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Erica

"We cant,"

"We can! She is asleep,"

"Are you sure?"

"Yes"

I heard the voices.  Then nothing. Only muffled sounds. A mattress shrieked. Then Megan moaned.

With another soft moan, my eyes opened. I saw the black. It was dark in my best friends room, but a low lit security light from somewhere outside was enough for me to make out a few silhouettes in the room.

I was sleeping on a sleeper couch, my back towards her bed that stood right under the window and the source of light.

"Get on top of me,"

The masculine voice was course, even in his whisper. It also sounded familiar.

"No.” Megan said.  “I do not want to wake Erica. And you know it hurts me when I am on top,"

Megan sounded out of breath.

"Okay, but I need you to suck it first."

"Is she still asleep? Can you see" Megan asked.

"Yes, she is a pretty little thing. Always liked how she looked"

"Hey, get your eyes off her, and onto me." Megan said. She made a soft slap, followed by a whispered “Oops,” and a few giggles.

I could not believe it. Where they doing it next to me? My heart raced. Suddenly, every movement was audible – almost on a sensitive overdrive - and then a male voice moaned. As quiet as I could I first turned on my back - with my eyes closed I listened.

"Stop. Did she turn?" Megan asked, “If she wakes up…”

"Yes, but she is still asleep, come on stop worrying about her. I need to fuck you at least twice before the sun is up."

The slapping sounds continued. Long. And had all the right moan ingredients to make it authentic. They were doing it! Next to me! How on earth they thought they were quiet was beyond me.

I then made another turn, and once I was on my side facing them I opened my eyes. And shut the immediately again. For some ambiguous reason, I wanted to see the man my best friend was fucking. I knew Megan was experienced. She was a self-proclaimed college slut and wore the tag with pride. But even before college, in high school she had all the conquests and all the men I dreamed about. I always thought college would be different. That somehow she – maybe I – would change, but it did not. Megan had the sexual appetite of five football teams. Although we were not college roommates - and thank God for that - I always was intrigued in the ease she was able to scout and then take men home. For most of them to return.

"Shit," Megan whispered, "Erica is now on her side."

"So?"

Megan paused, "I do not know if I want her to see us."

It made me feel good that Megan was concerned about me. See that was the other part of my best and oldest friend. She was also my protector. When the few boyfriends I had crushed my heart, she was the one that mended it all together, and used her five foot, petite frame to sucker punch the bastard.

I heard a rumble and opened my eyes. Before me, a muscular shadow turned Megan around on the bed. She moaned and caressed her fingers over her small cup sized breasts. He lifted his torso as he spread her legs wide.

And in that second my eyes widen.

I was not a virgin, but was sure some nuns had more sexual experience and had seen more cocks than me. But experienced or not. The shadow held a cock as large as the distance from my elbow to the tips of my fingers – and I always had longer arms than others. Where the shadow managed to hide that thing during the day was beyond me.

"She is asleep," he said.

And stared straight into my eyes.

The shock of being caught send quakes of fear through my body and for some reason I did not close my eyes. It looked straight at him.

"Are you sure?" Megan panted and ran her hands over his athletic buttocks, pulling him in towards her.

"Very much so," he said and caught my eyes again, a sly grin planted over his face.

It was then that I recognized him.

Brad.

Megan's step-brother. For so many years our little tormenter.

He glared at me and slowly took his python in his hands. Megan moaned as he danced the tip over her folds. And for some reason my own body started to respond in a rush of lust. Why, I had no idea. I have known Brad for as long as I can remember, and everything about him irritated me. From being a year younger than us and still a cocky high school senior, to always looking at me with lust. I knew he was sculpted like a Greek god, but never knew what he packed below. Nor that he and Megan were lovers.

Then again, Megan had more lovers than the stars of all the reality shows combined.

Brad kissed Megan and slowly pushed himself away and over her small frame. Megan took hold of his cock, and it was clear she could not close her hand around the steel shafted girth. Then he thrust into her.

I became wet between my legs as Megan arched her back, and a deep moan left her lips. Involuntary my hands, moved in-between my own thighs.

Brad glanced at me again, but this time I shut my eyes and felt the pleasure as my fingers circled my wet clit, imagining the massive cock trying to push through my tightness. I did not wait long as a strong orgasm shot through my body.

Still gasping, I listened to Megan’s moans of pleasure – or was it pain? I refused to open my eyes when she begged him not to go to deep. Brad grunted. Megan made a deeply whispered sigh.

Then there was silence.

"Fuck little brother you know how to make a girl go," Megan said and immediately whispered when she realized she was speaking in her normal voice. "Shit, Erica."

"She was asleep the whole time," Brad whispered.

My eyes were still closed as my heart pounded in my chest. I was on my back. Too afraid to move. Disgusted with what I witnessed and also what I did.

"But like I said before," Brad continued "I want to fill you up more before the sun rises."

"We cannot, I cannot let Erica see us. She will be leaving tomorrow and then Nick is coming over. Don’t want any awkward moments there. By the way, your girlfriend is coming over."

“Come to my room?” Brad said.

There was a pause, “No,” Megan said, “Sorry, bro, this was it.”

“I won’t see you again for months.”

“Sorry, now get out of here before she wakes.”

Brad did not protest further. He kissed Megan and stood up from the bed. A soft breeze struck my face as he strolled past me. When he opened the door, I opened my eyes again. Only to find Brad again staring at me. The same grin planted on his face. When my eyes drifted to his mid-section I saw his erect cock. Massive and ready.

Brad closed the door.

* * *

I listen as Megan drifted away. However the slumber decided not to visit me again. Instead, every time I closed my eyes I saw Brad. Naked. And by the door, smirking at me. Disgusted, I turned on my back and flipped a streak of raven hair from my face. Although he irked me, I knew I should have never masturbated, but in that moment, seeing the athletic body ravaging my best friend, lust took me over the top.

I tossed and turned a few more times as the minutes slowly passed away. Outside the night was losing its fight against the pending day and birds were chirping irritating songs.

Finally, I sat up. I glanced towards Megan. She was lightly snoring and the sound lifted some of the tension I felt in my stomach. Even though I was scared that Brad would tell the world of my indiscretion, I decided to leave it. Besides, I had more on him than he would ever have on me. And I am sure his late night visits with his step-sister was a far bigger taboo.

I sighed and stood up from the sleeper couch. I stretched my back, took my shoulder length hair and tied it in a rough ponytail. I tucked the tank top in a better position, just in case Megan’s parents were already up. However I doubted it. They came in very late from a dinner with friends.

Carefully - not to disturb Megan - I opened the door and stepped into the hall. For some reason I looked up and down as if I was crossing a busy road. When the door gave a soft click behind me I tiptoed the few yards towards the bathroom.

There was a bite of coldness in the air as I sat down on the toilet. My night apparel was skimpy to say the least, but the decision to come to Megan’s home for thanksgiving was spontaneous. Few seconds later I splashed my face with lukewarm water and stared myself down in the mirror. Like most women, I never thought myself pretty, although my few conquests disagreed. Besides my raven hair, the oval green eyes with long lashes were my favorite features. I was in fair shape, in fact better than fair, since my tennis scholarship paid for my college tuition. One more splash later I decided it was time to get down to the kitchen and help myself to something to drink.

I had no trouble navigating the house in the dark. I closed the kitchen door to ensure I don’t disturb anyone. Once inside I flicked on the light. The sudden jolt of white sharpness took my eyes by surprise.

But the sudden hand over my mouth from behind took me with horrified surprise. I moaned underneath rapid breaths as my eyes widen. Struck with fear, my body was unable to fight, unable to react in the many ways I have seen and been taught. Just when, my heart pumped more blood through me than my breaths could supply with oxygen, the hand released its grip over my mouth.

“I thought it was you.”

I pulled away. Anger replaced the terror, “Fuck! Brad! Why!”

Brad shot his finger to his mouth, “Quiet. Do you want to wake up the house?”

“Maybe I should! God! I mean maybe your parents would like to know what a jack-ass their son is!” I was blind with furry. Then I saw it. “O my God Brad! You are naked!”

My words had no effect on him. Instead, without a word his large muscular frame rushed me and in seconds I was pinned – with my hands stretched above my head – against the wall next to the refrigerator. His ripped upper body, pressed against me as his warm breath tickled the sport between my neck and ear.

“I thought you liked what you saw?” he said, a hard stubble over his youthful skin.

My body shook. And with a dry voice I said, “Please let me go.” Still I was not fighting.

He pressed himself up against me as the massive log between his legs erected in the process. The tip pushed against my thighs, trying to carve a way to my folds. I was soaking wet and had no idea why.

Brad whispered, “I do not believe you. I saw you earlier. Playing with yourself.” 

He let go of my hands. Deliberately he brushed his free hands over my neck and down over my breast. My nipples were hard, yearning with lust. Animalistic he entered the rim of my shorts, and ran over my soaking folds, pressing as hard as he could to force the tightness open. I gasped as he pressed his index finger into me.

“Like that. I saw you do it like that,” Brad murmured.

There was no fight in me. My body followed his movement as he circled and presses, rough like I have never experienced it before. His breathing became deep, almost growling as I sensed his want and lust for me.

Without a word he picked me up and pressed me towards his mouth. Our lips met and calmed the thirst in our mouths. Brad new exactly how to kiss.

He hitched up my tank top, revealing my breasts. They were flawless in shape and a marble to the eye and silken to the graze of his fingertips. Possessed he dove into them with a force that both hurt and gave instant pleasure. All the while his finger was still building up pleasure inside me. 

Brad stopped, circled his touch around my nipples and watched how my breathing became shallow. Then, he took his hand out of me and stroked my face as I felt my own wetness against my skin. He kissed his way from my lips to the top of my shorts and with one forceful pull he ripped them clean off.

“We can’t,” I tried to protest. My answer was silence as his tongue stroked over the wetness between my thighs. Everything inside me shook when Brad started to circle my clit. At first it was slow. But soon I realized nothing is ever slow with Brad. He picked me up and placed me on top of the kitchen table, my legs dangling over the edge. Then his face dove into me. With every suck, flick and kiss, shivers of pleasure groped through my body.

My knees brushed against his cock and suddenly I was aware of his size. But I wanted it. Even if it ripped me open. 

Brad’s shoulders rubbed against the inside of my thighs, With his increased rhythm, he slammed his shoulder against my right leg, spreading my thighs wider apart, and he pulled his mouth from my vagina.

“I love it shaven,” he whispered, my juices wet around his mouth.

He took me by the hand and lifted me up towards him. Then he guided my fingers around his cock. Slowly, he lifted me of the table and while standing pressed me down towards his shaft.

I had never given head. But for some reason, the act of being forced made me wetter. Hungrily, I licked the tip of his large circumcised cock, licking the fold between the skin and the head. Brad groaned in pleasure, and I responded flicking my tongue faster.

“Slow down,” he ordered. “Do it slowly.”

I obliged and circled my tongue around his folds. Gently kissing what felt like an enormous pear. Between my legs juices escaped down my inner thighs.

“Put it in your mouth.”

I did as I was told.

But when he pressed himself past my wet lips, I had a sudden fear of suffocation. However, for the first time Brad was gentle, allowing me to keep the rhythm and pace. Soon my mouth was able to stretch over his majestic massiveness and taste the manliness of him. My hands worked the rest of his shaft.

“I am going to come,” Brad announced.

I did not stop.

And within seconds he filled my mouth with his salty delight. It was a first for me, something I always found repulsing when girlfriends told me about their conquests. But the taste of Brad was wonderful.

He groaned a few more times and just when I thought or session was over, he lifted me up back on the table. His mouth was hungry for my neck and breasts, sucking, licking and dampening every inch of my skin.

His tongue rolled over the hard flesh of my nipple in tiny circles and then he planted his lips over it, sucking it hard into his hot mouth. I groaned as his fingers found its way back inside me.

Brad locked his hands over my naked buttocks and kneaded my soft flesh in his hands, gradually growing harder at the thought of penetrating me.

He pulled me further onto the table. My body quivered at his hard, deep kisses. It was not hard enough to split my lip, but fierce enough to hurt. I pushed my lean body against the hard, defined muscle that weighed me down and ran my long nails down his sides and gripped his ass. Brad grunted as I suggestively pulled him against me, opening my long legs for him and gyrating my hips to find the head of his cock and pressed it against my pulsating folds.

My whole body shivered underneath him, but he pushed me down, teasing my body by stroking his cock over the wetness of my folds.

“Please,” I found myself begging.

That was all Brad wanted to hear.

I caught my breath violently as he sank deep into my tight passage with one stroke, ripping me open. The sudden jolt of pain was more than I expected, and I cried out.  His hips rushed with heat as his rock hard shaft impaled me.  I tried to kiss him, but instead he ran his mouth over my breast, biting deep the soft flesh above my nipple. More pain rocked my body, but to my amazement it swept the pain away from my thighs.

Brad panted. My pussy locked tightly around his cock and sucked him off with every thrust. Brad could not play games any longer, and he kissed me with surrender, lashing his tongue inside my lips and plunging his erection into my beckoning warmth.

I moaned repetitively under his ramming, and he fisted my hair in his hand as he pulled me up against him. His other hand cupped my ass and picked me up, pumping in and out of me like a possessed demon. His python struck my pelvic bone and new cocktail of pain and pleasure filled me. I was a virgin all over again as I felt warm blood dripping from my pussy. But Brad did not stop. Neither did I want him to.

Still entwined and me painfully resting on his hips, he moved back and sat down on a chair.

I immediately found myself on top of the tree trunk, and instinctively thought of Megan earlier the evening where she refused to be on top of Brad. Slowly, he pushed inside me. It felt as if someone shoved a telephone pole inside me.

As tears of pain and pleasure, swelled in my eyes my parched mouth opened. Only, for Brad to latch his hand over it. Behind his cupped pressure, I cried. Each thrust was more throbbing than the previous as he continued to pump quicker and deeper.

I felt him swell.

And then the pain stopped. For some reason the minute border line between pleasure and pain was breached. I stepped over the line. And the pole no longer shattered the nerve-endings inside me. It ignited it.

He wiggled my head away from his hands and cupped my hands behind his neck. Our eyes met. There was lust, pleasure and dreaminess inside his pupils as hi started to ride him. I refused to break the contact. And with each stroke, another part of my lower body became numb.

Brad breathed deeper. He tried to lift me up again, but I slowed the pace. Helpless he sank deeper in the chair as I lifted myself slowly to the top of his cock. And then slid down the length.

His penis shot to another stiffness. The same sensation I felt in my mouth. My body was close to climaxing, so I did it once more. And as he grabbed hold of my body, convulsing deep inside me, I exploded in a rage of pleasure.

We sat in that position until our breathing normalized. I felt his cock defuse and knew that sex would never be same for me again. I wanted more of him, and more of the thing he held between his legs.

“I am going back to my dorm today,” I whispered in his ear. “I need a ride.”

