, I got my first real look at him.

He sat across from me in the cramped space, forearms resting on his knees. No helmet now. Just a man who looked carved from something harder than flesh—sharp jaw, dark eyes that caught the flashing lights outside, black hair pushed back from his face. Tattoos snaked up both forearms, disappearing under the sleeves of his navy t-shirt. The jacket with the reflective stripes hung behind him.

He was massive. Not just tall—though he had to be at least six-four—but built like he could walk through walls and not notice.

And he was looking at me like I was the only thing in the truck worth seeing.

"Better?" He didn't smile but something softened around his eyes.

"Yeah. I—" Another cough rattled through me. "Sorry."

"Don't apologize." He leaned back slightly, giving me space without actually moving away. "You got a name?"

"Katie." I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders even though I wasn't cold anymore. "Katie Emerson."

"Blake Rivera." He tilted his head toward the chaos outside—fire trucks, neighbors clustered on the sidewalk, Megan sobbing into her phone. "That your house?"

"Rental. My roommate's gonna kill me." The words tumbled out before I could stop them. "I just—there was a towel and I wasn't thinking and then everything was on fire and I tried to grab it but—"

"You burned your hand." Not a question. He glanced at the gauze. "Anything else hurt?"

"My dignity?" The laugh that escaped me sounded slightly unhinged. "God, I'm so stupid. Who doesn't know to keep towels away from the stove? And then I just stood there like an idiot while everything burned—"

"You weren't an idiot."

The certainty in his voice made me stop mid-spiral. I looked up and found him watching me with an intensity that made my stomach flip.

"You screamed," he continued. "That's how I found you. How I knew someone was still inside." He paused. "You did exactly what you needed to do."

"I fainted."

"After inhaling enough smoke to drop most people twice your size." Something flickered across his face—concern, maybe, or something darker. "You stayed conscious longer than you should have."

I didn't know what to say to that. Didn't know what to do with the way he was looking at me, like I'd done something brave instead of monumentally stupid. My fingers twisted in the blanket.

"How long have you been a firefighter?" The question came out quieter than I meant it to.

"Twelve years. Made squad leader three years ago." He shifted his weight and the truck's suspension groaned. "You always live this exciting?"

"This is literally the most exciting thing that's ever happened to me." I took another sip of water. "Usually I'm pretty boring."

"Boring how?"

"You know. College student. Study a lot. Don't go to parties." I gestured vaguely at my oversized cardigan—somehow still wrapped around me under the blanket despite everything. "I'm not really the exciting type."

His gaze traveled over me slowly enough that I felt it like a touch. When his eyes met mine again, something had changed in them.

"You're sitting in a fire truck at two in the morning wrapped in my blanket." His voice dropped half an octave. "That's pretty exciting."

Heat that had nothing to do with the fire crawled up my neck. I'd never been looked at like this—like I was interesting, worth studying. Trevor had barely made eye contact during sex. And here was this man who'd carried me out of a burning building, watching me like he wanted to memorize my face.

"I should—" I started to stand but he moved faster, one hand catching my elbow.

"Wait." His palm was warm through the blanket. "Paramedics said you need to stay put for another twenty minutes. Make sure you don't have a delayed reaction."

"I'm fine."

"Humor me." He didn't let go. "I just pulled you out of a fire. Let me make sure you stay breathing."

The way he said it—rough and almost possessive—made my pulse jump. I sank back down and he released my elbow, but his hand lingered close enough that I could feel the heat of it.

"Okay," I whispered.

Outside, someone shouted about containing the blaze. Inside the truck, Blake Rivera smiled at me for the first time, and I forgot how to breathe for entirely different reasons.

* * *

The motel smelled like bleach and old carpet. Megan had gone to her boyfriend's place, leaving me alone with a plastic bag containing my phone, wallet, and the clothes I'd been wearing when Blake carried me out. Everything else was either ash or water-damaged.

I fumbled with the keycard, my bandaged hand making everything harder. The burn throbbed—not bad enough for the ER, the paramedics said, but enough that I'd be feeling it for days.

"Let me."

Blake took the card before I could protest. His fingers brushed mine and I jerked back like he'd burned me worse than the fire had. He didn't comment, just slid the card through the reader and pushed the door open.

Warm air rushed out. The room beyond looked exactly like every cheap motel room I'd ever seen in movies—beige walls, floral bedspread, television bolted to the dresser. At least it was clean.

"Thank you." I took the keycard back, careful not to touch him this time. "For everything. The fire and the ride here and—just, thank you."

"Katie."

My name in his mouth did something to me. Made my stomach twist and my thighs press together without permission. I looked up and found him watching me with that same intensity from the truck, like he could see straight through my oversized cardigan into all the messy, desperate parts of me.

"You don't have to stay alone." He braced one hand against the doorframe, his body filling the entire space. "Fire marshal's still processing the scene. Could be hours before they clear the building. I'll wait out front in the truck. Just knock if you need anything."

My throat went dry.

He was offering to stay. To sit outside in his truck in the middle of the night just in case I needed him. Trevor wouldn't have driven me here in the first place—he'd have texted me good luck and gone back to Marcus's apartment.

"You don't have to do that." The words came out barely above a whisper. "I'm fine."

"Didn't say you weren't." Something flickered in his eyes. "But smoke inhalation can be tricky. And you're alone in a strange place with a burned hand." He paused. "Let me make sure you're safe."

Safe. When was the last time anyone had wanted to make sure I was safe?

"Okay," I heard myself say. "If you're sure."

"I'm sure." He straightened but didn't step back. "Get some rest, Katie."

The way he said my name again—rough and warm like whiskey—made heat pool low in my belly. I nodded and slipped into the room, closing the door before I could do something stupid like invite him inside.

The lock clicked. I stood there with my forehead pressed against the door, listening to his footsteps fade down the walkway.

My hand throbbed. My throat burned. I smelled like smoke and Trevor's cheap cologne was probably still on my sheets back at the house, mixed with ash now.

And all I could think about was Blake Rivera sitting in his truck outside, waiting.

I shouldn't want to knock on that door. Shouldn't want to walk down those stairs and climb into his truck and—what? What did I even want?

Him.

A few moments later, the shower ran hot enough to sting. Steam filled the cramped bathroom, condensing on the mirror until my reflection disappeared completely.

I stood under the spray and let the water wash away the smell of smoke. Ash swirled down the drain, gray and black against white porcelain. My bandaged hand hung outside the shower curtain, awkward and useless.

The flames had spread so fast. One second the dishtowel was burning, the next everything was smoke and heat and I couldn't breathe, couldn't think—

Then Blake. Carrying me out like I weighed nothing. His arms solid around me, his voice cutting through the panic.

You're safe. I've got you.

My other hand slid down my stomach without conscious thought. The water made everything slick, sensitive. I touched myself and bit back a gasp.

This was wrong. He'd saved my life and now I was—God, what was I doing?

But I couldn't stop. My fingers moved in slow circles and I pictured him in the truck, the way his eyes had tracked over me. Not clinical like Trevor checking his phone. Blake had looked at me. Really looked, like he wanted to memorize every detail.

Let me make sure you're safe.

I worked myself faster, leaning against the shower wall for support. The bathroom filled with my ragged breathing, quiet whimpers I couldn't hold back.

His hands would be rough. Calloused from work, strong enough to carry me, big enough to—

"Oh God." The words fell from my lips. I imagined those hands on my hips, his body pressed against mine, that deep voice in my ear telling me exactly what he wanted to do to me.