Brad smiled, “At your service.”
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Ava

1

I clutch my campus map, creased from being folded and unfolded twenty times since I got off the bus. My suitcase wheels catch on every crack in the sidewalk as students stream past me in confident packs. They all seem to know where they're going, who they're meeting, what they're doing.

I know exactly none of those things.

The university sprawls before me like a small city, all red brick and limestone with buildings that have actual names instead of numbers. Back home, we had one high school. One grocery store. One everything. Here, there are three different coffee shops within eyesight of where I'm standing.

My phone buzzes. Mom again.

Have you checked in yet? Send pics of your roommate!

I tuck the phone back into my pocket. No need to worry her yet.

The residence hall looms ahead—Richardson Hall, my home for the next year. I take a deep breath and drag my suitcase up the steps, joining the line of freshmen waiting to check in. Everyone around me chatters excitedly, comparing hometowns and majors. I tap my pen against my thigh, a nervous habit I can't seem to break.

"Name?" The student behind the check-in table looks bored, her blonde hair pulled into a messy bun. A senior, probably, who drew the short straw for move-in day duty.

"Ava Greene." I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, trying to look more put-together than I feel.

She runs her finger down a list, flips the page, runs her finger down again. Frowns.

"Greene... Greene... I don't see you on here."

My stomach drops. "I should be. I got my assignment email last month. Room 312."

She clicks through a computer. "312 is occupied by Tran and Rodriguez." Another click. "Are you sure you're in Richardson? Maybe you're in Westmoreland?"

"No, I—" I fumble for my phone, pulling up the email. "See? Richardson Hall, Room 312."

The girl squints at my screen. "That email's from June. Didn't you get the updated one?"

My mouth goes dry. "Updated one?"

"Yeah, they had to reassign some people when they closed the east wing for renovations. Everyone should have gotten a notification." She gives me a look that's half pity, half annoyance. "You should check with Housing Services. They're in Dalton Building."

"Where's that?" My voice comes out small.

She points vaguely across the quad. "Other side of campus."

I nod, swallowing hard, and wheel my suitcase back outside. The afternoon sun beats down as I drag everything across the sprawling campus, sweat gathering at my hairline, my oversized cardigan suddenly too warm. The campus map becomes more confusing with every glance.

By the time I find Dalton Building, the Housing Services office is crowded with other confused students. I take a number—47—and slump into a chair. They're currently serving number 19.

My phone battery blinks red—15% left. Of course I forgot my charger in my backpack, which is buried somewhere in my suitcase. I should text Mom, but what would I say? Hey, turns out I might be homeless on my first day of college. No big deal!

I open my journal instead, the worn leather familiar in my hands. I write: First day of college. Currently without a room, a roommate, or a clue.

Number 28 gets called. I close my eyes and try not to panic. This is fine. This is just a small setback. The kind of story I'll laugh about someday.

If I survive today.
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I've been sitting in this plastic chair for almost an hour, watching the digital counter tick up with glacial slowness. My journal pages are filled with anxious doodles—spirals that start tight and spin outward until they consume the whole margin. My phone died twenty minutes ago.

Number 42 flashes on the screen. Still five people ahead of me.

The girl next to me gets called and practically skips to the counter. When she leaves, she's beaming. Must be nice.

I slump further into my chair, pulling my cardigan tighter around me even though the office is stuffy. My stomach growls. I haven't eaten since the granola bar on the bus this morning.

"You look like you're having the day from hell."

I glance up. A girl with a Housing Services badge is leaning against the wall beside me. She has bright purple hair and the kind of confidence I've spent nineteen years trying to manufacture.

"That obvious?" I manage.

"You've been strangling that pen for the past hour." She nods at my white-knuckled grip. "Let me guess—reassignment disaster?"

I nod.

"They're not going to have anything decent left," she says, lowering her voice. "All the dorms are overbooked. They're putting people in converted lounges and study rooms."

My chest tightens. "So what am I supposed to do?"

She glances around, then slides into the empty seat beside me. "Look, I'm not supposed to do this, but..." She tears a piece of paper from her notepad and scribbles something down. "My friend Luka has a spare room in his flat. Off-campus, but it's only a ten-minute walk. He's been looking for a roommate since his last one graduated."

I stare at the paper she's pressing into my palm. An address.

"It's cheap, clean, and way better than whatever converted broom closet they'll stick you with here." She nods toward the counter. "Luka's cool. He's an architecture grad student. Keeps to himself mostly. Also something for the eye, and if you're into that sort of thing, he does not pack light…"

"I—I don't know." I bite my lip, trying to ignore her last sentence, "Is it... safe?"

She smiles. "I wouldn't send you there if it wasn't. Look, you don't have to decide now. But housing here is a nightmare, and it's only going to get worse." She stands as someone calls her name. "Just think about it. Tell him Zoe sent you."

Before I can thank her, she's gone, disappearing behind a door marked "Staff Only."

I stare at the address in my hand. Maple Street. I've never met this Luka person. I've never lived with a guy who wasn't related to me. Mom would freak out.

Number 46 flashes on the screen.

I'm next, but suddenly I'm not sure I want to hear what they have to offer. The thought of being crammed into some converted study lounge with three other girls, or worse, being told there's nothing available at all...

I look down at the address again. A real room. Walking distance. Cheap.

My number flashes. It's my turn.

I stuff the paper in my pocket and wheel my suitcase toward the exit instead.

Twenty minutes and one campus map consultation later, I'm standing on Maple Street, counting down house numbers. The neighborhood is quiet, tree-lined, with old houses divided into student apartments. Number 42 is a blue two-story with a small porch. The paint is peeling around the windows, but there are actual flowers in the window boxes.

I drag my suitcase up the steps, my heart hammering against my ribs.

What am I doing? This is crazy. I should go back.

But where?

I take a deep breath and knock.
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The door swings open, and my rehearsed introduction evaporates from my mind.

He's—

Oh.

The guy standing in the doorway isn't wearing a shirt. At all. Just low-hanging jeans that reveal a perfect V-shape disappearing beneath the denim. His chest and abs are sculpted like something from a fitness magazine, all lean muscle and smooth skin with a light dusting of dark hair trailing down his stomach. His shoulders are broad, tapering to a narrow waist. He's barefoot, one arm braced against the doorframe, blocking out the sun behind him.

I force my eyes upward.

His face isn't any less overwhelming. Dark hair falls across his forehead in artful disarray. He has the kind of bone structure that makes cheekbones cast actual shadows, and his eyes—startlingly blue against olive skin—are fixed directly on mine, bright with amusement.

"Can I help you?" His voice carries an accent I can't place, rich and musical.

"I—" My voice comes out as a squeak. I clear my throat. "Zoe. From Housing. She said you might have a room?" The sentence curves up at the end, a question I didn't mean to ask.

His eyebrows lift, and a slow smile spreads across his face. "You're looking for a place to stay?"

I nod, clutching my suitcase handle so hard my knuckles turn white.

"And Housing sent you here?" He laughs, the sound warm and easy. "That's new."

"Not officially," I clarify, words tumbling out too fast. "Zoe just mentioned it. As an option. Because there's nothing on campus. But I can go back if—"

"Relax." He steps back, gesturing for me to come inside. "I'm Luka. Luka Marin."

"Ava," I manage. "Ava Greene."

I wheel my suitcase over the threshold, hyper-aware of how close I have to stand to him to pass through the doorway. He smells like cedar and something citrusy.

"So, Ava Greene," he says, closing the door behind me. "What brings you to my doorstep besides Zoe's meddling?"

"Freshman year. My dorm flooded. Or something." I'm staring at the floor, at his bare feet with their long toes and a small tattoo on his ankle I can't make out. "They're overbooked."

"Ah, the annual housing crisis." He moves past me into a small but bright living room. "Welcome to the rescue boat."

I hover awkwardly by the door, taking in the space. It's surprisingly clean. Minimalist furniture, lots of plants, architectural drawings pinned to one wall.

"You're an architecture student?" I ask, nodding toward the drawings.

"Third year master's." He leans against the kitchen counter. "I'm from Croatia originally. Exchange program that turned permanent."

That explains the accent.

"And you?" he asks.

"English Lit. First year." I shift my weight. "I've never lived off-campus before. Or with—" I stop myself.

"A guy?" His eyes crinkle at the corners. "Don't worry. I'm very domesticated."

The evidence of his shirtless state suggests otherwise, but I just nod.

"The room's down the hall," he says. "It's small, but it's private. Shared bathroom. Kitchen's communal." He gestures vaguely. "Rent's due first of the month. I don't care about noise, mess, or guests as long as they're respectful."

I blink at how quickly this is happening. "So... I can stay?"

He studies me for a moment, then nods. "Just don't steal my coffee. That's a dealbreaker."

For the first time since arriving on campus, I feel my shoulders relax. "I don't even drink coffee."

Luka grins. "Then we'll get along just fine, Ava Greene."
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Luka gives me a quick tour of the apartment. The bathroom is small but clean, with mismatched towels hanging from hooks. The kitchen opens to the living room in one continuous space. And then there's my room—previously a home office, he explains. It's small but with enough space for a twin mattress on a low frame and a small desk under the window.

"It's perfect," I say, and mean it.

"I'll let you settle in." He hesitates at the doorway. "Hungry?"

I haven't eaten since the granola bar on the bus this morning, but admitting that feels too vulnerable. "A little."

"I'll make something."

When he leaves, I exhale for what feels like the first time since arriving. I unpack methodically, lining up my books on the windowsill, tucking clothes into the narrow dresser. I make the bed with the sheets I brought from home, smoothing the corners with careful precision. When I hang my constellation poster above the bed, the room starts to feel like mine.

My journal comes out last. I write a quick entry—Living with a stranger. A male stranger. A very attractive male stranger—then close it, feeling my cheeks heat up even though no one's here to read my thoughts.

The smell of garlic and butter draws me back to the kitchen. Luka stands at the stove, still shirtless, stirring something in a pot. He's put on music—something with guitars and foreign lyrics that fills the apartment with a melancholy energy.

"Who is this?" I ask, leaning against the doorframe.

"Detour. Croatian band." He glances over his shoulder. "You like it?"

I nod. The music feels like rain on windows, like something secret and sad.

"Just simple noodles with butter and cheese," he says, nodding toward the pot. "Student cuisine."

"Smells amazing." I hover uncertainly until he points to a cabinet.

"Plates are there. Help yourself to whatever."

We eat at the small table tucked against the window. Outside, students stream past, laughing and shouting. In here, it's just the music and the sound of forks against ceramic.

"So, Ava from English Lit." He leans back in his chair. "What brings you to this university?"

"Scholarship," I say, twirling noodles around my fork. "And it's far from home."

"Ah, escape. I understand that." His smile is knowing. "I came here because I wanted to see if American buildings were as ugly as they seem in movies."

"And?"

"Worse." He laughs. "But there's something honest about it. In Europe, everything is so old, so deliberate. Here, it's all function over form."

He talks about architecture with unexpected poetry, describing buildings like they're living things. I find myself watching his hands as he gestures, the way his fingers trace shapes in the air.

"Sorry," he says, catching me staring. "I get carried away."

"No, it's interesting." I look down at my plate. "I've never been to Europe."

"You should go. Croatia has the best coastline in the world. Clear water, white stone cities. My family has a small boat. Nothing fancy, but—" He shrugs. "Freedom."

When he talks about home, his accent deepens, becomes more musical. I wonder what it would be like to feel that connected to a place.

"What about you? What's your home like?" he asks.

"Small. Quiet." I push the last noodle around my plate. "Nothing special."

"I doubt that." His eyes find mine, hold for a beat too long. "People who notice sad music usually come from interesting places."

I don't know what to say to that, so I just offer a small smile and take our plates to the sink.

"Leave them," he says. "I'll do it later."

In the soft kitchen light, with the foreign music playing and the night pressing against the windows, I feel strangely safe—even as something flutters nervously in my chest when he smiles at me.


5

Two nights pass in a blur of campus tours and syllabus reviews. I'm settling into a routine—coffee in the morning, a nod to Luka if we cross paths, then off to classes. Tonight, I'm curled in bed with my literature assignment, struggling to focus on Austen's prose when I hear the front door open.

Luka's voice, followed by feminine laughter. Low murmurs in the hallway, then the distinct sound of his bedroom door closing.

I try to return to my reading, but the words blur together as new sounds filter through the thin wall separating our rooms. Soft giggles. The creak of his bed. A woman's voice, breathless and eager.

My cheeks burn. I should put in earbuds. I should go for a walk. I should do anything but lie here, listening.

But I don't move.

The sounds grow more intense—gasps, the rhythmic protest of bedsprings, Luka's voice dropping to a growl I haven't heard before. Something hot and unfamiliar coils in my stomach.

I close my eyes, and suddenly it's not some stranger with him—it's me. His hands on my skin. His mouth against my neck.

My hand slides beneath my pajama shorts before I can stop myself. I think of the one awkward time in high school with Jake Miller—fumbling, disappointing, over in minutes. Nothing like the passionate sounds coming through the wall.

The woman moans loudly, and I bite my lip to stay silent as my fingers move faster. In my mind, it's Luka above me, Luka whispering in that accent, Luka's hands instead of my own.

When the release comes, it crashes through me at the same moment a final cry sounds from the other room. I lie there, breathing hard, shame and satisfaction warring in my chest.

Minutes pass. My heartbeat slows. Thirst scratches at my throat.

I slip out of bed, easing my door open just enough to check if the coast is clear. But through the narrow gap, I freeze.

Luka walks naked toward the kitchen, all lean muscle and golden skin in the dim light. My eyes widen, traveling down his body to—

Oh.

There is a python dangling between his legs where a normal dude's cock would be. Granted I haven't seen many in real life—just the occasional medical textbook diagram and one unfortunate incident with my cousin's laptop search history—but even for a novice like me, it is crystal clear that Luka is blessed beyond reasonable measure. The kind of endowment that explains the confidence, the swagger in his walk. The kind that makes me suddenly understand why his previous hookup was so vocal. I feel my face flame hot enough to trigger smoke alarms, but I can't look away. Some primal part of my brain is doing rapid calculations, wondering how something like that could possibly... work.

I can't look away, even as I know I should. Then his companion appears, wrapped in his sheets, hair wild around her shoulders. She wraps her arms around him from behind, and he turns, lifting her against the refrigerator in one fluid motion. Their bodies connect, urgent and unashamed.

My breath catches audibly.

Luka's head turns. Our eyes lock.

As our eyes meet, Luka's rhythm doesn't falter. If anything, he pumps harder, his hips driving into the woman with a newfound intensity. Her moans grow louder, her nails digging into his bare back. "It hurts," she gasps, "it's too big."

Luka doesn't break eye contact with me as he slows down just enough to draw out her pleasure. A smirk tugs at his lips as he watches my cheeks flush even redder. Then, as if he can read my thoughts, he grinds against her in a way that makes the woman's eyes roll back in ecstasy.

"Oh, Luka," she moans, and I can't help but wonder if that was ever meant to be my name on his lips.

He waits until she convulses around him before he finally releases himself with a soft grunt. The woman collapses against him, spent and panting.

My heart races as I stumble backward into my room, slamming the door shut behind me. My chest heaves as adrenaline courses through my veins. What just happened? Why did I stay? And why does part of me want to open that door again?

Their voices filter through the wall—laughter and soft goodbyes—and then the front door closes behind her. Silence settles over the apartment like a thick fog.

I slide to the floor, pulling my knees to my chest as I try to process what just happened. Luka knows I saw him now; there's no way he didn't see me staring like an idiot with my jaw on the floor. What will we say tomorrow? How do we possibly look each other in the eye after this?
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A week passes like we're playing some bizarre game of chicken. Who will break first and mention what happened? Not me. Definitely not Luka.

If anything, he's more casual around me now. Walking around in just a towel. Leaving his bedroom door open when he changes. Making suggestive jokes over breakfast that leave me stammering and red-faced.

"Sleep well last night, Ava?" he asks each morning with that knowing smirk.

I've never been more confused in my life.

Friday night arrives with the thump of bass and laughter filtering through my closed door. Luka's having people over—"just a small thing," he'd said earlier, inviting me to join. I declined, using homework as an excuse.

The truth is I can't handle watching him charm a roomful of people, can't risk seeing him select tonight's companion while I stand awkwardly in the corner clutching a red cup.

So I stay barricaded in my room, trying to focus on my biology textbook while voices rise and fall outside. Someone plays guitar badly. A girl's laughter cuts through—high, flirtatious. I turn up my music and try not to picture Luka's smile, the way his eyes crinkle at the corners.

By midnight, the apartment quiets. I hear Luka saying goodbyes, then the front door closing. Silence settles like dust.

I must have fallen asleep because a heavy knock jolts me awake. My phone reads 2:17 AM.

Another knock, more insistent.

"Coming," I call, wrapping my cardigan tighter as I shuffle to the door.

When I open it, my stomach drops. Luka leans against the doorframe, one eye swelling, lip split, shirt torn at the collar. Blood trickles from a cut above his eyebrow.

"What happened?" I gasp, instinctively reaching for him.

He winces as my fingers brush his arm. "Some guys. Walking Tomas home." His accent thickens with pain. "They took my wallet. Not a big deal."

But it is a big deal. His confident posture is gone, replaced by something vulnerable I've never seen in him before.

"Come in," I say, guiding him to the couch. My hands shake as I grab the first aid kit from under the bathroom sink. All the awkwardness between us evaporates, replaced by urgent concern.

He sits silently as I clean the cut, his eyes fixed on my face. I try to keep my breathing steady, try not to think about how close we are, how his breath warms my wrist as I dab antiseptic on his brow.

"You're good at this," he murmurs.

"My mom's a nurse," I explain, focusing on the task rather than the blue of his eyes. "Hold still."

"I'm fine," Luka says, wincing as I press a clean gauze to his eyebrow. "You should see the other guys."

"I'm sure they're terrified," I reply, not buying his bravado for a second.

His attempt at a smile turns into a grimace. "Three against one. Not fair odds."

I tape the bandage in place, my fingers lingering on his temple. The apartment is silent except for our breathing and the distant hum of the refrigerator.

"Thank you," he says finally, his voice softer than I've ever heard it. "I don't usually... this isn't..." He trails off, looking away. The confident Luka I know seems to have vanished, replaced by someone younger, less certain.

He clears his throat. "I know you saw me. The other night."

My hand freezes mid-air. Heat floods my face.

"With Julia," he continues. "Against the fridge."

I should be mortified. Should be stammering excuses or fleeing to my room. Instead, I meet his eyes directly for the first time since that night.

"You make me nervous," I admit, the words tumbling out before I can stop them.

His eyebrows lift slightly, then he winces at the movement. "I make you nervous? Why?"

"You know why."

He studies me, then a slow smile spreads across his face despite his split lip. "Did you like what you saw?"

My pulse quickens. Yes. God yes. I liked it so much I haven't slept properly since. I liked it so much I've replayed it in my head every night, imagining his hands on me instead. Hes massive cock stretching me open. How scared and intrigued I am at the same time.

But he's hurt and vulnerable, and this isn't the time. I stand up.

"You need something for the pain," I say, heading to the kitchen. I return with water and ibuprofen. "Here."

He takes the pills without argument, which tells me he's hurting more than he lets on. When he leans back against the couch cushions, I hesitate, then sit beside him.

"Rest," I whisper.

Slowly, carefully, he shifts until his head rests in my lap. My breath catches. I stay perfectly still until his breathing deepens, then tentatively run my fingers through his dark hair.

His eyes flutter closed. "That feels nice," he murmurs.

I continue the gentle motion, watching as the tension leaves his face. Within minutes, he's asleep, heavy and warm against me.
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Morning sunlight filters through the blinds, painting stripes across Luka's sleeping face. I haven't moved all night, afraid to disturb him. My legs went numb hours ago, but I don't care.

His eyes flutter open, confusion crossing his features before recognition settles in. He winces as he sits up.

"You stayed," he says, voice rough with sleep.

I shrug, trying to appear casual despite the intimacy of waking up together. "You needed rest."

He touches the bandage on his forehead, then looks at me with an expression I can't quite read. "Thank you, Ava."

Something shifts between us after that night. The awkwardness dissolves, replaced by a quiet understanding. When I make coffee the next morning, I pour him a cup without asking. He accepts it with a small smile, our fingers brushing during the exchange.

"Your coffee's not bad," he admits, which from Luka feels like high praise.

That evening, he brings home groceries and calls me to the kitchen. "I'm making dinner," he announces. "Real food, not those noodles."

I watch him chop vegetables, his movements precise despite his bruised knuckles. He talks about his latest architecture project, occasionally asking about my classes. The conversation flows easier than before.

The next day, I find a sticky note on the bathroom mirror: "You left your shampoo in the shower. It smells like coconut. I like it." Such a small thing, but I can't stop smiling.

By Friday evening, we've established a rhythm. I'm curled on the couch with a book when Luka appears, holding a bowl of popcorn.

"Movie?" he suggests. "My pick tonight."

I nod, tucking my legs under me to make room. He sits closer than necessary, the length of his thigh pressing against mine. Neither of us moves away.

The film is some foreign drama with subtitles. I try to focus, but I'm hyperaware of every movement he makes—the rise and fall of his chest, the warmth radiating from his skin.

"Why do you do it?" I ask suddenly, the question escaping before I can stop it.

He turns, eyebrow raised. "Do what?"

"Bring different women home. Sleep with them and never call again."

He considers this, not offended by my directness. "Why do you hide behind those books and journals? Why do you look away when someone notices you?"

His question catches me off guard. I stare at my hands. "I asked first."

"It's easier," he says finally. "No expectations. No disappointments." He shifts to face me. "Your turn."

"Same reason, I guess." My voice comes out small. "If people don't really see you, they can't reject you."

The movie plays on, forgotten. Luka's eyes hold mine, searching.

"Is that what you think? That no one sees you?"

I swallow hard. "Most people don't bother looking."

His hand finds mine in the darkness, fingers intertwining with deliberate slowness. "I see you, Ava."

My heart hammers against my ribs. I don't look away this time.

"I've been waiting for you to look at me the way you just did," he says softly.

Time suspends between us. The air feels charged, like the moment before lightning strikes.

"How am I looking at you?" I whisper.

"Like you're not afraid anymore."

Luka leans in, and our lips meet tentatively, as if we're both afraid to spook each other. His mouth is soft yet insistent, his breathing ragged in my ear. I relax into him, my shyness melting away like snow under the sun.

His hands roam my body, tracing the contours of my curves as if memorizing every inch of me. He undresses me slowly, savoring each button and zipper like a delicious secret. I tremble under his touch, my body on fire where he's touched me.

He kisses a trail down my neck, his lips leaving a trail of fire in their wake. He unhooks my bra with practiced ease, and it falls to the floor with a whisper. His mouth finds one aching nipple through the fabric of my camisole, and I gasp.

He looks up at me through hooded lids before tugging the camisole over my head and discarding it carelessly on the floor. His eyes drink me in — full breasts tipped with hardened peaks, stomach quivering with anticipation — but there's no judgment in them, only desire.

Luka's tongue flicks over one nipple while his fingers tease the other. My back arches involuntarily as pleasure courses through me like lightning. He chuckles softly against my skin before switching sides, lavishing equal attention on my neglected breast.

I can't take it anymore; I need more contact between us. I reach for his shirt buttons.

I can't take it anymore; I need more contact between us. I reach for his shirt buttons, trembling with anticipation. Luka doesn't protest, instead he helps me, his fingers guiding mine. The fabric falls away, revealing a chest that's even better than I imagined—sculpted abs and defined muscles that make my heart race.

He slides my panties down my legs, his eyes never leaving mine. My cheeks burn with embarrassment but he only smiles reassuringly. "You're perfect," he whispers before kissing me again, this time with more urgency.

Luka leads me to the bedroom, the one place in the apartment we haven't ventured into together yet. The room is simple but inviting—a queen-sized bed dominates the space, covered in crisp white sheets and a navy comforter. A large window overlooks the city skyline, bathing the room in moonlight.

He lays me down on the bed, his body hovering over mine as he looks into my eyes once more. "Are you sure?" he asks, his voice thick with desire but also concern.

"Yes," I breathe, more to convince myself than him. "I want this."

Luka smiles softly and leans in to kiss me again, this time with even more passion than before. His tongue explores every crevice of my mouth as if he's trying to memorize every part of me—the way my lips curve when I smile shyly or how my breath hitches when he teases a sensitive spot just right.

Luka broke the kiss, his mouth moving down my neck with deliberate heat, each contact making me tremble. His palms found my breasts, applying careful pressure while his tongue worked magic on the hardened peaks. I couldn't help pushing upward, a quiet sound escaping as warmth gathered at my core. Catching my reaction, he gave me that knowing half-smile before descending further, pressing his lips in a deliberate path across my abdomen.

His tongue found that sensitive bundle of nerves, and I jerked, clutching the bedding beneath me. Luka worked with expert precision, reading my body's responses and adjusting his approach accordingly. My pelvis rose involuntarily as the pleasure built, and within moments I teetered on the edge of release.

"Luka," I breathe, beyond words now. He answers by easing one finger inside while his mouth maintains its relentless attention. The combined stimulation overwhelms my senses; I shatter completely as his name leaves my lips, pleasure pulsing through me in powerful surges that leave me trembling. My back arches off the mattress, my fingers tangle in his dark hair, holding him there as wave after wave crashes through me. I can't think, can't breathe—can only feel. The room disappears, time stops, and there's nothing in the universe except his touch and the release that's been building since the first moment I saw him. When I finally come back to myself, gasping for air, I realize I've never been so vulnerable with anyone before. Never let anyone see me come undone so completely.

As I catch my breath, Luka moves back up and kisses me tenderly on the lips. I taste myself on his tongue, a new and intimate sensation that makes my heart race faster.

"You're amazing," I whisper between pants.

He grins mischievously before positioning himself. I feel him at my entrance, hard and ready. My body tenses slightly, he is enormous. A massive log. I surely can’t take him in. 

“I will be gentle. And you are so wet for me.” Luka takes his time. He enters slowly, carefully, watching my face for any sign of discomfort. There's pressure, but not the sharp pain I expected, apart from the stretching me open.

"Relax," he whispers in my ear, his accent thicker with desire. His hips rock back and forth in gentle, measured motions. My body yields to him, adjusting to his size as he sets a careful rhythm.

Then came the pain. My eyes widen. I take a deep breath. And soon the initial tightness fades, replaced by waves of pleasure I never knew possible. Our bodies find a natural rhythm, like we've done this dance a hundred times before.

Luka watches my face intently, his blue eyes never leaving mine, gauging every flicker of sensation. I should feel exposed under his intense gaze but instead, I feel...seen. Truly seen in a way I've never experienced before. The intimacy of being so physically joined is overwhelming, but the real vulnerability comes from the depths of his stare—as if he's committing every one of my reactions to memory. I can't look away, even if I wanted to. I'm utterly transfixed.

"You okay?" he whispers, his accent thicker now.

I nod, unable to form words.

His rhythm grows more assured as my tension melts away. With a subtle repositioning, he alters his approach, and without warning, a jolt of pleasure surges through me like a current. I catch my breath sharply, my fingertips pressing hard into the muscles of his shoulders.

"There?" he asks, a knowing smile playing at his lips.

"Yes," I breathe, arching against him.

He maintains that perfect angle, his rhythm steady and deliberate. The pressure builds again, stronger this time. I'm climbing toward something massive, something that makes my earlier orgasm seem like a mere prelude.

Luka's breathing grows ragged. His control slips as his pace quickens. One hand slides between us, his thumb finding that sensitive spot again. The dual stimulation pushes me over the edge. I cry out, not caring who might hear. My entire body pulses around him as wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me.

He follows seconds later, his body tensing as he buries his face against my neck. I feel his release, hot and pulsing inside me. For a moment, we're perfectly connected, breathing in unison.

After, he doesn't immediately pull away. He stays there, his weight pressing me into the mattress, his heartbeat thundering against my chest. His skin is slick with sweat, his hair damp at the temples. I run my fingers through it, marveling at its softness.

"That was..." I start, but words fail me.

Luka lifts his head, those blue eyes searching mine. There's something vulnerable there I haven't seen before. He brushes a strand of hair from my face with surprising tenderness.

"I know," he says simply.

We lay tangled in the sheets afterward, my head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat slow. His fingers trace lazy patterns on my back.

"You okay?" he asks softly.

I nod against his skin, too content for words. For once, I don't feel the need to overthink or analyze. I just want to exist in this moment.

Luka pulls me closer, pressing a kiss to my forehead. The tenderness of the gesture makes my heart ache.

"Stay," he murmurs, already half-asleep.

I close my eyes and let his steady breathing lull me toward sleep. For the first time since coming to college, I feel like I'm exactly where I'm supposed to be.
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I'm not asleep. I wish I were, but instead I'm staring at the ceiling of my dorm room, counting the glow-in-the-dark stars I stuck up there during move-in week. My roommate Amber said they were childish. Right now, I'd give anything to be anywhere but here, surrounded by those "childish" stars while the bed across the room creaks with increasing urgency.

They came in an hour ago. Amber and... what was his name? Tyler? Trevor? Some football player she met at the party she tried to drag me to earlier. I pretended to be asleep when they stumbled in, giggling and shushing each other in that exaggerated way drunk people do when they're trying to be quiet but accomplishing the exact opposite.

The headboard bangs against the wall again. I pull my pillow over my face.

"Oh my god, right there," Amber moans, not even attempting to keep her voice down anymore.

"You're so fucking hot," the guy—Travis, I think—groans back.