The orgasm hit hard and sudden. I clamped my free hand over my mouth, muffling the cry as pleasure rolled through me in waves. My knees went weak and I slid down the shower wall, water pounding against my shoulders while my body shook.

Trevor had never made me come. Not once in three months.

I'd just done it myself in under five minutes thinking about a man I'd known for two hours.

The water began to cool. I turned it off with trembling fingers and sat there dripping on the shower floor, heart racing.

Blake was outside. Right now. Waiting in his truck.

I could go to him.

* * *

I pulled on the only clean clothes I had—an oversized university sweatshirt and leggings. My hair hung damp against my shoulders. The bandage on my hand looked stark white against the motel room's yellow lighting.

This was insane. I should crawl into bed, pull the scratchy comforter over my head, and forget this entire day happened.

Instead, I grabbed the room key and walked out the door.

The night air hit cool against my flushed skin. Across the parking lot, Blake's truck sat under a flickering streetlight. I could make out his silhouette in the driver's seat, head tipped back like he might be dozing.

My feet carried me down the metal stairs before I could overthink it. Gravel crunched under my sneakers. The truck's window was cracked open.

He turned his head before I reached him. Those dark eyes found me through the glass, and something shifted in his expression—recognition, heat, understanding.

The door swung open.

"You should be sleeping." His voice came out rougher than before, like he'd been smoking. Or thinking about things he shouldn't.

"Couldn't." I hugged myself, suddenly aware of how I must look. No bra under the sweatshirt, hair a mess, probably still smelling like cheap motel soap. "Can I...?"

He didn't make me finish. Just nodded toward the passenger side.

The truck's interior smelled like him—clean sweat, ash, something darker underneath. I climbed in and pulled the door shut, sealing us into a space that felt impossibly small despite the truck's size.

Neither of us spoke. The silence stretched, thick and charged.

"Your hand okay?" Blake finally asked.

I looked down at the bandage. "Burns. But it's fine."

"Katie." He shifted in his seat, angling toward me. "Why are you really out here?"

My mouth went dry. What could I say? I can't stop thinking about you. I touched myself in the shower imagining your hands on me. I needed to see if this feeling was real or if I'm losing my mind.

"I don't know," I whispered.

"Yeah, you do." His gaze dropped to my lips, then back up. "That boy you were with earlier..."

My stomach clenched. "How did you—"

"Saw him leaving when we pulled up. Skinny kid, walked right past the fire like it was nothing." Blake's jaw tightened. "He didn't know what to do with you, did he?"

Heat flooded my face. "I don't want to talk about Trevor."

"Good." Blake reached out, his fingers brushing my jaw. The touch sent electricity straight through me. "Because I don't want to hear about him."

I couldn't breathe. His thumb traced my lower lip, gentle but possessive.

"You came out here because you felt it too." Not a question. A statement. "In the truck earlier. The way I looked at you."

"Yes." The word came out broken.

He leaned closer, his other hand coming up to cup the back of my neck. "Tell me to stop."

I shook my head.

"Katie." My name was a growl. "I need to hear you say it."

"Don't stop." I grabbed his shirt, bandaged hand and all. "Please don't stop."

His mouth crashed into mine.

The kiss wasn't gentle. It was hungry, demanding, like he'd been starving and I was the first real meal he'd seen in years. His tongue swept against mine and I gasped into it, letting him take everything he wanted.

His hands moved to my waist, lifting me across the center console like I weighed nothing. I ended up straddling his lap, my back pressed against the steering wheel, his body solid and overwhelming beneath me.

"Fuck," he breathed against my neck. "You taste better than I imagined."

"You imagined?" My voice shook.

"Since I carried you out of that house." His teeth grazed my throat. "Since I saw you in my truck looking at me like you wanted to be devoured."

His hands slid under my sweatshirt, palms rough against my bare skin. I arched into the touch, a whimper escaping.

"No bra." He pulled back enough to look at me, eyes blazing. "You planning this?"

"No, I just—everything burned—"

"Shh." He kissed me again, softer this time. "I'm not complaining."

His thumbs brushed the underside of my breasts and I nearly came apart right there. Trevor had touched me like I was a checklist. Blake touched me like he wanted to memorize every inch.

"We can't—" I started, but the words died when his hand cupped my breast, thumb circling my nipple through the sweatshirt.

"Can't what?" His other hand gripped my hip, grinding me down against the hard length straining his pants. "Can't do this in my truck? Can't let me show you what you've been missing?"

"Someone might see—"

"It's after midnight. No one's here but us." He nipped my earlobe. "And I've been thinking about tasting you since you opened those pretty eyes in my truck."

Oh God. "Blake—"

"Back seat," he commanded. "Now."

We scrambled over the console, clumsy and desperate. The back of the truck had more space—barely. Blake pulled me down onto the seat, his body covering mine, and the weight of him made everything real.

His hands pushed my sweatshirt up and over my head. Cool air hit my skin, then his mouth closed over my nipple and I cried out.

"Shh, baby." He sucked hard, then soothed with his tongue. "Don't want to get us caught, do you?"

I bit my lip, trying to stay quiet while he worshipped my breasts. His hand slid down my stomach, fingers hooking into my leggings.

"Lift up."

I obeyed without thinking. He stripped the leggings and panties down my legs in one smooth motion, leaving me bare beneath him.

"Jesus Christ." His voice went hoarse. "Look at you."

I tried to close my legs, suddenly self-conscious, but he caught my knees and spread them wider.

"Don't hide from me." He positioned himself between my thighs, shoulders forcing them apart. "I want to see all of you."

Then his mouth was on me and I forgot how to think.

Trevor had tried this once, awkward and halfhearted, until I'd told him it was fine and pulled him up. Blake devoured me like he'd die if he stopped. His tongue worked in slow, deliberate strokes, then faster when my hips bucked against his face.

"Oh God—Blake—"

He hummed against me, the vibration pushing me higher. One thick finger pushed inside and I gasped at the stretch. He added another and I whimpered.

"So tight," he murmured against my inner thigh. "Gonna have to get you ready for me, baby."

His fingers curved and hit something inside me that made stars explode behind my eyelids. His mouth found my clit again and sucked, fingers pumping, and the orgasm slammed into me without warning.

I came crying his name, body shaking, thighs clamping around his head. He worked me through it until I collapsed boneless against the seat.

"That's one." He kissed up my stomach, my breasts, my throat. "You good?"

I nodded, still trying to catch my breath.

"Good." His hand went to his belt. "Because I need inside you. Now."

The sound of his zipper made my core clench. I looked down as he freed himself and my breath caught.

He was huge. Thick and long and there was no way—

"Blake, I don't think—"

"You can take it." He gripped my hips, positioning himself. "Your body's begging for it, Katie. Feel how wet you are?"

The broad head pressed against my entrance and I tensed.

"Relax." He kissed me slow and deep. "I'll go easy. Promise."

"I'm not worried about—I mean, I'm not on—" The words tangled in my panic.

"You worried about protection?" His thumb traced circles on my hip. "I'm clean. Got tested last month."

"I am too, but—"

"But you could get pregnant." He said it like he'd thought about it already. "You want me to stop? Get a condom?"

I should say yes. Should be responsible. But the feel of him there, right there, making me ache—

"Don't stop," I whispered.

He pushed in an inch and I gasped. The stretch burned, too much, too full—

"Breathe, baby." Another inch. "You're doing so good."