I press the pillow harder against my ears, but it doesn't help. Their voices filter through, becoming clearer as they apparently forget or stop caring that I'm five feet away.

"What about your roommate?" Travis asks between heavy breaths.

The rhythmic creaking pauses. "Izzy? She's asleep."

I squeeze my eyes shut tighter, willing myself to disappear.

"You sure? Should we check?"

"Why would we check?" Amber's voice has that impatient edge it gets when someone interrupts her.

"I dunno. She's pretty hot too."

My stomach drops. I feel my face burning beneath the pillow.

"Wait, are you suggesting—"

"I mean, why not? She's right there. Should we wake her up, see if she wants to join?"

I can't believe what I'm hearing. My heart hammers against my ribs like it's trying to escape. Maybe if I lie perfectly still, they'll forget about me.

"Oh my god," Amber laughs. "Izzy? Are you serious?"

The bed creaks as someone shifts position.

"What? She's cute in that shy, artsy way. Big eyes, nice curves she hides under those baggy clothes."

"I mean, we could ask her..." Amber sounds like she's actually considering it.

That's it. I can't take another second. I throw the pillow off, sit bolt upright, and flick on my bedside lamp. They freeze like deer in headlights—Amber straddling Travis, both of them naked except for the sheet partially covering their lower halves.

"N-no thank you," I stammer, grabbing my shower caddy and towel. "I'm going to the bathroom."

I don't look at either of them as I rush to the door, but I hear Amber call after me, "Don't worry, she's too shy for this kind of fun anyway."

The door slams behind me. My cheeks burn so hot I could probably light the hallway without the flickering fluorescents overhead. I hug my shower caddy to my chest and speed-walk toward the communal bathrooms, trying to erase the mental image of what I just witnessed.

The bathroom door squeaks as I push it open. The lights are dimmed—someone must have unscrewed some of the bulbs again for "ambiance"—but I can make out steam rising from one of the shower stalls. At least I won't be alone with my mortification.

I set my caddy down on the counter and catch my reflection in the mirror. My blonde hair is a mess, cheeks flushed, eyes wide and glassy. I look exactly like what I am—a girl who just fled her own room to escape her roommate's threesome invitation.

A low moan echoes off the tile walls.

I freeze.

Another moan, deeper this time, followed by a breathless feminine giggle.

You've got to be kidding me.

I should leave. I should definitely leave. Instead, I find myself rooted to the spot as the sounds grow more intense. Water splashes rhythmically against tile, punctuated by gasps and murmured words I can't quite make out.

"God, you feel amazing," a male voice groans, and something about its deep timbre sends an involuntary shiver down my spine.

I take a step back, intending to grab my things and go, when my elbow knocks my shampoo bottle off the counter. It clatters to the floor with what seems like the loudest noise in the universe.

The shower sounds stop abruptly.

"Hello?" the female voice calls out.

I should say something. Announce myself. Apologize. But my throat closes up, and I can't make a sound.

The shower curtain slides partially open, and a stunning redhead peeks out, water droplets clinging to her long lashes. "Oh," she says, relief evident in her voice. "I thought it might be an RA."

And then the curtain opens wider, and I see him.

Jace Carter.

The business major who sits behind me in my gen-ed literature class. The one who made that loud comment about art majors wasting their student loans. The one with the perfect mouth that's currently curved into a surprised smile.

"Well, well. It's the sculptor girl," he says, making no attempt to cover himself.

I can't help it. My eyes drop downward, and I immediately regret it. He's fully aroused, impossibly large, the length of him jutting proudly from a nest of dark hair. Water streams down the defined muscles of his abdomen, following a trail that leads right to...

I snap my gaze back up, but not before I see everything. Every. Single. Thing.

"Like what you see?" he asks, that infuriating smirk growing wider.

The redhead giggles, pressing herself against him. "Want to join us? There's room for one more."

This can't be happening. Twice in one night?

"I—I—" My stutter kicks in, worse than usual. "I was just—"

"Just watching?" Jace suggests, his eyes darkening as they sweep over me.

The intensity of his gaze is too much. The steam, the nakedness, the way water beads on his skin—it's all too much. Something hot and unfamiliar coils in my stomach.

"I have to go," I whisper, grabbing my caddy and backing toward the door.

"Shame," I hear him say as I flee. "I always wondered what those artist hands could do."

The bathroom door swings shut behind me, but not before I hear the redhead's laughter and the resumption of those rhythmic sounds. My heart pounds as I lean against the wall, clutching my shower supplies to my chest like a shield.

What just happened?

And why can't I stop seeing him—all of him—every time I close my eyes?

* * *

I'm still hiding from Amber in the library when my phone buzzes. A Canvas notification. Professor Loughlin's posted something for Art Collaboration 301.

My one sanctuary class. The advanced studio where serious art majors work on semester-long projects. The place where business majors definitely don't belong.

I open the message, scan the first line, and my stomach drops.

"Cross-disciplinary initiative... business students joining... market viability of artistic concepts..."

No. Please no.

I scroll down to the partner assignments.

And there it is. Like the universe is playing some cosmic joke:

"Isobel Clarke & Jace Carter"

My phone slips from my hand, clattering onto the table. The librarian shoots me a glare.

Three days. It's been three days since the bathroom incident, and I've successfully avoided him. Skipped Lit class. Taken the long route to my dorm. Eaten at odd hours.

Now we're partners? For the entire semester?

I gather my things and head to the studio early. Maybe I can set up, establish some territory before he arrives. The familiar smell of clay and paint thinner calms me as I arrange my tools, pull out my sketchbook.

The door bangs open. He's here.

Jace strides in like he owns the place, designer backpack slung over one shoulder, coffee in hand. His eyes lock on mine instantly.

"Well, if it isn't the bathroom voyeur."

My face burns. "I wasn't—"

"Save it, Sculpture Girl. Or should I call you Mouse now? You scurried away pretty fast the other night."

He drops into the chair across from me, leaning back with that infuriating smirk. "You should've joined us. Missed quite a show. The way she screamed my name when I made her cum—"

"Stop," I cut him off, surprising myself. "We have to work together. Can we just... not talk about that?"

He studies me for a moment, then shrugs. "Whatever you say, Mouse."

Professor Loughlin enters, explaining the collaboration. Business students will help art students develop marketable concepts for their work.

"I'm Isobel," I try when she finishes, extending a shaky hand. "I work with mixed media and—"

"Yeah, I know who you are." He doesn't take my hand. "Look, I don't need a sketchbook fairy to teach me anything. Let's just get this over with so I can get back to classes that actually matter."

I withdraw my hand, curling my fingers into my palm.

"Got any ideas that won't bankrupt whoever's dumb enough to invest in them?" he asks, scrolling through his phone.

This is going to be a long semester.
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The next week is hell. Pure, unfiltered hell.

I arrive early to our designated studio space each day, arrange my materials, and try to find my center before Hurricane Jace blows in. It never works.

"You're making another bowl?" Jace drops his expensive leather bag on the table, the thud making me jump. "Aren't there enough bowls in the world already?"

I don't answer, focusing on the clay between my fingers. It's not a bowl—it's going to be a sculptural piece about isolation, hollowness inside protective walls. But explaining would mean talking to him.

"Seriously, who's going to buy that? Target sells them for what, five bucks?"

My hands continue working, muscle memory guiding them while I retreat inside my head. This is my safe place—the feeling of wet clay, the quiet concentration. Even Jace can't take that from me.

Except he can.

"You're holding it wrong." He hasn't even looked at the project brief, but apparently he's an expert now. "And your workspace is a disaster. No wonder art majors never make any money—zero organizational skills."

I clean my hands, pull out my sketchbook, and start working on design concepts. Maybe if he sees the full vision...

"That line's crooked." He leans over my shoulder, his breath warm against my neck. "And what's with all the empty space? Clients pay for the whole page, Mouse."

I grit my teeth. "It's negative space. It's intentional."

"It's a waste of paper."

Day after day, it continues. He critiques my color choices ("Depressing"), my technique ("Sloppy"), my concepts ("Who would hang that in their house?"). When Professor Loughlin stops by to check our progress, he transforms—all charm and business jargon, talking about "market segmentation" and "aesthetic differentiation" while I stand mute beside him.

The worst part? He's not even working. He spends our sessions texting, taking calls, or telling me about his latest conquest. Yesterday it was a yoga instructor who could "bend in ways you wouldn't believe." The day before, twins.

I doubt half his stories are true, but they achieve their purpose: reminding me I'm nothing like the women he wants.

Today, I'm working on a maquette—a small model of what could become a larger sculpture. My hands shape the wire armature with pliers, bending and twisting to create the skeleton of a human form.

"That looks like a stick figure my five-year-old cousin could draw." Jace drops into his chair, iced coffee in hand. "What's it supposed to be, anyway?"

I don't answer. The figure is curled inward, protective, vulnerable. It's how I feel most days.

"Hello? Earth to Mouse? I asked you a question."

I keep working.

"This silent treatment is real professional. No wonder you art types can't hack it in the real world."

My pliers slip, jabbing into my finger. A drop of blood wells up.

"Careful there." He smirks. "Though maybe bleeding on it would improve—"

"Do you ever stop?" The words escape before I can catch them.

He blinks, surprised I've spoken. "What?"

I set down my tools, look him directly in the eyes for the first time in days. "Do you ever stop talking? Stop criticizing? Stop acting like you know everything about art when you've never created anything in your life?"

His mouth opens, then closes.

"You call me Mouse, but at least mice are quiet. You're just noise. Constant, meaningless noise." My voice is soft but steady, hands trembling beneath the table where he can't see. "You mock what I make without understanding what it means or why it matters. You've never once asked."

I pick up my wire figure, hold it toward him. "This is about feeling trapped in your own body. About curling inward because the world doesn't feel safe. About how vulnerability can be both beautiful and terrifying."

His eyes flick between me and the sculpture.

"But you wouldn't know anything about vulnerability, would you? Too busy building your tower of conquests and cruelty." I set the figure down gently. "I don't need you to like my art. But this project requires you to respect it enough to do your part. So either start contributing, or leave me alone to do both our work."

I pick up my pliers again, heart hammering. I've never spoken to anyone like that in my life.

The silence stretches between us, thick and dangerous. I've made a terrible mistake. He'll mock me worse now, or complain to the professor, or—

"Show me."

I look up, confused. "What?"

"Show me what you're doing." His voice is different—lower, without the edge. "With the wire. Show me how it works."

Is this a trap? Another setup for ridicule?

But something in his expression has shifted. The perpetual smirk is gone, replaced by... curiosity?

Cautiously, I demonstrate how to bend the wire, how to create joints and suggest movement with just a few strategic twists.

He watches my hands intently. "Can I try?"

I pass him a length of wire and a pair of pliers. He fumbles at first, his confident fingers suddenly clumsy with this unfamiliar task.

"Like this?" He holds up a mangled twist.

"Not quite." I reach over, adjust his grip on the pliers. "Try again."

For twenty minutes, we work in near silence. He attempts to recreate what I've done, fails, tries again. No phone, no stories about his conquests. Just concentration.

When the session ends, he stands, studies my maquette one last time.

"It does look like how you described. Vulnerable." He gathers his things. "See you tomorrow, Isobel."

Not Mouse. Isobel.

I watch him leave, a strange feeling in my chest. What just happened?

The next day, he arrives with a coffee for me. Black, no sugar—how did he know?

"I've been thinking about market positioning for your work," he says, pulling out a notebook. An actual notebook with actual notes. "Tell me more about your concept. I want to understand it."

I stare at him, suspicious. This has to be a joke.

But his eyes are steady, attentive. Waiting.

And for the first time since we met, I feel seen.
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I take a sip of the coffee Jace brought me—black, just how I like it. The bitter warmth spreads through my chest as I try to process this strange new reality where Jace Carter brings me coffee and asks about my art with what seems like genuine interest.

"So the vulnerability thing," he says, leaning forward on his stool. "That's what all your work is about?"

My fingers trace the rim of the coffee cup. "Not all of it. But a lot, yeah."

"Show me."

I hesitate. My portfolio isn't something I share casually. It contains pieces I've never shown anyone except my professors—work that feels like walking around with my skin inside out.

"You don't have to," he adds, noticing my reluctance.

That's what does it. The fact that he's giving me a choice.

"Wait here." I walk to my locker, unlock it, and pull out my portfolio case. My hands tremble slightly as I return and place it on the table between us.

I unzip it slowly, each tooth of the zipper like a countdown to exposure. Inside are photographs of my larger works that couldn't fit in the case, along with smaller pieces wrapped carefully in acid-free tissue paper.

"This was my midterm project last semester." I slide a photo toward him.

It's a life-sized figure made of wire and clay fragments—a woman curled into herself, hollow spaces where parts of her body should be. Her face is turned away, but one eye peers out, watching.

Jace studies it for a long moment. "You made this?"

I nod.

"It's..." He trails off, his brow furrowed as he searches for words. I brace myself for the inevitable dismissal or joke.

"It's breathtaking," he finally says, his voice softer than I've ever heard it. "It's like she's hiding and reaching out at the same time."

Something shifts in my chest. He sees it. Actually sees it.

I unwrap a smaller piece—a hand carved from wood, fingers stretched toward something unseen, the wrist dissolving into raw, uncarved material.

"This one's about longing," I explain. "About reaching for something you're not sure you deserve."

His fingers hover over it, not touching. "Can I?"

I nod. He lifts it carefully, turning it in his hands like something precious.

"The detail here is incredible." He traces the lines of the palm with his eyes. "You can feel the tension in it."

I show him more pieces—a series of small clay masks with expressions ranging from blank to anguished, a wire and fabric piece that suggests a person dissolving into shadow, a sculpture of hands covering a face with spaces between the fingers where eyes peer through.

With each piece, his questions become more thoughtful. Less about technique and more about meaning. Why this material? What does this curve represent? How long did it take to find this particular expression?

Finally, I unwrap my most recent finished piece—a small figure made of porcelain and wire. It's a person crouched small, almost invisible within a structure that both protects and imprisons them.

"You really did that?" he asks, his voice hushed with something like reverence.

I shrug, suddenly self-conscious under his intense gaze. "I mostly just try to disappear."

The words hang between us, more honest than I intended. I didn't mean to admit that my art isn't just about vulnerability in the abstract—it's about my own desire to be invisible and seen at the same time.

Jace looks from the sculpture to me, and for once, there's no smirk, no sharp comment ready on his lips. Instead, there's a flash of recognition in his eyes, like he's seeing me—really seeing me—for the first time.

"Why would you want to disappear?" he asks quietly. "When you can make things like this?"

I don't have an answer that doesn't expose too much of myself. So I just carefully rewrap the sculpture, my fingers moving with practiced precision over the tissue paper.

"We should probably get back to the project," I say, deflecting.

He helps me pack up the portfolio, handling each piece with unexpected care. As I zip it closed, I catch him watching me—not with his usual predatory gaze, but with something more complex. Curiosity. Maybe even respect.