Tears pricked my eyes. "It hurts—"

"I know." He stilled, letting me adjust. "You're taking me so well. Just a little more."

He rocked his hips, working deeper with each careful thrust. The burn shifted into something else—pressure, fullness, a pleasure so intense it bordered on pain.

"There we go." He bottomed out with a groan. "Fuck, Katie. You feel perfect."

I felt split open. Claimed. Completely overwhelmed by the size of him, the weight, the way he filled every inch of space inside me.

"You okay?" His voice strained with the effort of holding still.

"Move," I managed. "Please move."

He pulled out halfway and thrust back in, and I cried out at the sensation. He did it again, harder, finding a rhythm that made my toes curl.

"That's it." His hand gripped my throat—not choking, just holding. "Take all of me. Show me what you can do."

The truck rocked with his movements. I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, and he groaned.

"Fuck, baby. You're gonna make me lose it."

His thumb found my clit and I shattered. The orgasm ripped through me, stronger than before, and I felt him pulse inside me as I clenched around him.

"Katie—" My name broke on his lips as he came, hips stuttering, filling me with heat.

We stayed locked together, breathing hard. He collapsed halfway on top of me, careful not to crush me completely.

"You okay?" he finally asked.

I nodded, still catching my breath.

He pulled out slowly and I winced. "Did I hurt you?"

"No." I touched his face. "That was..."

"Yeah." He kissed my palm, careful of the bandage. "It was."

A smile tugged at his mouth. "You didn't break."

Relief flooded through me. "No?"

"Not yet." His eyes gleamed with promise. "But give me twenty minutes and we'll try again."

* * *

I woke to the smell of diesel and ash, wrapped in a scratchy wool blanket. For a second, I forgot where I was. Then I felt the warmth beside me—solid, breathing, real.

Blake.

Morning light filtered through the windshield. We'd ended up in the bunk behind the front seats after round two in the parking lot. I'd barely been able to walk.

"You're thinking too loud." His voice rumbled against my back, rough with sleep.

I turned to face him. His dark hair stuck up in places, stubble shadowing his jaw. Still the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen.

"How long have you been awake?"

"Long enough to watch you." His hand traced lazy patterns on my hip. "You snore, by the way."

"I do not—"

He kissed me quiet. Different from last night—slower, deeper. Morning kisses tasted like promises.

I felt him harden against my thigh.

"Again?" I pulled back, breathless.

"Can't help it." He nipped at my bottom lip. "You're naked. What'd you expect?"

I slid my hand down his stomach, following the trail of dark hair. When I wrapped my fingers around him, he groaned.

"Katie—"

"My turn." I pushed him onto his back before I lost my nerve.

I'd done this with Trevor once. He'd grabbed my head, thrust into my throat until I gagged, then finished without warning. I'd locked myself in the bathroom afterward and cried.

This felt different already.

I kissed down Blake's chest, his abs, lower. He watched me with dark eyes, jaw tight.

"You don't have to—"

"I want to." And I meant it.

I took him in my mouth slowly, just the head at first. The groan that tore from his throat made heat pool between my legs.

"Fuck, baby. Just like that."

His hand tangled in my hair—not pushing, just touching. Anchoring. I worked him deeper, finding a rhythm.

"So good." His hips flexed. "Your mouth feels so fucking good."

I hollowed my cheeks, using my hand where my mouth couldn't reach. He was too big to take all of him, but from the sounds he made, I was doing okay.

"Katie, I'm close—" His breathing turned ragged. "If you don't want—"

I doubled my efforts, wanting to taste him, to make him lose control the way he'd made me—

"Stop." He pulled me up suddenly, flipping me onto my back. "Not finishing without being inside you."

He grabbed a foil packet from somewhere—apparently prepared this time—and rolled it on. Then he lifted me easily, positioning me over his lap.

"Ride me." His hands gripped my hips. "Take what you need."

I sank down slowly, the angle making him feel even bigger. My legs trembled.

"That's it." He guided my movements. "Use me, baby. Make yourself come."

I rocked against him, finding the angle that made my toes curl. His thumb found my clit and I gasped.

"Blake—"

"I got you." His other hand cupped my breast, thumb circling my nipple. "Let go for me."

I moved faster, chasing the building pressure. He thrust up to meet me and I cried out.

"So beautiful." His eyes never left my face. "Love watching you take me. Love feeling you squeeze around me when you're close."

The orgasm built differently this time—slower, deeper, threatening to tear me apart from the inside out. I gripped his shoulders, movements frantic.

"That's it, baby. Come on my cock. Let me feel it."

I shattered. The climax ripped through me in waves that didn't stop, couldn't stop. I heard myself screaming his name but couldn't control it.

He thrust up hard one last time and followed me over, fingers digging into my hips hard enough to bruise.

I collapsed against his chest, completely spent. He wrapped his arms around me and just held me while I trembled.

"You okay?" His hand stroked my back.

I nodded against his shoulder, not trusting words yet.

"That was..." He trailed off.

"Yeah."

We stayed tangled together until breathing returned to normal. He disposed of the condom and found his flannel shirt, wrapping it around my shoulders.

"Coffee?"

I watched him pour dark liquid from a dented thermos into the cap. He took a sip first, then handed it to me.

The coffee tasted terrible—bitter and hours old—but warming.

"This is awful," I said.

"Station coffee's worse." He grinned. "You'll get used to it."

Would I? Get used to this? To him?

The question must've shown on my face because he pulled me close, kissing my forehead.

"What's going on in that head?"

"I've never..." I took a breath. "Felt like that."

"Like what?"

"Wanted. Not just..." I struggled for words. "Not just wanted for sex. But wanted for me."

His expression softened. He tilted my chin up, making me meet his eyes.

"Sweetheart, that was just the beginning."

"The beginning of what?"

"Of me showing you exactly how much I want you." His thumb traced my bottom lip. "Of you learning what your body can do. What we can do together."

"Blake—"

"I'm not letting you go, Katie." He said it simply, like stating a fact. "Not after last night. Not after this morning. You're mine now."

The possessiveness should've scared me. Instead, it made something warm bloom in my chest.

"I have to find a new place to live," I said. "The house—"

"You'll stay with me."

"I barely know you—"

"You know how I taste. How I feel inside you. How I make you scream." His smile turned wicked. "That's a good start."

Heat flooded my cheeks.

"Besides," he continued, "I'm not done ruining you for anyone else."

"Pretty sure you already did that."

"Good." He kissed me again, slow and thorough. "Now drink your terrible coffee and let me take you to breakfast. You need your strength."

"For what?"

"For later." His eyes promised everything. "When I get you home and spend the rest of the day between your thighs."


My Brother’s Best Friend

The thing about Maya is she doesn't ask—she declares.

"You're coming tonight." She stood in my doorway, already dressed in something that probably cost more than my textbooks, holding up a scrap of fabric masquerading as a dress. "Don't even start with the 'I have homework' excuse. It's Friday, you're twenty, and the only thing you've fucked this semester is your sleep schedule."

I pulled my hoodie tighter around myself. "That's not—"

"Jenna." She crossed her arms, hip cocked. "Name one fun thing you've done since we moved in together."

"I watched that documentary about cults."

"That doesn't count."

"It was very fun. They had matching tracksuits."

Maya's expression didn't budge. She'd perfected this look—part disappointment, part intervention. "You're brilliant and funny and you hide in here like you're in witness protection. So yeah. You're coming. Sigma whatever is throwing a rager, there'll be free alcohol, and I refuse to let you become one of those people who peaks academically and dies alone with seventeen cats."

"Seventeen seems excessive. I was thinking more like four. Five max."

"Jenna."

I sighed, eyeing the dress she'd flung onto my bed. It looked like something designed by a man who'd never actually seen a woman sit down. "That's not going to fit."

"It'll fit perfectly." Maya grabbed my shoulders, spinning me toward the mirror. "Look at yourself. Actually look."

I did. Sort of. Wild curls escaping the bun I'd twisted them into that morning. Oversized hoodie drowning my frame. Dark eyes that always looked a little startled, like I'd just been caught doing something wrong.

"I see a girl who needs to do laundry."

"I see a knockout who doesn't know it." Maya tugged the hoodie up before I could stop her. "You've got curves that would make men crash cars, and you dress like you're hiding from the FBI."

Heat crawled up my neck. "Can we not—"

"We can absolutely. Put on the dress. Humor me. If you hate it after an hour, we'll leave."

* * *

I hated it immediately.

Not the dress—though it clung to places I didn't know could be clung to, the neckline cut low enough that my breasts pushed up like they were auditioning for something. No, I hated the party. The crush of bodies, the bass that turned my organs into percussion instruments, the sticky floor that grabbed at my heels every time I tried to move.

"This is hell," I shouted at Maya over the music. "Actual hell. With worse lighting."

She pressed a red Solo cup into my hand. "Drink. Relax. Look—there's Jake from Econ. He's been staring at you since we walked in."

"He's probably trying to figure out why I look like I raided someone else's closet."

"He's trying to figure out how to talk to you without tripping over his tongue." Maya grinned, wicked. "I dare you."

"Dare me what?"

"To do something crazy. Just once. Talk to him. Dance. Make out with a stranger. Something that isn't color-coded notes and anxiety spirals."

The alcohol burned down my throat—cheap vodka mixed with something that might've been fruit juice in a past life. "That's not a dare. That's a hostage negotiation."

"Chicken."

"Proudly."

But she'd already melted into the crowd, abandoning me near the stairs where Jake—tall, stubbled, with the kind of jaw that belonged on someone who peaked in high school and hadn't realized it yet—leaned against the railing.

His eyes dragged down, then up. Slow. Deliberate.

"Hey."

Brilliant opener. I took another drink. "Hey."

"You're Maya's roommate, right?" He moved closer, and I caught cologne and beer and something sharper underneath. "Jenna?"

"That's me. Excitingly average and easily forgettable."

His grin widened. "Don't think anyone's forgetting you in that dress."

Oh God. My face went hot. "It's Maya's. The dress, I mean. I normally dress like a philosophy major having a breakdown."

"It's working." Another step. His hand brushed my hip, fingers curling slightly. "You want to get out of here? Somewhere quieter?"

Every alarm bell I owned started screaming. But the vodka had fuzzed the edges, and Maya's voice echoed in my skull—do something crazy—and Jake's hand was warm and his smile seemed genuine enough and maybe, just maybe, I could be the kind of girl who didn't overthink everything into oblivion.

"Sure."

* * *

The room was dark, lit only by the glow seeping under the door. Jake pulled me inside, hands already sliding up my sides, mouth finding my neck.

"You're sexy as hell, you know that?"

I didn't. I absolutely didn't. But his hands were everywhere and he pressed me against the wall and I kissed him back because that's what you did, right? This was normal. This was what college girls did at parties.

His belt buckle clinked. "Get on your knees."

My stomach dropped. "I—"

"Come on." His voice stayed light, playful, but his hand tangled in my hair, guiding me down. "You want to, don't you?"

Did I? I couldn't tell anymore. The room spun slightly. But I sank down anyway, pulse hammering, and told myself this was empowering or liberating or whatever word made it feel less like I'd already lost control of the situation.

I'd never done this at a party before. Did that make me adventurous or just stupid? TBD.

He tasted like sweat and salt and I tried to remember everything I'd ever read, every tip from magazines I'd pretended not to study, but mostly I just felt clumsy and desperate and—

The door opened.

Light spilled in. Another guy—broader, meaner-looking—stood silhouetted in the doorway.

"Shit, Jake, you didn't tell me you had company."

I pulled back, mortification flooding every cell. "I should—"

"Don't stop on my account." The friend stepped inside, closing the door. His grin was all teeth. "Looks like she's having fun."

"She is." Jake's hand tightened in my hair. "Aren't you, baby?"

I wasn't. I absolutely wasn't. But my voice had disappeared somewhere between the vodka and the shame and I didn't say no, didn't push away, just froze while Jake guided me back and his friend watched and made comments I'd spend years trying to forget.

When Jake finally pulled me up from my knees, my legs were shaky and unsteady. He spun me around to face the wall with rough hands, and I let him—my body moving like a marionette, disconnected from my brain. The painted drywall was cool against my palms as I braced myself, my wild curls falling in my face.

Even when he yanked my dress up around my waist, bunching the fabric carelessly, I didn't protest. The air hit my exposed skin and I shivered, but not from cold. His friend was still there, still watching, still making those low appreciative noises that made my skin crawl.

He pushed into me and missed, the blunt pressure sliding awkwardly against my thigh. "Fuck," he muttered, his breath hot and beer-sour against my neck. He adjusted his angle and tried again, this time finding his mark with a sharp thrust that made me gasp and press my palms harder against the wall.

It hurt. Not the good kind of hurt that romance novels promised, but a raw, uncomfortable stretching that felt all wrong. I wasn't ready—wasn't wet enough, wasn't relaxed enough, wasn't anything enough.

But I also did not stop it. It was my time to do something wild. Perhaps a good story to chuckle about one day

Jake just kept pushing forward with grunts of satisfaction while his friend offered commentary from somewhere behind us like he was providing color commentary for a fucking sports match.

The painted wall scraped against my cheek as Jake found his rhythm, each thrust jolting me forward. My dress was bunched up around my waist, the fabric twisted and cutting into my skin. I could feel my underwear twisted to the side, the elastic digging into my hip bone.

Even when Jake finished with a harsh grunt behind me, his body tensing and shuddering against my back, I just stood there frozen like a statue. I felt the heat spray across my lower back, soaking through the thin fabric of my dress, the warmth sliding down and dripping along my thighs in sticky trails that made me want to crawl out of my own skin and leave it behind like a snake.

The friend whistled low. "Damn, man."

I pressed my forehead against the wall and tried to disappear into the paint chips.

"Fuck, that's hot."

I stood there, shaking, while they laughed and high-fived like I was a fucking achievement unlocked.

"Bathroom's down the hall if you need to clean up."

They left. Door swinging shut. Music pounding through the walls.

I tried to think of something witty—some internal one-liner to make this feel less like I'd just shattered into pieces. But nothing came. Just the sick weight in my stomach and the sticky mess on my skin and the certainty that I'd done something I couldn't take back.

Outside, rain poured in sheets.

I stumbled down the porch steps, dress clinging and ruined, mascara probably creating abstract art down my cheeks. The cold hit like a slap, but I welcomed it. Anything to wash away the last hour.

Somewhere behind me, the party raged on.

And I stood there in the rain and cried.

* * *

The rain soaked through to my bones before I even made it to Maya's car. She was too busy making out with some lacrosse player to notice me slip away, which was perfect because I didn't want to explain the mess I'd become.

I walked. Six blocks in heels that rubbed blisters into my ankles, my ruined dress plastered to my thighs, my hair a wet tangle down my back. Every headlight that passed made me flinch.