Over the next few days, something shifts between us. Jace still arrives with his cocky swagger, still charms every girl who walks by, still dominates conversations with anyone else who enters our workspace. But with me, there's a different quality to his attention.

He watches me work with a focus I never expected from him. When I explain concepts, he listens without interrupting. When I struggle with a particularly difficult bend in the wire, he notices my frustration before I voice it.

"Try these," he says one morning, placing a new pair of pliers on the table. "Better grip."

I look up, surprised. "Where did you get these?"

"Art supply store down on Elm." He shrugs like it's nothing. "The guy there said these were better for detailed work."

He went to an art supply store? For me?

"Thanks," I manage, testing their weight in my hand.

Our project begins taking shape—my sculptural elements paired with his surprisingly insightful marketing concepts. He's positioning my art not as decorative but as emotional communication, targeting galleries that showcase emerging artists with distinctive voices.

"Your work deserves to be seen," he says matter-of-factly when I express doubt about his ambitious gallery targets. "People should feel what I felt when I saw it."

And what exactly did you feel? I want to ask, but don't.

Instead, I focus on the sculpture taking form between us—no longer just my vision but something collaborative. His ideas have pushed me to be bolder, to take risks I might have avoided.

Sometimes I catch him watching me when he thinks I'm absorbed in my work—a thoughtful, almost gentle expression so at odds with the Jace I thought I knew. When our eyes meet, he doesn't look away with embarrassment or cover with a joke. He just holds my gaze for a moment before returning to his notes.

It's unsettling. This feeling of being seen by someone who once looked right through me.

I don't know what to do with it.
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My roommate Amber corners me in our dorm kitchen, wielding a mascara wand like a weapon.

"You're coming tonight," she declares. "Non-negotiable."

I focus on stirring my ramen. "I have that wire armature to finish—"

"It's Friday night, Iz. One party won't kill your GPA." She leans against the counter, blocking my escape route. "Look, Eric's friend is throwing this thing at his house off-campus. Actual house, not some gross frat basement. Real bathrooms. Good music."

"I don't know anyone—"

"You know me." Amber's expression softens. "Please? I haven't seen you outside the dorm in weeks except for classes."

The truth is, the studio has become my sanctuary. Especially since Jace and I reached this strange, fragile truce. I'm afraid to break whatever spell has transformed him from tormentor to... whatever he is now.

But Amber's looking at me with genuine concern, and I realize I've been avoiding everything that isn't art or Jace-adjacent.

"Fine," I concede. "But I'm not drinking."

"Victory!" She claps her hands. "Wear that black sweater thing—the one that makes you look like a hot art teacher."

* * *


The party house throbs with bass that I can feel in my molars. Inside, it's the usual college chaos—bodies pressed together in hallways, red cups everywhere, laughter competing with music.

I stick close to Amber until she spots Eric, then I'm suddenly alone in a sea of strangers. I clutch my cup of water, finding a corner where two walls meet. Perfect vantage point. Minimal approach vectors. I've mastered the art of being furniture.

That's when I see him.

Jace is across the room, one arm draped over a girl with perfect honey-blonde hair. She's laughing up at him, hand on his chest. He whispers something in her ear, and she playfully swats his shoulder.

Of course. This is his natural habitat. The studio Jace—the one who asks thoughtful questions and notices when I'm struggling—he's the anomaly. This is the real Jace Carter.

Our eyes meet across the room. His expression shifts—surprise, then something unreadable. He straightens slightly.

I look away first, heart hammering. Stupid. I should never have come.

The kitchen is too crowded. The living room is worse. I push through bodies until I find a sliding door to the backyard. The cool night air hits my face, and I gulp it down like water.

There's a small porch with steps leading to a patchy lawn. I sit on the bottom step, away from the clusters of smokers. From my pocket, I pull out the cigarette Amber insisted I take "in case you need to look busy." I roll it between my fingers, not lighting it.

"Didn't know you smoked."

I startle at Jace's voice behind me. He settles beside me on the step, close enough that our shoulders almost touch.

"I don't," I admit, still fidgeting with the cigarette. "It's just... camouflage."

"Ah." He nods like this makes perfect sense. "The invisible girl's prop."

I expect him to be drunk, but his eyes are clear. "Where's your... friend?"

"Kaylie?" He shrugs. "Inside. We're not together."

"Could've fooled me."

"That's kind of the point, isn't it?" His voice has an edge I haven't heard in weeks. "Everyone sees what they expect to see."

The night air feels charged suddenly. I roll the cigarette faster between my fingers.

"Why are you out here, Jace? Shouldn't you be in there being... you?"

"Which me?" He turns to face me fully. "The asshole who made fun of your art? The business major who's supposed to care about nothing but money? Or the guy who spent three hours yesterday watching you shape wire into something that made his chest hurt?"

I stop fidgeting with the cigarette. "I don't know."

"Yeah." He looks out at the dark yard. "Me neither, sometimes."

We sit in silence. From inside, the muffled thump of music continues, but it feels distant, like we're in our own bubble of quiet.

"I used to think I had you figured out," I finally say. "Arrogant business bro. Campus player. Art-hater."

He winces. "I deserved that."

"But then you show up with coffee. And better pliers. And you ask questions about my work that nobody's ever asked before." I take a breath. "It's confusing."

"Maybe we're both hiding," he says quietly. "Just in different ways."

The honesty in his voice makes me brave. "What are you hiding from?"

He stares at his hands. "Expectations. My father's. My friends'. My own, I guess." He glances at me. "What about you? What's the invisible girl running from?"

"Disappointment," I answer without thinking. "It's easier not to be seen than to be seen and found lacking."

"Izzy." The way he says my name is different—soft around the edges. "Your art is the opposite of lacking. It's... too much, almost. In the best way."

He reaches over, gently taking the unlit cigarette from my fingers. Our hands touch, and neither of us pulls away immediately.

"I see you," he says. "I didn't at first, but now I can't stop seeing you."

His face is closer now. I can count his eyelashes, see the faint stubble along his jaw. My heart pounds so loudly I'm sure he can hear it.

He leans in, his breath warm against my cheek. My eyes flutter closed.

"Jace! There you are!"

We jerk apart. The honey-blonde—Kaylie—stands in the doorway, hands on hips.

"Everyone's doing shots. You promised you'd do the thing with the—" She notices me and stops. "Oh. Sorry, didn't realize you were... busy."

Jace clears his throat. "I'll be right there."

She hesitates, eyes darting between us, then disappears back inside.

The moment is shattered. Jace stands, running a hand through his hair.

"I should probably..."

"Yeah," I nod quickly. "Go ahead."

He takes a step toward the door, then turns back. "For what it's worth, Izzy—the guy in the studio? That's the real me. Or at least... the me I want to be."

Then he's gone, leaving me alone with the night air and the ghost of whatever almost happened between us.
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I'm in line at the cafeteria when I hear her voice. Sharp. Cutting.

"Oh my god, is that what you're wearing?"

I turn. Kaylie stands there, designer bag on one arm, perfect blonde hair falling just so. Her friends flank her like backup dancers.

"I mean, like, did you raid a homeless shelter?" She gestures at my oversized sweater, the one I paint in. "Or do art majors just not own mirrors?"

Heat crawls up my neck. People are staring now. I clutch my tray tighter, willing myself invisible.

Then I hear it. Laughter. Male laughter.

Jace stands a few feet away, surrounded by his business school friends. He's laughing. Not loudly, not meanly, but laughing all the same. Our eyes meet across the cafeteria and his smile dies.

Something in my chest cracks.

"Izzy—" He takes a step forward.

I don't wait to hear the rest. My tray clatters to the counter and I'm moving, pushing through the double doors, past curious faces and whispered comments.

"Izzy, wait!" His footsteps behind me.

I walk faster. Turn corners randomly. End up in the sculpture studio because my feet know the way even when my mind is spinning.

He catches up at the door. "It wasn't what you think—"

"Don't." My voice shakes. "Just don't."

"I wasn't laughing at you. I was uncomfortable, I didn't know what to—"

"Save it." I grab my clay tools, my hands steadier than they should be. "Go back to your real friends. The ones who aren't just charity cases."

"That's not fair."

"Neither was pretending to see me." I start working the clay, not looking at him. "You can tell your professor I'll finish the project alone."

He stands there for a long moment. I keep my eyes on the clay, watching my fingers dig trenches in its surface. Finally, his footsteps retreat.

Only when I'm sure he's gone do I let the tears fall, watching them darken the clay like rain.

I work on my final project obsessively for two weeks straight. Fingers raw, clothes covered in dust, sleeping on the studio floor when I can't bear to leave it. Amber texts to make sure I'm alive. I reply with thumbs-up emojis that feel like lies.

Jace doesn't try to contact me again. Sometimes I think I see him hovering near the studio door, but I never look up long enough to confirm. It's better this way. The betrayal still burns fresh—his laughter in the cafeteria, the way he stood there while Kaylie mocked me. I pour that hurt into the stone.

I've never worked with alabaster before. It's unforgiving, punishing every mistake. My professor warned me it was too ambitious for a final project, but I insisted. I need its translucence, the way light passes through its edges like skin.

The figure takes shape beneath my hands—human but abstract, curled inward as if protecting itself. I chisel carefully, my movements precise despite my trembling hands. The outside smooth, perfect, contained. But inside, where I've hollowed the core, I place fragments of colored glass, wire, and mirror shards. A broken kaleidoscope heart, visible only through the jagged crack I've carved down the center of the figure.

When I step back and look at it complete, I see myself staring back. I title it "Seen."

* * *

Presentation day arrives. I haven't slept. My hands shake as I stand beside my sculpture, waiting for my turn. The classroom fills with students, professors, even a few local gallery owners invited for the showcase.

Jace slips in just as my name is called. He stands at the back, arms crossed, expression unreadable.

"This piece," I begin, my voice barely audible, "explores vulnerability." I swallow hard. Start again, louder. "We spend our lives constructing perfect exteriors, but it's only when we're broken open that others can truly see us."

My professor nods encouragingly. I continue, gaining strength.

"The alabaster represents the shell we present to the world. The crack..." My voice catches. I look up, accidentally meeting Jace's eyes. "The crack is what happens when someone gets close enough to see past our defenses."

I turn the piece slowly, letting light catch the colored glass inside. "Being seen is terrifying. It's also the only way to connect."

Questions come. I answer them mechanically, aware of Jace's gaze on me the entire time. When it's over, applause fills the room. My professor whispers that a gallery owner wants to speak with me. I nod, but can't process the words.

Jace has disappeared.

* * *

Hours later, I'm alone in the studio, carefully wrapping my sculpture for transport. The door creaks open. I don't need to look up.

"It's beautiful." Jace's voice is quiet. "Your piece."

I continue wrapping, focusing on keeping my hands steady. "Thank you."

"Izzy." He steps closer. "Can we talk?"

"I don't think there's anything to say."

"There's everything to say." He runs a hand through his hair, messing it up in that way that used to make my stomach flip. "I was a coward in the cafeteria. I should have stood up for you."

I tie a knot in the twine, pulling it tight. "Yes. You should have."

"I didn't know how to..." He struggles for words. "I've spent my whole life being what other people expect. The business major. The party guy. The asshole who doesn't care about anything."

"So you let them mock me because it was easier?"

"Yes." His honesty surprises me enough that I finally look at him. His eyes are red-rimmed. "And I hate myself for it."

I turn away, gathering my tools. "Well, self-hatred is very comfortable, isn't it? Keeps you from having to actually change."

"You're right." He steps closer. "That's what your sculpture made me realize. You put yourself out there, completely exposed. And I couldn't even stand up to my so-called friends."

The studio falls silent except for the sound of my tools clinking as I pack them away.

"You're the most courageous person I know, Izzy." His voice breaks. "You make art that bleeds. You show people who you really are, even when it terrifies you."

"I'm not brave." I shake my head. "I'm just tired of hiding."

"That is brave." He touches my shoulder gently. I don't pull away. "I'm sorry I wasn't brave enough to deserve your friendship."

The word 'friendship' stings in a way I wasn't expecting. "Is that what we were? Friends?"

"I don't know what we were." He moves to stand in front of me. "I just know that when I'm with you in this studio, I feel like myself for the first time in years. And I ruined it because I was scared."

I look at him—really look at him. The perfect facade is gone. His hair is unwashed, dark circles under his eyes. He looks as wrecked as I feel.

"Your sculpture," he continues, "it's about being broken open, right? About letting someone see the real you?" He takes a shaky breath. "I want to be seen, Izzy. By you. If you'll still look."

Something shifts in my chest. Not forgiveness—not yet—but possibility.

"I don't know if I can trust you again."

"I know." He nods. "I wouldn't either. But I'd like the chance to try. To be the person I am in this studio all the time. The person who sees you."

I consider his words, weighing them against the hurt. Then I glance at my sculpture, its cracked core glittering with broken, beautiful pieces.

"It's not easy," I tell him, "being seen."

"No." He offers a tentative smile. "But neither is sculpture, and you're pretty amazing at that."

Despite everything, I feel the corners of my mouth tug upward. "I still haven't forgiven you."

"I know." He holds out his hand. "But maybe we could start with coffee? As a first step?"

I look at his outstretched hand. Then back at my sculpture—broken open, vulnerable, stronger for its cracks.

"Coffee," I agree, not taking his hand but meeting his eyes. "Just coffee."

His smile is careful, hopeful. Like he knows exactly how fragile this moment is.

"Just coffee," he echoes. "For now."
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I take a deep breath, my fingers tracing the edge of my latest sculpture. Jace stands across from me, hands shoved in his pockets. It's been weeks since he apologized—weeks of awkward smiles and careful words.

"Izzy," he says quietly. "Can I touch it?"

I hesitate. Then nod. He steps closer, reaching out to trace where my fingers just were. Our hands brush accidentally.

"Sorry." He pulls away quickly.

"No—it's okay." I look up at him, meeting his gaze for the first time in months without anger or hurt.

He clears his throat. "It's beautiful," he says softly. "You are."

The words hang in the air between us, weighted with everything unsaid.

"You still think I'm a mouse?" My voice wavers slightly.

His eyes hold mine steadily now. "No," he whispers, reaching up to brush hair behind my ear, his fingers grazing my cheek. "You're the lion who just stopped hiding."

Before I can process the words, he's closing the distance between us. His lips find mine slowly at first—months of denial unraveling in seconds until we're kissing hungrily. He lifts me onto the work table, scattering half-finished projects as our bodies press together urgently.

Clay dust coats our skin as we fumble with buttons and zippers, our fingers trembling with urgency. The fine powder leaves ghostly prints across his dark shirt, across my pale arms, marking everywhere we touch each other. We're desperate to feel more of each other's warmth beneath clothes that have suddenly become suffocating barriers—layers that seemed necessary this morning now feel like prison walls between us.