By the time I reached the house—the duplex Mom and Dad bought as an "investment property" when Dylan enlisted—I was shaking so hard my keys clattered against the lock. Dylan lived in the left unit. I had the right. with Maya. Separate entrances, shared backyard, and the illusion of independence while still being close enough for my brother to "keep an eye on me."

Not that he was here to do that. He'd been deployed for eight months.

I stumbled inside and made it three steps before my knees gave out. The tile in the entryway was cold and unforgiving, and I sat there dripping rainwater and shame onto the floor, hugging my knees to my chest.

Get up. Shower. Burn the dress. Pretend this never happened.

The internal pep talk worked about as well as expected. I peeled myself off the floor and shuffled toward the bathroom, leaving a trail of water behind me like some tragic breadcrumb path.

The shower ran scalding. I stood under the spray until my skin turned pink, scrubbing with body wash that smelled like lavender and lies. The water swirled down the drain, carrying mascara and vodka-breath and the sticky evidence of Jake's grand finale.

But it didn't wash away the feeling.

I scrubbed harder. Washcloth rough against my thighs, my stomach, my breasts. Like if I just tried hard enough, I could erase the whole night. Rewind to the moment Maya shoved that dress at me and say no, actually, I'm good staying home.

My skin turned raw. The water ran clear. And I still felt filthy.

I don't know how long I stood there. Long enough for the water to go lukewarm. Long enough for my fingers to prune and my legs to ache from standing.

When I finally stepped out, I wrapped myself in the rattiest towel I owned—oversized, fraying at the edges, comforting in its complete lack of sexiness. My reflection in the mirror looked like a drowned rat. Eyes red-rimmed. Hair plastered to my face in dark ropes. A bruise forming on my hip where the wall had dug in.

Wild night, Jenna. Really living your best life.

I pulled on an oversized hoodie—Dylan's, stolen years ago—and a pair of sleep shorts that had seen better days. Then I padded barefoot into the hallway, my wet hair soaking through the back of the hoodie.

And walked straight into a wall of muscle.

Except it wasn't a wall.

It was Caleb Brooks. Shirtless. In my hallway.

I stumbled back, my brain short-circuiting somewhere between why is he here and holy shit, when did he get those.

"Jesus—"

"Easy." His hands shot out to steady me, fingers wrapping around my upper arms. Warm. Rough with calluses. "Didn't mean to scare you."

Scare me. Right. Because that was the problem.

Not the fact that Caleb—my brother's best friend, the guy who used to give me noogies and call me "squirt"—had apparently spent his deployment transforming into a Greek statue. All carved muscle and bronze skin and a tattoo sleeve that wrapped around his left arm in intricate black ink I'd never seen before.

He'd always been tall. But now he was built. Broad shoulders that could probably bench-press a small car. Arms thick enough to make me feel tiny, which was saying something because I was already petite. His chest was all hard planes and defined edges, tapering down to abs that looked like they'd been photoshopped onto a real person.

And his face. God. Still the same intense brown eyes, but sharper now. Older. A dark stubble along his jaw that made him look dangerous instead of just Dylan's goofy friend who taught me how to throw a football.

"When did you—" My voice came out scratchy. I cleared my throat. "I didn't know you were back."

"Got in this afternoon." His gaze swept over me, quick and assessing. Those eyes missed nothing. "Dylan gave me his key before he left. Said I could crash here between assignments."

Right. Because of course my brother would give Caleb a key. They'd been inseparable since high school, joined the military together, deployed together. It made sense that Caleb would stay in Dylan's unit when he was stateside.

It did not make sense that he'd be standing in my hallway looking like sin and safety all wrapped up in six-foot-four inches of pure muscle.

"I thought you had another month."

"Came home early." His thumbs moved against my arms in small circles, probably unconscious. Probably not meant to send heat spiraling through my chest. "You okay?"

The question landed like a punch.

"Fine." I pulled back, wrapping my arms around myself. The hoodie was huge, swallowing me whole, and I was grateful for the coverage. "Just got caught in the rain."

His eyes narrowed. Dropped to the bruise forming on my hip where the hoodie had ridden up slightly. Then back to my face. My red-rimmed eyes. My still-trembling hands.

"Jenna."

"I'm fine, Caleb. Just tired."

"You're shaking."

"Because I'm cold. Rain. Remember?"

He didn't buy it. I could see it in the way his jaw tightened, the muscle jumping beneath the stubble. The way his hands curled into fists at his sides like he was physically restraining himself from pushing.

"Where's Dylan?" I changed the subject desperately. "I thought you guys were together."

"Still deployed. I got reassigned." His voice was flat, clipped. Still watching me like I was a puzzle he needed to solve. "He won't be back for another six weeks."

Six weeks. Great. Six weeks of Caleb next door, probably shirtless half the time, looking at me with those eyes that saw too much.

"Cool. Well. Welcome home." I moved to step around him. "I should—"

"What happened tonight?"

I froze. "Nothing happened."

"Don't lie to me."

"I'm not—" My voice cracked. Betrayed me. "It was just a party. I'm fine."

"Jenna." He stepped closer, and suddenly the hallway felt too small. Too warm. His presence filled every available inch of space. "Talk to me."

"There's nothing to talk about."

His hand came up, fingers gentle as they tipped my chin up. Forced me to meet his eyes. And God, the concern there nearly broke me.

"I've known you since you were twelve," he said quietly. "I know when something's wrong."

I blinked hard. Willed the tears back. "I just want to sleep, Caleb. Please."

Something shifted in his expression. Something dark and protective and entirely too intense for my fragile state.

"Okay." He dropped his hand but didn't move away. "But I'm right next door if you need anything. And I mean anything."

I nodded. Didn't trust my voice.

He watched me for another long moment before stepping aside, letting me pass. I made it two steps toward my bedroom before his voice stopped me.

"Jenna?"

I glanced back.

"I'm not going anywhere."

The promise in those words wrapped around my chest and squeezed.

I fled to my room and closed the door. Pressed my back against it and slid down to the floor.

And finally let myself fall apart.

* * *

I woke up to sunlight stabbing through my curtains and Maya pounding on my door.

"Jenna! Open up!"

I dragged myself off the floor where I'd apparently spent the night and stumbled to unlock it. Maya burst in, phone already extended like a weapon.

"You need to see this."

My stomach dropped. "See what?"

"Just—" She thrust the phone at me. "I'm so sorry. Someone posted it an hour ago."

The video loaded. Grainy party lighting. A dark hallway. A door opening.

Me. On my knees. Jake's hand fisted in my hair.

The phone slipped from my fingers.

"Oh my God." My voice came out strangled. "Oh my God, Maya—"

"I know. I reported it but—"

The rest of her words disappeared under the rushing in my ears. The video kept playing from where it had landed on my bed. I could hear Jake's voice. His friend's laughter. My own muffled sounds.

I lunged for the bathroom and threw up.

Maya rubbed my back while I heaved. "I'm calling the school. We're reporting this—"

"No." I wiped my mouth with shaking hands. "No, just—delete it. Please delete it."

"Jenna—"

"Please."

She hesitated, then picked up the phone. "It's already everywhere. Half the campus has seen it by now."

The sob that tore out of me echoed off the tiles. Raw and ugly and completely beyond my control.

I heard footsteps in the hallway. Heavy. Fast.

Then Caleb's voice through the door. "Jenna?"

"She's fine!" Maya called. "Girl stuff!"

"She's crying." Not a question. A statement. The doorknob rattled. "Open the door."