Gasps and soft moans fill the high-ceilinged studio, bouncing off concrete floors and exposed brick walls. The sounds vibrate through my chest, unfamiliar yet somehow deeply recognizable—the same breathless whispers and throaty sighs I've heard echoing through our paper-thin apartment walls at night. Sounds I've lain awake listening to, pillow pressed over my ears, pretending I couldn't hear his conquests through the drywall. Sounds I never, ever imagined could belong to me, could come from my own throat, could be drawn out by his hands, his mouth, his body pressed against mine.

The late afternoon sunlight streams through the dusty windows, catching the suspended clay particles in the air around us, turning them to floating gold. It feels like we're suspended in time too, wrapped in our own private cloud of desire and discovery. The studio that once felt like a sanctuary for my art has transformed into something else entirely—a confessional box where my body speaks truths I've never had the courage to voice.

He works slowly with his fingers, teasing out every tremor and sigh until I'm writhing against him pleadingly for release—one moment of pleasure dissolving into another before finally cresting again with a sharp cry of his name on my lips. I've never heard my voice sound like this—raw and unguarded, stripped of the careful hesitation that normally wraps around my words. His eyes never leave mine, watching every reaction like he's memorizing me, like I'm the most fascinating subject he's ever studied. The intensity of his gaze should make me self-conscious, but instead, it anchors me to this moment, to him, to sensations I never knew my body could feel.

My hand finds him hot and hard against his thigh—the size making my heart stutter even as anticipation builds tight in my core. I will never be able to handle him. He is simply too big to fit. Am I wet enough? Thoughts race through me as my trembling fingers try to close around his thickness but can only grasp halfway round his rigid length. The weight of him in my palm sends a shock of nervous electricity up my arm. I've never touched anyone like this before—never felt this combination of terror and desperate want. My breath catches as he twitches against my touch, a small bead of moisture at his tip evidence that he's as affected as I am. There's something empowering in that realization, even as uncertainty flutters through me. His sharp intake of breath when I experimentally slide my hand along him makes my own body respond with an answering pulse of heat.

"I want you," I breathe raggedly against his mouth.

He cups my face gently instead of pushing inside like some part of me fears he will do next second though every nerve is screaming please—

"Yes?" he prompts softly watching my face intently for any sign of hesitation-

My cheeks burned, heart pounding against my ribs as his piercing gaze stripped me bare. A tremor ran through me, fear and desire warring—fear that this could bring more pain, more hurt on top of old wounds, battling against the aching need coiled deep in my core. Yet I couldn't deny that longing, the craving for his touch. "Yes," I whispered, barely audible.

He cupped my face tenderly, eyes shining with an almost reverent expression. Slowly, carefully, he nudged forward, inch by excruciating inch, allowing my body to stretch and adjust to his unfamiliar hardness. A sharp edge of pleasure laced with pain spread wider than any lover before as he sank deeper, until finally he was buried to the hilt. My inner muscles fluttered and clenched around him, a tight, clutching embrace.

Every stroke feels like permission granted, a sacred contract between bodies. The stretching fullness, the slow drag against sensitive nerves, the momentary stillness as we both adjust to the intensity, then the heated slide back in—all of it creates a rhythm that speaks without words. An unspoken you see me now passes silently between us, more honest than anything I've ever said aloud. My body yields and claims simultaneously, a paradox of surrender and power. Each movement rewrites everything I thought I knew about intimacy, about myself. His breathing catches in time with mine, our bodies having a conversation our voices never could.

He moves carefully, drawing back only to sink deep again, filling an ache so long denied. I arch to meet his thrust, my spine bowing, breast pressed flush against his chest. My hands are everywhere—grasping, pulling, hurting, pushing, pleading, begging—searching for something to anchor me to reality as sensation threatens to sweep me away.

One hand grips my hip bruisingly while his thumb finds that taut bud, sending shockwaves radiating through my entire body. The climax crashes over me like a wave breaking against stone, cresting and shattering me apart. Waves pulse through me, a greedy clench rippling along his length, holding him inside as I tremble. I'm shuddering, crying, sobbing his name into the hollow of his throat, jerking with aftershocks, gasping for air that won't come. Each breath feels stolen, each heartbeat borrowed from whatever life exists beyond this moment where we've become something singular and unbreakable.

As another wave of ecstasy fills me, I can feel him swell inside me, growing impossibly harder. His breathing turns shallow against my neck, each exhale a hot, desperate rasp against my skin. The muscles in his back tense beneath my fingertips, coiling tight like a spring about to release.

"I'm going to cum," he whispers, voice strained and broken at the edges. "We don't have protection."

I pull him closer, locking my ankles at the small of his back, keeping him exactly where I need him. "It's okay," I breathe against his ear, my voice barely recognizable to my own ears. "Please, Jace. Don't stop."

His body goes rigid against mine as he buries himself deep with one final, decisive thrust. I feel the hot pulse of his release flooding me, triggering another climax that tears through my body like lightning. My inner muscles clench around him greedily, milking every last drop as we shudder together. I'm crying out, my nails digging half-moons into his shoulders as wave after wave crashes through me, my vision blurring at the edges until there's nothing but sensation—nothing but us, joined and trembling and momentarily perfect in our shared surrender.

I blink up at the skylights, watching dust motes dance in the late afternoon sun. My body feels different—tender in places I've never felt before, pleasantly sore and somehow more alive. Jace's weight presses me into the table, his breathing gradually slowing against my neck.

"You okay?" he whispers, lifting his head to study my face.

I nod, not trusting my voice yet. His eyes are different too—softer, almost vulnerable. The arrogant mask completely gone.

He carefully eases away, helping me sit up. I wince slightly, and his brow furrows with concern.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No," I say, finally finding my voice. "Well, maybe a little. But in a good way."

He smiles then, a real smile that reaches his eyes. Not the practiced smirk I've seen him flash at girls across lecture halls. This one belongs just to me.

We dress slowly, awkwardly, stealing glances at each other. My hands are shaking as I button my shirt. When I look up, Jace is watching me with an expression I can't quite read.

"What?" I ask, suddenly self-conscious.

"You're beautiful when you're not hiding." He reaches out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "Actually, you're beautiful when you are hiding too. I just couldn't see it before."

I feel the familiar heat creeping up my neck, but I don't look away this time.

"So what happens now?" I ask, voicing the question that's been hovering between us.

Jace sits beside me, his thigh pressed against mine. He takes my clay-dusted hand in his, examining my fingers like they're something precious.

"Now," he says quietly, "I take you to dinner. And tomorrow, we work on our project. And maybe the day after that, I convince you to let me draw you."

"You don't draw," I point out.

"I could learn." He shrugs, then grows serious. "I want to learn a lot of things, Izzy. With you."

I lean my head against his shoulder, breathing in his scent mixed with clay dust and sweat. For once, I don't overthink my response.

"I'd like that," I whisper.
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Carter's weight pressed down on me, his breathing harsh and mechanical in my ear. The dorm room's dim light cast shadows across the ceiling that I'd memorized over the past fifteen minutes. I arched my back like he liked, made the little sounds he expected. My fingers traced circles on his shoulder blades, seeking connection that wasn't there.

"Baby, you feel so good," I whispered, though the words hung in the air, unanswered.

Carter grunted, his rhythm speeding up. His eyes were closed, focused inward on something—or someone—that wasn't me. His hands gripped my hips hard enough to bruise.

The familiar knot formed in my stomach—not pleasure, but doubt. Something wasn't right. Hadn't been right for weeks.

I tried to catch his gaze. "Look at me?"

He opened his eyes briefly, unfocused, before shutting them again. His movements grew erratic.

"I'm close," he muttered, more to himself than to me.

I clung to him, trying to feel what I was supposed to feel. The posters on his wall watched our performance—band logos and movie characters bearing silent witness to my growing unease. The single bed creaked beneath us, the sound almost drowning out my thoughts.

He finished with a groan, collapsed for three seconds, then rolled off me. The sudden absence of his weight left me cold. Exposed.

The mattress shifted as Carter reached for his phone on the nightstand. The blue light illuminated his face, casting harsh shadows that made him look like a stranger. His thumbs moved rapidly across the screen, the corners of his mouth lifting slightly.

I pulled the thin sheet over my nakedness, suddenly aware of every imperfection on my skin. The afterglow I'd read about in books never seemed to materialize between us. Instead, this hollow feeling expanded in my chest, pushing against my ribs.

"Who's texting so late?" I asked, trying to keep my voice light.

"Nobody," he replied without looking up. "Just checking the time."

Three minutes past midnight. The red numbers on his alarm clock were perfectly visible from where he lay.

I bit my lip, tasting copper. "Did you... was it good for you?"

Carter set his phone down long enough to plant a distracted kiss on my forehead. "Yeah, course it was. You're always good, Del."

The nickname he'd given me when we first met now sounded like an abbreviation of convenience rather than affection. I turned toward him, resting my hand on his chest, feeling his heartbeat return to normal while mine remained erratic.

"I love you," I said, the words coming out smaller than I intended.

"Mmm, you too," he mumbled, attention back on his screen.

I stared at his profile—the sharp jaw I used to trace with my fingertips, the lips that once smiled when they saw me. When had that changed? When had I become an afterthought?

The ceiling fan spun above us, its gentle whirring filling the silence between his text notifications. Each vibration of his phone sent another crack through whatever was left of my confidence.

I slipped out of bed, gathering my scattered clothes from the floor. My oversized hoodie felt like armor as I pulled it over my head.

"You leaving?" Carter asked, finally glancing up.

"Early class tomorrow," I lied. It was Friday night.

He nodded, already looking back at his phone. "Cool. Text me tomorrow?"

I stood frozen, one sock on, one sock in hand. The distance between us stretched further than the few feet of carpet separating his bed from the door. Something inside me—a voice I usually ignored—grew louder.

"Carter, is something wrong? Between us, I mean."

He sighed, the kind of sigh that preceded an unwanted conversation. "Nothing's wrong, Del. I'm just tired."

"You've been 'just tired' for weeks now." My voice trembled, but I pressed on. "You barely look at me anymore. Not when we talk, not when we..." I gestured vaguely toward the rumpled sheets.

Carter set his phone down, rubbed his eyes. "You're overthinking things. Come back to bed."

But I remained standing, my fingers playing with the frayed hem of my sleeve. "Who keeps texting you?"

"Jesus, are we really doing this right now?" He sat up, irritation flashing across his face. "It's just some people from my study group figuring out when to meet."

"At midnight? On Friday?"

The look he gave me was one I'd never seen before—a mixture of pity and annoyance that made my stomach drop.

"You know what? I think I should go." I fumbled for my keys on his desk.

"Del, you're being paranoid." Carter's voice softened into something calculated. "Come here. Let me hold you."

Six months ago, those words would have melted me. I would have crawled back into his arms, grateful for the scraps of affection. But something had shifted tonight—perhaps it was the way he couldn't meet my eyes during the most intimate moment we could share.

His phone lit up again. This time, I caught a glimpse of the name before he snatched it away.

Amber. The pretty junior from his economics class.

"She's just a friend," he said quickly. Too quickly.

I slipped my other sock on, found my shoes beneath his desk. My movements were mechanical, guided by something beyond conscious thought.

"Del, don't make this into something it's not."

I turned to look at him one last time. The boy I thought I loved was watching me with impatience, waiting for this inconvenient emotion to pass so he could return to his conversation with someone else.

"I think it already is something," I whispered.

I left his room with my dignity barely intact, the cold hallway air hitting my heated cheeks. Each step away from his door felt like walking through molasses, my body heavy with realization.

The worst part wasn't the betrayal. It was recognizing that I'd been betraying myself all along—contorting into shapes that might please him, mistaking physical closeness for love.

I stood alone in the empty corridor, keys clutched in my trembling hand, more naked now than I'd been in his bed.

* * *

Three days passed. Three days of ignored texts and one missed call. I told myself I needed space. Time to think. Carter had other ideas.

"Just come over," he said when he finally caught me leaving the library. "I miss you."

His voice held that familiar warmth that used to melt my resolve. I hesitated just long enough for him to press his advantage.

"I've been an ass. Let me make it up to you."

I followed him back to his apartment like a tide returning to shore. Old habits.

In some weird way I ended up on my knees in front of him. Didn't plan it. Didn't want it, exactly. But there I was, his fingers tangled in my hair, my lips parted. The familiar routine. He made those sounds I used to think meant I had power. I didn't. Just performing the old script, muscle memory taking over where desire had long ago checked out. He came with a grunt. The white liquid blasted into my mouth. Afterward, I sat back on my heels feeling hollow. Empty. Like I'd given away another piece I couldn't afford to lose.

While Carter showered, I sat cross-legged on his bed with my laptop. My literature paper was due at midnight. The cursor blinked accusingly at me from the submission page.

"Use my laptop," he'd offered before disappearing into the bathroom. "It's faster."

Steam seeped under the bathroom door. Carter sang off-key, something upbeat I didn't recognize. I transferred my file to his computer and uploaded it to the course portal. Five minutes to spare.

A notification pinged in the corner of the screen.

New message from Amber.

My finger hovered over the trackpad. The shower was still running.

I clicked.

The message preview expanded. A photo. Her body. Parts of her body. Words beneath that made my stomach lurch.

Miss this yet? Last night was...

I shouldn't have kept reading. I shouldn't have scrolled up. But I did.

Months of conversations unfolded before me. Photos exchanged. Plans made for nights when I thought he was studying. Detailed accounts of what they'd done together.

And then I saw my name.

What about Delevon?

Carter's response made my blood freeze.

She's sweet, but boring. Vanilla. Can't even talk dirty. Don't worry about her.

More messages. More insults. My body. My inexperience. My trust.

The shower shut off. I heard him humming, the sound of the towel being pulled from the rack.

I closed the laptop. Gathered my things. My movements were calm, precise. Mechanical. I slipped my feet into my shoes.

By the time the bathroom door opened, I was gone. No note. No text. No tears yet, though they would come later.

I walked six blocks before calling an Uber. Destination: home. Not his apartment, which I'd foolishly started thinking of as ours. But my grandmother's house on the edge of town, where my childhood bedroom remained unchanged.

The only place I had left to fall apart.
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The Uber driver kept glancing at me in the rearview mirror. I hugged my backpack to my chest and pressed my forehead against the cool window, willing myself not to break down in the backseat of a stranger's car. My reflection stared back at me, hollow-eyed and pale. I didn't recognize myself anymore.

"You okay, miss?" he finally asked.

I nodded without looking up. What could I say? That I'd just discovered the man I'd given eighteen months of my life to had been cheating on me for God knows how long? That he'd mocked my body, my inexperience, my trust?

The car pulled into the gravel driveway of Gran's cottage. The porch light glowed amber against the twilight, a beacon of safety I desperately needed. I fumbled with my wallet, hands shaking as I counted out bills.

"Keep the change," I whispered, voice cracking.

Gran's cottage sat nestled between ancient oaks, their branches creating a protective canopy over the slate-shingled roof. The garden path wound through beds of sleeping perennials, their skeletal remains waiting for spring. I'd helped Gran plant those bulbs years ago, back when disappointment meant a scraped knee or a canceled playdate.