"Caleb, seriously, we're—"

The door opened anyway. Apparently my bathroom lock was about as effective as wet tissue paper against six-foot-four of determined soldier.

Caleb filled the doorway, wearing nothing but low-slung jeans. His eyes found mine immediately, cataloging my tear-stained face, my trembling shoulders, Maya's guilty expression.

"What happened?"

"Nothing," I managed. "Just—"

Maya's phone buzzed. She glanced down and her face went white. "Fuck. Someone just sent it to me again. It's on three different platforms now."

Caleb's hand shot out. "Show me."

"No—" I tried to grab for it but he was faster, plucking the phone from Maya's grip with terrifying efficiency.

He watched. Five seconds. Maybe less.

His entire body went rigid.

The phone cracked in his grip.

"Who." His voice came out flat. Dead. More terrifying than if he'd shouted. "Who did this."

"Caleb—"

"Names, Jenna." He looked at me and I flinched. Nothing soft remained in those eyes. Just cold, focused rage. "Now."

"It doesn't matter—"

"It matters." He stepped closer. Controlled. Precise. Every muscle coiled tight. "Give me a name."

"Jake." My voice broke. "Jake Morrison. Sigma Chi."

He handed Maya back her almost destroyed phone and turned.

"Where are you going?"

He didn't answer. Just walked out of the bathroom, across the hall, and into Dylan's unit.

I scrambled after him, Maya right behind me. "Caleb, don't—"

He grabbed a black t-shirt from a duffel bag. Pulled it on with mechanical efficiency. Boots next.

"Caleb, please—"

"Stay here." He moved toward the door.

"No." I grabbed his arm. Might as well have tried stopping a tank. "You can't just—"

"Watch me."

"I'm coming with you."

He turned. Looked down at me with those cold, empty eyes. "No."

"Yes." I grabbed my shoes. Shoved my feet in them. "You don't even know what he looks like."

His jaw clenched. A muscle jumped in his cheek.

"Fine." He opened the door. "Keep up."

* * *

The walk to Sigma Chi took twelve minutes. Caleb didn't say a word the entire time.

I tried anyway.

"You know, technically this is breaking and entering. Or aggressive entering. Is that a thing?"

Nothing. Just his boots hitting pavement like gunshots.

"I mean, I appreciate the whole avenging angel vibe, but maybe we could—"

"Jenna."

"—talk to someone official first? Like campus security? They have those little golf carts and everything—"

"Stop talking."

His jaw was locked so tight I worried his teeth might crack. Every line of his body screamed controlled violence. A soldier heading into battle.

I'd never seen him like this. Even Dylan had never mentioned this version of Caleb. The one who looked like he could tear down the entire frat house brick by brick and not break a sweat.

We reached the house. White columns, Greek letters over the door, red cups littering the lawn from last night. A few guys lounged on the porch, nursing hangovers.

One of them—Brett, I think—spotted me first. His face split into a grin.

"Well, well. Little porn star came back for round two?"

My stomach turned over.

Caleb kept walking. Straight up the stairs.

"Yo, you bring backup?" Brett laughed, looking Caleb up and down. "What, daddy didn't like how good his little girl was at sucking—"

Caleb's fist caught him in the jaw before he finished the sentence.

Brett went down hard. His head cracked against the porch railing.

The other two guys shot to their feet.

"What the fuck—"

Caleb grabbed the nearest one by the shirt and threw him into the wall. The impact shook the windows. Then he turned to the third guy, who wisely backed up with his hands raised.

"Inside." Caleb's voice came out flat. Empty. "Now."

Brett groaned from the floor. "You can't just—"

"Try me."

Something in Caleb's eyes made Brett scramble backward.

Caleb stepped over him and through the front door. I followed, my heart hammering against my ribs.

The main room went quiet. A dozen guys in various states of hungover turned to stare. Jake stood near the kitchen, red cup in hand.

His face went pale when he saw Caleb.

"Where's your phone?" Caleb didn't raise his voice. Didn't need to.

"What?"

"Your phone. And anyone else who has that video. You have ten seconds."

Jake laughed. Nervous. High-pitched. "Dude, I don't know what she told you, but—"

"Nine."

"—it wasn't like that. She wanted—"

"Eight."

One of the other guys stepped forward. "Look, man, maybe you should—"

Caleb's hand shot out. Grabbed him by the throat. Slammed him against the wall hard enough to leave a dent in the drywall.

"Seven."

The guy's face turned red. His feet kicked uselessly.

"Okay! Okay!" Jake fumbled for his phone. "Jesus Christ, let him go!"

Caleb released him. The guy collapsed, gasping.

"Everyone. Phones. Now."

They moved. Fast. Phones appeared from pockets, from couch cushions, from charging stations. A pile formed on the coffee table.

Caleb went through each one methodically. Deleted the video from texts, from downloads, from cloud storage. His fingers moved with terrifying efficiency across each screen.

"Social media?" His eyes found Jake's.

"I—I didn't post it there. Just sent it to—"

"Who."

Jake rattled off names. Caleb pulled out his own phone, already typing.

I stood near the door, watching. My whole body trembled but I couldn't look away.

When Caleb finished with the last phone, he straightened. Looked around the room at every single face watching him.

"If I see that video anywhere. If I hear about it. If anyone here even speaks her name—" He paused. Let the threat hang. "You'll wish I'd just called the cops."

No one moved. No one spoke.

"And Jake?" Caleb turned. Walked until he stood directly in front of him. Jake had six inches less height and probably sixty pounds less muscle. "You go near her again, you talk to her, you look at her—I'll know. And next time I won't be this nice."

Jake's cup slipped from his fingers. Cheap beer splashed across his shoes.

Caleb headed for the door. "Let's go."

I followed him out on shaking legs.

We were three blocks away before I realized I'd been holding my breath.

"That was—" I tried to find words. Failed. "You just—"

"Yeah."

"You could've killed that guy. The one you choked."

"Didn't though."

"Caleb—"

"They deserved worse." His hands flexed at his sides. Still ready for violence. "A lot worse."

We walked in silence for another block. My adrenaline started crashing, leaving me cold and shaky despite the warm morning.

"Thank you." The words came out small. "I mean it. Thank you."

His jaw unclenched slightly. "Don't thank me for that."

"Still. You didn't have to—"

"Yes. I did." He stopped walking. Turned to face me. Some of the ice in his eyes had thawed. "You understand that? I had to."

I blinked up at him. "Why?"

"Because—" He exhaled. Ran a hand over his buzzcut. "You're Dylan's sister. And you deserve better than that. Better than them. Better than being treated like something disposable."

My throat tightened.

"Those jokes you made." The corner of his mouth twitched. Almost a smile. "On the way there. The golf cart thing."

"Yeah?"

"They were good. You're funny when you're terrified."

A laugh bubbled out of me. Slightly hysterical. "That's my brand. Comedy through crippling anxiety."

"Works for you."

We started walking again. My apartment building came into view.

"They'll never touch you again," Caleb said quietly. "Any of them. I'll make sure of it."

I believed him. Completely. Absolutely. This man who'd demolished three guys and terrorized an entire frat house in under ten minutes.

"You're kind of scary, you know that?"

"Yeah." He held the building door open for me. "I know."

But when I looked up at him, I didn't feel scared. I felt safe. Protected. Like maybe for the first time since last night, I could actually breathe.

* * *

I lasted three hours in my room before the walls started closing in.