I dug my key from the bottom of my bag and unlocked the front door. The familiar scent of cinnamon and old books wrapped around me like a hug.

"Gran?" My voice echoed in the empty house. The silence felt wrong. Gran was always home in the evenings, usually curled up with her latest mystery novel and a cup of tea.

I dropped my backpack by the door and dragged myself to the kitchen. The vintage clock on the wall ticked loudly, marking seconds that felt like hours. A folded piece of paper sat propped against the sugar bowl on the counter, Gran's looping handwriting visible even from across the room.

My fingers trembled as I unfolded the note.

"Surprise cruise with the Book Club ladies! Be back in 10 days! Fridge is full – love you!"

I read it twice, then a third time. The words blurred as tears finally broke free.

Ten days. Ten days alone with nothing but my thoughts and the shattered pieces of my relationship. Ten days to replay every moment with Carter, searching for signs I'd missed, clues I'd ignored.

My legs gave out. I sank to the kitchen floor, back pressed against the cabinet doors, knees pulled to my chest. The sobs came from somewhere deep inside me, raw and primal. I couldn't breathe through them. Couldn't think. My fingers twisted in the hem of my sleeve, pulling and tugging until I heard a thread snap.

Sweet but boring. Vanilla. Don't worry about her.

His words replayed on a cruel loop in my head. Eighteen months. Eighteen months of "I love you" and "You're beautiful" and "I'm the luckiest guy." All lies. Every touch, every kiss, every whispered promise – worthless.

I don't know how long I sat there, crying until my throat burned and my eyes swelled. Eventually, I dragged myself to the living room couch, collapsing into the worn cushions that smelled faintly of Gran's lavender perfume. The cottage creaked and settled around me, the familiar sounds of home offering little comfort.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it. Carter, probably. Wondering where I'd gone. Maybe even worried. The thought brought a bitter laugh through my tears.

I pulled the afghan from the back of the couch and wrapped it around my shoulders. Gran had crocheted it years ago, the yarn soft from countless washings. I pressed my face into a throw pillow and let another wave of sobs wrack my body.

What's wrong with me?

The question echoed in my mind, unanswered. Was I really that boring? That inadequate? Carter had seemed so into me at first. What had changed? What had I done wrong?

The tears came harder. My chest ached with each ragged breath. I curled tighter under the blanket, wishing I could disappear into the fabric, wishing Gran was here to stroke my hair and tell me everything would be okay.

Outside, the wind picked up, rustling through the oak branches. Rain tapped against the windows, soft at first, then more insistent. Perfect weather for heartbreak. I closed my swollen eyes, exhaustion pulling me toward merciful unconsciousness.

The sound barely registered at first. A faint metallic scraping. Then a click.

My eyes flew open.

The front door lock turned.

I froze, suddenly aware of how vulnerable I was. Alone in the cottage, miles from neighbors, cell phone reception spotty at best. Gran wasn't due back for ten days. No one else had a key except—

The door swung open. Cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of rain and pine. I sat up, clutching the afghan around me like armor, heart hammering against my ribs.

A figure stood silhouetted in the doorway, tall and broad-shouldered. Not Gran. Definitely not Gran.

"Hello?" The voice was deep, confused. Male.

I scrambled off the couch, nearly tripping over the coffee table. My hand groped blindly for something—anything—I could use as a weapon. It closed around Gran's heavy crystal paperweight.

"Who are you?" I demanded, voice hoarse from crying. "What are you doing in my grandmother's house?"

The man stepped fully inside, closing the door against the rain. Water dripped from his dark jacket onto the hardwood floor. When he turned toward me, the lamplight illuminated his face.

He looked about thirty-five, with sharp cheekbones and dark eyes that widened in surprise when they landed on me. His rain-soaked hair curled against his forehead. A duffel bag hung from his shoulder.

"I could ask you the same thing," he said, his expression shifting from surprise to wariness. "Where's Elaine?"

He knew Gran's name. That didn't mean he belonged here.

I tightened my grip on the paperweight, painfully aware of my tear-stained face and puffy eyes.

"My grandmother's not here," I said, trying to sound braver than I felt. "And you need to leave before I call the police."

The man's jaw clenched, and I noticed a thin white scar running along it, barely visible in the low light. He set his duffel bag down with a heavy thud.

"Call the police?" His mouth quirked up at one corner. "That might be awkward."

My heart hammered against my ribs. "Why's that?"

"Because I am the police. Or was." He reached into his jacket pocket. I flinched, but he only pulled out a set of keys. "Tim Nolan. I rent the guesthouse. Have been for about three months now."

Guesthouse? Gran had converted the old gardener's cottage years ago, but she'd never mentioned a tenant. Especially not one who looked like... this. The paperweight suddenly felt silly in my hand.

"Marjorie didn't tell you about me?" He hung his wet jacket on the coat rack, revealing broad shoulders under a simple black t-shirt. "That's Marjorie for you. Details aren't her strong suit."

I lowered the paperweight, mortification replacing fear. "Gran calls herself Elaine with her friends. Marjorie's her middle name."

"Ah." He nodded, like this explained everything. "And you're..."

"Delevon. Her granddaughter." I tugged at the hem of my oversized hoodie, painfully aware it barely reached mid-thigh. My leggings were still in my backpack by the door. "I didn't know she had a... a tenant."

His eyes—startlingly blue even in the dim light—took in my tear-stained face, then politely shifted away. "Didn't know Marjorie had company coming."

"She doesn't. I mean, she wasn't expecting me." I set the paperweight down, suddenly exhausted. The adrenaline rush faded, leaving me hollow. "She left a note. Apparently she's on a cruise."

"Right. The infamous Book Club getaway." He ran a hand through his damp hair. "She mentioned that."

The silence stretched between us, thick with awkwardness. I crossed my arms over my chest, too aware of my bare legs, my puffy eyes, my general dishevelment. He looked like he'd stepped out of some rugged outdoorsman catalog, all hard angles and quiet intensity, while I resembled something the cat dragged in.

"You look like you could use some coffee," he finally said. Not a question, just an observation. "I was about to make some."

"It's nine at night."

"Best time for coffee." He moved toward the kitchen with the easy confidence of someone who knew the space. "You drink it black, or are you one of those people who turns it into dessert?"

I followed him, drawn by the strange normalcy he offered. "With milk. If there is any."

Tim opened the refrigerator, movements efficient and economical. "Your grandmother keeps a fully stocked fridge even when she's planning to be gone for days. Woman's prepared for the apocalypse."

His matter-of-factness was oddly comforting. No questions about why I was crying. No awkward platitudes. Just coffee and space to breathe.

I watched him from the doorway as he moved around Gran's kitchen. The overhead light cast shadows that emphasized the sharp cut of his jaw, the thickness of his forearms as he measured coffee grounds. Everything about him screamed danger—the kind that had warning labels and required safety equipment.

And yet, as he glanced up and caught me staring, something warm and electric shot through me. He looked like trouble. The kind of trouble that could make me forget Carter's betrayal, even if just for a little while.

The kind of trouble I suddenly, desperately needed.
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I spent the next morning in Gran's kitchen, nursing a cup of chamomile tea and avoiding the guesthouse side of the property. Last night had been embarrassing enough—Tim finding me mid-breakdown, tear-stained and pathetic. The coffee had been good though. Strong and rich, just like the man who made it.

My phone buzzed with another text from Carter. The fifth since yesterday. I ignored it, just like the others. What was there to say? I'd seen the messages. I knew what he thought of me now.

The cabinet door above the sink creaked loudly when I opened it. It had always done that, for as long as I could remember. Gran called it her "burglar alarm." I reached for a mug and heard the back door open.

Tim stood in the doorway, rain jacket zipped halfway, hair damp from the morning drizzle. "Morning."

"Hi." I tugged at my oversized sweater, suddenly self-conscious.

"Coffee?" he asked, gesturing to the pot on the counter.

"Already made some tea." I lifted my mug like evidence.

He nodded, moving to the coffee maker. His presence filled the small kitchen—not intrusive, just... substantial. We moved around each other in awkward choreography, me rinsing my mug, him measuring coffee grounds.

"How long are you staying?" he asked, his back to me.

"I don't know. Gran's gone for ten days, but..." I trailed off, not wanting to admit I had nowhere else to go. My apartment with Carter wasn't mine anymore. Not after what I'd discovered.

Tim just nodded, like my non-answer made perfect sense.

* * *

By the third day, we'd established an unspoken routine. Tim left early for work—where, I still didn't know—and returned in the late afternoon. I spent my days curled on Gran's couch, alternating between crying and staring blankly at the ceiling, ignoring Carter's increasingly desperate texts.

We passed each other in the hallway, on the back porch, in the kitchen. Brief encounters marked by small nods and minimal words. He never asked why I was there or why my eyes were perpetually red-rimmed. I appreciated that more than he could know.

On the fourth night, I sat on the porch swing, wrapped in Gran's old quilt despite the mild evening. The stars were out, a rarity given the recent rain. My phone buzzed in my pocket—Carter again—and I felt fresh tears slide down my cheeks.

The porch door creaked. Tim stepped out, two steaming mugs in hand. Without a word, he sat beside me on the swing, leaving a respectful distance between us. He offered one of the mugs.

"Hot chocolate," he said. "With the little marshmallows."

I took it, our fingers brushing briefly. "Thanks."

We sat in silence, the swing creaking gently beneath us. I sipped the chocolate—rich and sweet, nothing like the powdered stuff I usually made.

"He cheated on me," I said suddenly, my voice barely above a whisper. "My boyfriend. Carter."

Tim didn't look at me, just kept his gaze fixed on the darkness beyond the porch. I took his silence as permission to continue.

"Three years together, and I find out he's been sleeping with someone else for months." My voice shook. "I found messages on his laptop. He told her I was... clingy. Boring. Said I was just a placeholder until someone better came along."

Tim's jaw clenched, a muscle twitching beneath the thin scar.

"I gave him everything," I continued, the words spilling out now. "Changed my major because he thought my art was impractical. Stopped seeing friends he didn't approve of. Wore clothes he liked. And the whole time, he was just... waiting for an upgrade."

I wiped angrily at my tears, embarrassed by my outburst. Tim remained silent for so long I thought he might not respond at all.

"You didn't deserve that," he finally said, his voice low and certain. He turned to look at me then, those blue eyes intense in the porch light. "No one does."

Something in his simple statement broke through the wall I'd built. I cried then, really cried, not the quiet tears I'd been shedding for days but deep, heaving sobs. Tim didn't touch me, didn't offer empty platitudes. He just sat beside me, a solid presence in the storm of my grief.

* * *

The next morning, I came downstairs to find Tim in the kitchen, toolbox open on the counter.

"Cabinet's been bothering me," he said by way of explanation, gesturing to the creaky door above the sink. "Thought I'd fix it while I had the day off."

I nodded, grateful for the distraction from my swollen eyes and embarrassment over last night's breakdown.

"Can I help?"

"Got it covered," he said, rolling up the sleeves of his henley. "Coffee's fresh though."

I poured myself a cup and retreated to the kitchen table, pretending to read Gran's newspaper while secretly watching Tim work. His movements were precise, methodical. The same way he made coffee, the same way he spoke. No wasted motion, no unnecessary words.

After a few minutes, he pulled his shirt over his head, revealing a broad back mapped with lean muscle. A jagged scar ran across his left shoulder blade, disappearing around his side. I ducked behind the newspaper when he turned.

"Getting warm in here," he said, folding his shirt neatly on the counter.

I mumbled something incoherent and fled to the living room, heart racing. Through the kitchen doorway, I watched him work—the flex of his shoulders as he tightened screws, the concentration on his face, the light sheen of sweat making his skin glow in the morning sun.

Heat pooled low in my belly, a sensation I hadn't felt in months. Carter and I had been physically intimate right up until the end, but it had been mechanical, routine. This was different—a sudden, visceral want that caught me off guard.

I imagined those strong hands on my body instead of the cabinet. Wondered if he'd be as methodical, as focused, in bed as he was with everything else. If his mouth would taste like the coffee he drank black.

The newspaper crumpled in my hands. I was still heartbroken, still raw from Carter's betrayal. These feelings for Tim were just a distraction, a rebound fantasy.

Weren't they?
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For three days, I managed to avoid Tim after the cabinet incident. Not that it was difficult—he seemed to have a sixth sense for when I needed space. He left for work before I woke up and stayed in the guesthouse most evenings. But I felt his presence everywhere: in the fixed cabinet that no longer creaked, in the freshly mowed lawn, in the faint scent of his soap that lingered in the kitchen.

Carter called seventeen times. I watched my phone light up with each attempt, but never answered. His texts ranged from angry accusations to tearful apologies, finally settling into a rhythm of casual messages as if nothing had happened. As if he hadn't shattered everything.

I deleted them all.

On the fourth night, I was curled up on the couch with one of Gran's romance novels when the lights flickered once, twice, and died. Outside, rain lashed against the windows, wind howling through the trees. The weather forecast had mentioned storms, but nothing this severe.

For a moment, I sat frozen in the darkness, the book forgotten in my lap. Thunder crashed overhead, and I jumped, my heart racing. Gran's house suddenly felt too big, too empty.

I fumbled for my phone, using its flashlight to navigate to the kitchen where Gran kept emergency supplies. The beam of light bounced off unfamiliar corners, casting strange shadows that made me jumpy. I found candles in the drawer by the sink and matches in the cabinet Tim had fixed.

One by one, I lit them, placing them around the living room until the space glowed with warm, flickering light. The shadows danced on the walls, making the familiar room seem different, almost enchanted. Outside, the storm raged on, but inside this circle of light, I felt safer.

A sharp knock at the door made me yelp.

"Delevon? It's Tim. You okay in there?"

I hurried to the door, relief washing over me at the sound of his voice. When I opened it, Tim stood on the porch, rain dripping from his hair and shoulders. He wore only a t-shirt and jeans, both soaked through.

"Power's out," I said, stating the obvious.

"Whole block," he confirmed. "Transformer blew down the street. Thought I'd check on you."

I stepped back, holding the door wider. "Come in. You're drenched."

He hesitated, then crossed the threshold, careful not to drip too much on Gran's hardwood floors. In the candlelight, with water clinging to his eyelashes and t-shirt molded to his chest, he looked like something from the romance novel I'd been reading.

"Let me get you a towel," I said, turning away before he could see the heat rising in my cheeks.

When I returned with the towel, Tim had removed his boots and was standing awkwardly by the door, as if unsure of his welcome. I handed him the towel, our fingers brushing briefly.

"Thanks," he said, running it over his hair. "Storm's supposed to last through the night. You got everything you need?"

"Candles, obviously," I gestured around the room. "And Gran keeps the pantry stocked like she's expecting the apocalypse."

Tim's mouth quirked in what might have been a smile. "Sounds about right."

Another crack of thunder shook the house, and I flinched involuntarily. Tim noticed.

"Not a fan of storms?" he asked.

I shrugged, embarrassed. "They make me nervous. Silly, I know."

"Not silly," he said. "Natural."

The simple acceptance in his voice loosened something in my chest. Carter had always mocked my fear of storms, calling me childish.

"Would you..." I hesitated, then pushed forward. "Would you like to stay? Just until the storm passes. I have wine." I added the last part in a rush, immediately regretting it. Wine sounded like an invitation to something more.

But Tim just nodded. "Sure. Let me grab a dry shirt from the guesthouse first."

While he was gone, I rummaged through Gran's collection of battery-operated gadgets and found an old portable radio. It took some fiddling, but I managed to tune it to a station playing soft jazz. The music filled the candlelit room, creating an atmosphere that felt dangerously intimate.

I opened a bottle of red wine Gran had left behind—something expensive Carter would have approved of—and poured two glasses. By the time Tim returned, I'd arranged myself on the couch in what I hoped was a casual pose.

He'd changed into a dry henley, but his jeans were still damp. His hair curled slightly at the nape of his neck where it was still wet. He accepted the wine with a nod of thanks and sat at the opposite end of the couch, maintaining that careful distance he always kept between us.

"Nice," he said, nodding toward the radio.

"Gran's prepared for everything," I replied. "There's probably a generator somewhere, but I have no idea how to work it."

"I can take a look tomorrow," he offered. "If the power's still out."

We fell into silence, sipping our wine and listening to the music. The storm continued outside, but it felt distant now, less threatening. In the candlelight, the shadows softened Tim's features, making him look younger, less guarded.

I found myself stealing glances at him, at the way his henley stretched across his chest, at the strong column of his throat when he swallowed. Once, our eyes met, and he held my gaze for a beat longer than usual before looking away.

The wine warmed my blood, making me bolder. I shifted on the couch, closing some of the distance between us.

"How long were you a cop?" I asked.

"Twelve years," he answered. "Eight in the Marines before that."

"Is that where you got the scar?" The question slipped out before I could stop it. "On your shoulder, I mean."

His eyes narrowed slightly. "You noticed that."

Heat rushed to my face. "I—when you were fixing the cabinet. I wasn't trying to—"

"IED in Afghanistan," he interrupted, saving me from my stammering. "Not as bad as it looks."

I nodded, not knowing what to say. The gap between our experiences yawned wide. While I'd been in college, worrying about exams and relationship drama, he'd been in war zones.

"Why did you leave the force?" I asked, changing the subject.

Tim took a long sip of wine. "Divorce," he said finally. "Ex-wife got tired of being married to the job. Can't blame her."

"I'm sorry," I said.

He shrugged. "It happens."

"Is that why you're renting Gran's guesthouse? Starting over?"

"Something like that." He set his empty glass on the coffee table. "Your grandmother doesn't ask questions. I appreciate that."

"Unlike me," I said with a small smile.

The corner of his mouth lifted. "I don't mind your questions."

The candlelight caught the angles of his face, highlighting the stubble along his jaw. My eyes drifted down to his chest, to the way the soft fabric of his henley hugged his torso. I imagined running my hands over those muscles, feeling their strength beneath my fingers.

When I looked up, Tim was watching me, his blue eyes dark in the dim light. This time, he didn't look away.

"You keep looking at me like that," he said, his voice low.

"Like what?" I whispered, though I knew exactly what he meant.

He set his wine glass down and shifted toward me on the couch. "Like you're thinking things you shouldn't be thinking."

My heart hammered against my ribs. "Maybe I am."

"Delevon," he said, my name a warning on his lips. "You're hurting. Vulnerable. I'm not going to take advantage of that."

"Is that what you think this is?" I asked, frustration bubbling up. "That I'm just looking for a rebound?"

"Aren't you?"

The question hung between us, honest and direct like everything about him. Was I? Was this just my wounded heart seeking comfort in the first available arms?

"No," I said, surprising myself with my certainty. "This isn't about Carter."

Tim's jaw tightened. "You're twenty years old."

"Twenty-one next month," I corrected, as if that made a difference.

"I'm almost forty," he countered.

"I know how old you are."

He studied me for a long moment, his expression unreadable. Then he reached out, his hand hovering near my face without touching. "You're not a little girl, Delevon. Stop looking at me like I'll break."

My breath caught in my throat. "Then stop looking at me like I'm off limits," I whispered.
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Tim closed the distance between us. The world seemed to slow, sounds fading into background noise. My breath caught in my throat as his hand finally, finally made contact with my cheek. His palm was warm, calloused, and so gentle it made my heart ache.

"Delevon," he whispered, my name sounding different on his lips than it ever had before. Not a question or a judgment—a reverence.

His thumb traced my cheekbone, and I leaned into his touch, starved for it in ways I hadn't even understood until that moment. When his lips found mine, the kiss was softer than anything I'd ever experienced. He kissed me like I might shatter, like I was something rare and breakable.

I trembled against him, not from fear but from the newness of it all. He must have felt it because he pulled back slightly, his eyes searching mine.

"You okay?" he asked, his voice a low rumble.

I nodded, unable to find words. The tenderness in his gaze undid me.

"Are you sure about this?" His question held no pressure, only concern. "We can stop. Anytime."

In answer, I reached for the hem of my oversized sweater and pulled it over my head. The cool air prickled my skin, but Tim's gaze warmed me everywhere it touched. I sat there in my simple cotton bra, feeling more exposed than I ever had with Carter, who'd seen every inch of me.

The difference was in Tim's eyes. Carter had looked at my body like it was his right. Tim looked at me like I was a gift he hadn't expected to receive.

He reached out, hesitating just before touching me. "May I?"

I nodded again, and his hands found my shoulders, tracing down my arms with such deliberate care that goosebumps followed in their wake. When he reached the clasp of my bra, he paused again.

"Still okay?"

"Yes," I whispered, finding my voice at last.

He unhooked my bra with steady hands, sliding the straps down my arms and setting it aside. I fought the urge to cover myself, to hide from his gaze. But the reverence in his eyes made me brave.

"You're beautiful," he said, the words simple but profound in their honesty.

His hands found my waist, and he lifted me onto his lap with an ease that made me gasp. I straddled him, our faces level now, his body solid beneath mine. When he kissed me again, it was deeper, hungrier, but still measured—like he was savoring every moment.

His lips traced a path down my neck, across my collarbone, down to my breast. Each kiss was deliberate, unhurried. When his mouth closed around my nipple, I arched into him with a gasp.

"Tim," I breathed, threading my fingers through his hair.

He looked up at me, his eyes dark with desire but still so focused, so present. "Tell me what you want, Delevon."

No one had ever asked me that before. Carter had always taken, assuming what pleased him would please me. I'd never been invited to voice my desires.

"I want..." I swallowed, finding courage in the safety of his arms. "I want to feel everything. With you."

He smiled then, a slow, devastating smile that transformed his face. "We have all night."

He stood, lifting me with him, and carried me to the bedroom. The candlelight followed us, casting dancing shadows on the walls. He laid me down on the bed with such care, like I was something precious.

His shirt came off next, revealing the body I'd been imagining. The scar on his shoulder was larger than I'd thought, a map of pain etched into his skin. I reached up to touch it, and he let me, watching my face as my fingers traced the raised tissue.

"Does it hurt?" I asked.

"Not anymore," he answered.

He unbuttoned my jeans next, sliding them down my legs with the same deliberate care he'd shown with everything else. I lay there in just my underwear, exposed but unafraid. He kissed his way back up my body, lingering at my inner thighs, my hipbones, my stomach, my breasts, my neck, until he reached my lips again.

"You're not boring," he whispered against my mouth, and I froze, wondering if somehow he'd heard Carter's cruel words. "You're not vanilla. You're everything."

Tears pricked my eyes at his words, at how he seemed to see straight through to my deepest insecurities. He kissed them away when they fell, his lips gentle on my eyelids.

His jeans joined mine on the floor, and then we were skin to skin, nothing between us but breath and the last whispers of hesitation. His body was hard where mine was soft, scarred where mine was smooth. I ran my hands over his chest, his shoulders, his back, learning the topography of him.

"Show me," I whispered, guiding his hand between my legs. "Show me how it's supposed to feel."

Understanding dawned in his eyes, and something like anger flashed there before tenderness took its place again. He kissed me deeply as his fingers found me, touched me in ways that made coherent thought impossible. My hips rose to meet his hand, seeking more.

"That's it," he murmured against my neck. "Let go for me, Delevon."

When I came apart under his touch, it was like nothing I'd experienced before—a wave that built and crashed and left me gasping his name. But he didn't stop there. He kissed his way down my body until his mouth replaced his hand, and I cried out at the sensation.

"Tim," I gasped, my fingers tangling in his hair. "Please."

He looked up, his eyes meeting mine over the landscape of my body. "Please what?"

"I want you," I said, finding courage in desire. "All of you."

He moved back up my body, settling between my thighs, his weight supported on his forearms. "Are you sure?"

I wrapped my legs around his waist in answer, drawing him closer. He reached between us, positioning himself, and then he was pushing inside me, slowly, carefully, watching my face for any sign of discomfort.

There was none. Only the fullness, the rightness of him.

"Okay?" he asked, his voice strained with the effort of holding still.

"More than okay," I whispered, lifting my hips to take him deeper.

He began to move then, setting a rhythm that was neither too fast nor too slow, just perfect. I matched him, learning the dance as we went. His eyes never left mine, even as pleasure built between us.

"You feel so good," he murmured, his voice rough with desire. "So perfect."

His words washed over me, healing places I hadn't known were broken. I'd never felt so seen, so wanted, so... worshipped. Every touch, every kiss, every thrust was an affirmation.

The pleasure built again, stronger this time, and I clung to him, afraid I might float away if I let go. He sensed it, his movements becoming more focused, more intense.

"Let go," he whispered. "I've got you."

And I did, falling over the edge with his name on my lips. He followed moments later, my name falling from his like a prayer, like a vow.

We lay tangled together afterward, my head on his chest, his heartbeat strong beneath my ear. The rain continued outside, a gentle soundtrack to our breathing. His fingers traced patterns on my back, and I felt more peaceful than I had in months, maybe years.

"You okay?" he asked after a while, his voice rumbling in his chest.

I looked up at him, at the concern in his eyes, at the way the candlelight played across his features. In that moment, I knew this wasn't just physical for either of us. Whatever was happening between us, it mattered.

"I'm perfect," I answered truthfully.

His smile was slow and warm. "Yes," he said simply. "You are."

He pulled the blanket over us, tucking me against his side like it was where I belonged. Outside, the storm began to quiet, but we didn't notice. We'd found our own shelter, our own peace, in each other's arms.
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I woke slowly, cocooned in warmth. Tim's arm draped across my waist, heavy and secure. For a moment, I didn't move, just savored the weight of him, the heat of his body against mine. Morning light filtered through the curtains, painting stripes across the rumpled sheets.

This wasn't like waking up with Carter, where I'd immediately check if I'd taken up too much space or if my morning breath might offend him. With Tim, I felt... right. Like a puzzle piece that had finally found its match after being forced into the wrong spaces for too long.

I turned in his arms to face him. He slept deeply, his face relaxed in a way it never was when awake. The permanent furrow between his brows had smoothed out. His lashes cast shadows on his cheeks, and the corners of his mouth tilted up slightly, as if he dreamed of something pleasant.

He stirred when I touched his face, his eyes opening slowly. No confusion clouded them—he knew exactly where he was and who I was.

"Morning," he murmured, voice rough with sleep.

"Morning," I whispered back.

His hand moved up my back, tracing my spine. "Sleep okay?"

I nodded. "Better than I have in... I don't know how long."

He smiled then, a real smile that reached his eyes, crinkling the corners. Something warm bloomed in my chest at the sight of it. With Carter, I'd always felt like I was performing, like one wrong move would shatter whatever tenuous connection we had. But here, with Tim's arm heavy around me and his eyes soft with sleep, I felt something I'd never experienced before.

I belonged.

Not just in his arms or in this bed, but in my own skin. For the first time, I wasn't trying to be someone else's version of me.

I pressed my lips to his chest, tasting the salt of his skin. He made a low sound in his throat as I moved lower, my lips trailing down his stomach. I glanced up, checking his face.

"You don't have to," he said, but his eyes had darkened.

"I want to," I replied, and I meant it.

With Carter, this had always felt like a chore, something I did because he expected it, because I thought it would make him stay. But as I took Tim into my mouth, I felt a surge of power, of genuine desire. I wanted to give him pleasure, to watch his face as he lost control.

His hands tangled in my hair, not pushing or pulling, just holding. His breath came faster as I moved, and when I looked up, his eyes were fixed on me with an intensity that made me shiver.

"God, Delevon," he groaned.

I loved the way my name sounded in his mouth, strained with pleasure. Loved the way his muscles tensed under my hands. Loved that I could do this to him, this strong, controlled man who now gripped the sheets with white knuckles because of me.

When he finally came, my name was a prayer on his lips. I moved back up his body, feeling strangely proud, completely different from the hollow emptiness that usually followed this act with Carter.

Tim pulled me to him, his breathing still ragged. "Come here," he murmured, kissing me deeply.

We lay together after, my head on his chest, his heartbeat slowing beneath my ear. His fingers traced lazy patterns on my shoulder, and I felt myself melting into him, boneless and content.

"What are you thinking?" he asked after a while.

I considered lying, saying something light or casual. But the truth spilled out instead. "That I've never felt like this before."

"Like what?"

I struggled to find the words. "Like... like I fit. Like I don't have to try to be something I'm not."

His hand stilled on my shoulder, then resumed its gentle stroking. "You shouldn't ever have to try to be something you're not, Delevon."

"I know that. Logically, I know that. But with Carter..." I trailed off, not wanting to bring my ex into this perfect moment.

"With Carter, you felt like you had to perform," Tim finished for me.

I nodded against his chest.

"Some men need that," he said. "They need the show, the performance. They need to believe they're the center of the universe."

"And you don't?"

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. "I'm too old for games. Too tired. I just want real."

I propped myself up on an elbow to look at him. "Is this real?"

His eyes, clear and steady, met mine. "Feels pretty damn real to me."

The simple honesty in his voice made my throat tight. He watched me with that calm smile of his, the one that made me feel like he could see right through me and didn't mind what he found.

"You know," he said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, "you don't have to be loud to be unforgettable."

The words hit me like a physical touch. All my life, I'd been the quiet one, the one people overlooked or forgot. Carter had always complained that I was too quiet during sex, too reserved in public. Too invisible.

But Tim saw me. Really saw me.

"I'm not good at being the center of attention," I admitted.

"You don't need to be. You just need to be you."

I laid my head back on his chest, listening to the steady thump of his heart. Outside, birds sang, and somewhere in the distance, a lawn mower droned. Normal sounds for a normal morning that somehow felt extraordinary.
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