The silence pressed against my eardrums. Every time I shut my eyes, I saw Jake's face. Felt the wall against my back. Heard that other guy's voice—

My knuckles hit Caleb's door before I could talk myself out of it.

"Yeah." His voice came through the wood. Low. Awake.

I pushed the door open.

He sat on the edge of Dylan's guest bed, still in jeans and a black t-shirt. Forearms braced on his knees. Head down. Like he'd been sitting there for a while, thinking.

"Can't sleep?" He looked up.

"Can you?"

"Not really my thing." He shifted over slightly. Made room on the bed. "Come in."

I crossed the threshold barefoot, still wearing Dylan's hoodie. The door clicked shut behind me. The room smelled like cedar and something else. Leather, maybe. Clean and masculine.

I sat beside him. Left a careful six inches between us.

"You want to talk about it?" His voice rumbled in the quiet.

"Not really."

"Okay."

We sat in silence. It should've been awkward. Wasn't.

"I've never felt wanted." The words slipped out. I stared at my hands. "Is that pathetic? I've hooked up with guys before. Had a boyfriend freshman year. But I always felt like... like I was just there. Available. Easy."

"Jenna—"

"Last night I thought—" My throat closed. "I thought maybe if I did what he wanted, he'd actually like me. How stupid is that?"

"It's not stupid."

"It is." I laughed. Bitter. "I went into that room knowing what would happen. I just didn't know there'd be an audience. Or a camera."

Caleb's hand found mine. Engulfed it completely. Warm and rough and steady.

"You didn't deserve that. Any of it."

"Didn't I?" I looked at him. Really looked. Those dark eyes held mine without flinching. "I made the choice to—"

"No." His other hand came up. Cupped my face. Thumb brushed my cheekbone. "You don't get to do that. You don't get to blame yourself for what those assholes did."

Heat radiated from his palm. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't look away.

"You're twenty years old. You're supposed to make dumb choices at parties. You're supposed to hook up with idiots if you want to. You're supposed to figure out who you are." His thumb traced my jaw. "What you're not supposed to do is get violated and filmed without your consent."

Tears burned behind my eyes. "I just wanted someone to want me."

"Jenna." My name in his mouth sounded like a prayer. Like a promise. "You are wanted."

"By who? Maya feels sorry for me. Dylan would be ashamed if he knew. Everyone at that party—"

"By me."

The world stopped.

His eyes held mine. Dark and intense and completely serious.

"What?"

"You're wanted. By me." His hand slid into my hair. Cradled the back of my head. "You think I don't see you? You think I haven't noticed every single time you walk into a room?"

My heart hammered against my ribs. "You—you're Dylan's best friend. I'm his little sister. You don't—"

"I do." His forehead dropped to mine. "I have for a long time. And I've hated myself for it. Because you're off-limits. Because Dylan would kill me. Because you deserve better than some fucked-up soldier who can't sleep and doesn't know how to be normal."

"Caleb—"

"But watching you walk out of that house last night?" His voice dropped. Rough. Raw. "Seeing what they did to you? I'm done pretending I don't want you. I'm done staying away."

His thumb brushed my bottom lip.

I stopped breathing entirely.

"Say no now." His breath ghosted across my lips. "Because if you don't, I'm not stopping until you're mine."

My fingers curled into his shirt. "I don't want you to stop."

His mouth crashed into mine.

Nothing gentle about it. Nothing tentative. He kissed me like he'd been starving for it. Like he'd thought about it a thousand times and held back every single one.

I kissed him back just as desperately.

His tongue swept into my mouth, and I whimpered. Couldn't help it. He tasted like mint and something darker. Something that made my toes curl against the hardwood.

His hand tightened in my hair. Not painful. Possessive. He angled my head exactly where he wanted it and took more.

When he finally pulled back, I was gasping.

"You sure?" His eyes searched mine. "Because once we cross this line—"

"I'm sure." I grabbed his face with both hands. "I want this. I want you."

Something fierce flashed in his expression. He stood, lifting me with him like I weighed nothing. My legs wrapped around his waist on instinct. He walked us backward until my spine hit the wall.

"Been thinking about this." He kissed down my throat. Teeth grazed my pulse point. "Every time you walked past me in those tiny pajama shorts. Every time you smiled at me like you didn't know what you were doing to me."

"I didn't—" My breath hitched. "I thought you just saw me as Dylan's kid sister."

"Never." He pulled back enough to look at me. "Not once."

His hands slid under the hoodie. Found bare skin. I gasped.

"Nothing underneath?" His voice dropped an octave.

"I wasn't—I didn't plan—"

"Shh." His thumbs traced circles on my ribcage. Just below my breasts. "I'm not complaining."

He carried me to the bed. Laid me down like I was precious. Breakable.

Then he knelt beside it.

"Caleb—"

"Let me." His hands found the hem of the hoodie. "Let me see you."

I nodded. Couldn't speak.

He lifted the fabric slowly. Inch by inch. Exposing my stomach. My ribs. The curve of my breasts.

His jaw clenched.

"Jesus, Jenna."

The hoodie came off completely. Cool air hit my skin. I fought the urge to cover myself.

"Don't." His hand caught my wrist. "Don't hide from me."

He traced the curve of my breast with one finger. Circled my nipple without touching it. Watched it tighten.

"Perfect." He leaned down. Pressed his mouth to the valley between my breasts. "Every single part of you."

His tongue flicked out. Tasted my skin. I arched into him.

"Caleb, please—"

"Please what?" He kissed lower. Down my stomach. "Tell me what you want."

"I don't—I've never—"

He looked up at me. "Never what?"

"Had someone..." Heat flooded my face. "Go down on me."

Something dark and satisfied crossed his expression. "Good."

His hands hooked into the waistband of my sleep shorts. The only thing I had on.

"Lift your hips."

I obeyed.

He pulled them down. Slowly. His eyes never left mine until the fabric cleared my ankles. Then his gaze dropped.

"Fuck." The word punched out of him. "You're already wet."

"I—" Embarrassment burned through me.

"Don't." His hands spread my thighs. Wide. "Don't be embarrassed. This is the sexiest thing I've ever seen."

He lowered his head.

The first touch of his tongue made me cry out.

"Shh." His palm pressed against my lower belly. Held me down. "Stay still."

He licked me again. Slow. Deliberate. Like he had all the time in the world and planned to use every second.

My fingers twisted in the sheets.

"Caleb—"

"Taste so good." He groaned against me. The vibration shot straight through my core. "Could do this all night."

His tongue circled my clit. Never quite touching it. Just around and around until I was writhing.

"Please—"

"Please what?" He looked up at me. Mouth glistening. "Use your words."

"Touch me. There. Please."

"Here?" His tongue flicked directly over the bundle of nerves.

I nearly came off the bed.

"Yeah." He smiled. Predatory. "Right there."

He did it again. And again. Built a rhythm that had my thighs shaking. My breath coming in gasps.

Then he slid one finger inside me.

"Oh God—"

"So tight." He worked it deeper. "When's the last time someone touched you like this?"

"I don't—I can't—"

"Answer me." He added a second finger. Curled them.

Stars exploded behind my eyelids.

"Never." The word tore out of me. "Never like this."

"Good." His mouth returned to my clit. Sucked gently.

The orgasm built low in my spine. Coiled tighter and tighter until I couldn't breathe.

"Caleb, I'm—I'm going to—"

"Then come." His fingers pumped faster. "Come on my tongue."

I shattered.

The climax ripped through me. Wave after wave. My back arched. My thighs clamped around his head. I couldn't stop shaking.

He worked me through it. Gentle now. Soft licks and slow movements until the aftershocks faded.

When I could finally breathe again, he crawled up my body. Settled his weight between my legs.

"That's one." He kissed me. I tasted myself on his lips. "We're just getting started."

His hand went to his belt. The clink of metal made my pulse spike.

He stood long enough to strip. Shirt first. Revealed abs I'd only glimpsed before. Then the jeans.

My breath caught.

He was massive.

Thick and hard and already leaking at the tip.

"Caleb—" Panic edged into my voice. "I don't think—that's not going to—"

"It will." He knelt between my legs again. Ran his hands up my thighs. "We'll go slow."

"I've never—" Humiliation burned through me. "I mean, I have, but not with someone your size. What if I can't—"

"Hey." He cupped my face. Made me look at him. "We stop if it hurts. You say the word, and I stop. Understand?"

I nodded.

"I need to hear you say it."

"I understand."

"Good girl." He kissed me. Soft. Sweet. "Now let me make you feel good."

His hand slid between us. Found my entrance. Already slick from my orgasm.

He notched the head of his cock against me.

"Breathe."

I inhaled.

He pushed in. Just the tip.

The stretch burned. Not painful. Just... intense.

"Okay?" His voice sounded strained.

"Okay." I wrapped my legs around his waist. "More."

He sank deeper. Inch by inch. Giving me time to adjust.

Halfway in, I whimpered.

"Too much?" He froze.

"No." My nails dug into his shoulders. "Don't stop."

He rolled his hips. Worked himself deeper. My body resisted at first, then softened. Opened.

"That's it." He groaned. "Take me. Just like that."

Finally—finally—he bottomed out.

We both went still.

"Jesus, Jenna." His forehead dropped to mine. "You feel incredible."

I couldn't speak. Could barely think. I felt split open. Claimed. Full in a way I'd never experienced.

"Move." I rocked my hips. "Please move."

He pulled out slowly. Almost all the way. Then thrust back in.

The friction ignited something primal in my core.

"More." I clung to him. "Harder."

"You sure?" His control was slipping. I could see it in the tension of his jaw. The white-knuckle grip on the sheets beside my head.

"Yes."

Something snapped.

He pulled out and slammed back in. Set a brutal rhythm that had the headboard hitting the wall. His hands gripped my hips. Held me in place as he took what he wanted.

And God help me, I wanted him to take it.

The next thrust hit something deep inside me that made me scream.

"There?" He did it again. "Right there?"

"Yes—oh God—yes—"

The second orgasm built faster than the first. Harder. My entire body pulled tight as a bow.

"Caleb, I can't—I'm going to—"

I came apart.

The orgasm tore through me. Violently. Perfectly. My inner walls clamped down on him. Milked him.

He thrust twice more and followed me over. His cock pulsed inside me. Hot. Filling me completely.

We collapsed together. Both gasping. Both shaking.

After a moment, he rolled to the side. Pulled me against his chest.

"You okay?" His fingers traced patterns on my spine.

"More than okay." I pressed my face into his neck. "That was—"

"Yeah." He kissed the top of my head. "It was."

We lay there in the quiet. His heartbeat steady under my palm.

For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt wanted.

Not used. Not convenient.

Wanted.

Chosen.

His.

* * *

He pulled the blanket over us. Wrapped me in warmth and cotton and the solid weight of his arm around my waist.

I felt dazed. Floaty. Like I'd left my body somewhere between the first orgasm and the second.

"You good?" His thumb traced circles on my hip bone.

"I'm glowing." The words slipped out before I could stop them. "Pretty sure I'm actually glowing."

His chest rumbled with quiet laughter. "Yeah. You are."

I turned my head to look at him. His hair stuck up at odd angles. A faint sheen of sweat still covered his skin. He looked wrecked in the best way.

"Thank you." I traced the line of his jaw. "For making me feel—"

"Don't." He caught my hand. Kissed my palm. "You don't thank someone for this."

"Then what do I say?"

"Nothing." He pulled me closer. "Just stay."

I nestled into his chest. His heartbeat still hadn't returned to normal.

"You're not little Jenna anymore," he murmured against my hair.

Something warm bloomed in my chest. Not the heat from before. Something softer. Deeper.

"No." I smiled against his skin. "I'm not."

We lay in silence for a moment. His fingers combed through my hair. Gentle. Reverent.

Then reality crept back in.

"Dylan's going to murder you." I propped myself up on one elbow. "Like, actually murder you. Bury-your-body-in-the-woods murder you."

Caleb's mouth quirked. "Probably."

"Definitely." I traced a finger down his sternum. "He made you promise not to look at me sideways, didn't he?"

"Something like that."

"And now you've looked at me very sideways." I bit my lip. "Multiple times. In multiple positions."

He laughed. Full and deep. The sound vibrated through me.

"Worth it." His hand slid down my spine. Cupped my ass. "Totally worth it."

"You say that now." I shifted. Straddled his hips. "Wait until he finds out you defiled his baby sister."

His eyes darkened. "Defiled?"

"Corrupted. Ravished. Thoroughly debauched." I rolled my hips. Felt him hardening beneath me. "Take your pick."

"Christ, Jenna." His grip tightened. "You can't say things like that and expect me to—"

I kissed him. Swallowed whatever protest he'd been forming.

When I pulled back, his pupils had blown wide.

"Round two?" I reached between us. Wrapped my fingers around him. "Or are you too old for that?"

"Too old?" He flipped us. Pinned my wrists above my head in one smooth motion. "I'll show you old."

But I twisted free. Pushed him back down.

"My turn." I positioned myself above him. Sank down slowly. Inch by deliberate inch.

His head fell back. "Fuck."

The stretch felt different this time. Still intense. But my body knew him now. Welcomed him.

I started to move. Slow at first. Testing the angle. Finding what made us both gasp.

"That's it." His hands gripped my hips. Guided me. "Take what you need."

I did.

Rode him hard and fast. Chased the pleasure building in my core. His thumb found my clit. Circled. Pressed.

The orgasm hit without warning. Sharp and bright and perfect.

I cried out his name.

He thrust up once. Twice. Then followed me over with a groan that sounded like a prayer.

I collapsed onto his chest. Both of us gasping. Both trembling.

"Okay." I pressed my lips to his collarbone. "Now I'm done glowing. Now I'm dead."

His laugh shook both of us. "Same."

We lay tangled together. Heartbeats gradually slowing. Breathing returning to normal.

"So." I traced patterns on his chest. "When Dylan comes home and finds out, should I start writing my will now or—"

"I'll handle Dylan."

"You say that with a lot of confidence for a man who just violated bro code in the worst possible way."

"Best possible way." He kissed my forehead. "And yeah. He'll be pissed. But he'll get over it."

"Will he though?" I lifted my head. "Because I'm pretty sure there's a subsection in the Marine handbook specifically about not sleeping with your buddy's sister."

"Probably." His fingers traced my spine. "Don't care."

Something soft and dangerous bloomed in my chest. Hope, maybe. Or something bigger.

"You're insane."

"About you? Yeah." He pulled me down for another kiss. "Completely."

I wanted to argue. To point out all the ways this could go wrong. All the complications waiting for us.

But exhaustion pulled at my edges. Warm and heavy and impossible to fight.

"Stay," he murmured.

"I'm literally on top of you. Where would I go?"

"I mean it." His arms tightened around me. "Stay."

So I did.

__________________________________________________________________________
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