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Aya

The bass from downstairs vibrates through the floorboards, shaking the red plastic cup in my hand. Ice cubes rattle against plastic. Three sips in, and the vodka cranberry burns less. Five sips, and my shoulders finally drop from their permanent hunch near my ears.

"See? Isn't this better than staying in your room all night?" My roommate Emma shouts over the music, her blonde hair swinging as she dances in place.

I nod, though "better" isn't the word I'd choose. Different, maybe. Terrifying, definitely.

"You look cute!" she yells, tugging at the hem of my pale blue sundress—the one I bought in Osaka, the one my mother would approve of. "But you're still too covered up for an American party!"

I force a smile, taking another gulp of my drink to avoid responding. The liquid sloshes down my throat, warming my chest, softening the edges of the room. The living room of this frat house swims with bodies—tall American bodies that make me feel even smaller than my five feet.

Emma disappears into the crowd, leaving me pressed against the wall. I finish my drink. Someone hands me another. The music gets louder. Or maybe that's just the blood rushing in my ears.

"You're not from around here, are you?"

I look up—way up—into the face of a guy with perfect teeth and sandy hair. His red polo shirt has a tiny embroidered horse on the chest. He's handsome in that American way—confident, tall, with shoulders that fill out his shirt.

"Japan," I manage, my voice barely audible over the music. "Exchange program."

"Cool." His eyes move down my body, lingering on the modest neckline of my dress. "I'm Brad. Art History major." He leans closer. "But I'm minoring in international relations."

The line is terrible. I know it's terrible. But the vodka has softened my edges, and when he laughs at his own joke, I laugh too. It feels good to laugh with someone instead of just smiling politely while pretending to understand.

"What's your name?" He's close enough now that I can smell the beer on his breath.

"Aya."

"Aya," he repeats, making it sound different, more exotic. "Beautiful name for a beautiful girl."

I should roll my eyes. I want to roll my eyes. But three drinks in, the attention feels like sunlight after weeks of rain. He touches my arm. His fingers are warm. I don't move away.

"Wanna get out of this noise? I can show you around the house."

The warning bells in my head sound distant, muffled by alcohol and loneliness. I've been in America for three weeks, and this is the longest conversation I've had with anyone besides Emma.

"Okay," I hear myself say.

His hand finds the small of my back, guiding me through the crowd. We climb stairs that tilt slightly under my feet. The second floor is darker, the music a dull thud rather than an assault. He opens a door. A bedroom. Of course it's a bedroom.

"This is my room," he says, though I doubt it. "We can actually hear each other talk in here."

The only light comes from a small lamp on the desk. There are sports posters on the wall, a rumpled bed with dark blue sheets. I stand awkwardly by the door as he sits on the edge of the bed, patting the space beside him.

I should leave. I know I should leave.

I sit.

"You're really pretty, Aya." His hand touches my knee, just below the hem of my dress. "Has anyone ever told you that you have amazing eyes?"

The compliment is as generic as they come, but I feel a flush spread across my cheeks anyway. When was the last time someone called me pretty? The boy in high school who kissed me behind the gymnasium, then never spoke to me again?

"Thank you," I whisper.

His lips find mine before I can say anything else. The kiss is wet, insistent. He tastes like beer and something minty—gum, maybe, chewed hastily before approaching me. I freeze, then force myself to respond, moving my lips against his. This is what college is supposed to be, right? Adventure. Experience. Breaking rules.

His tongue pushes into my mouth as his hand slides up my thigh, under my dress. I gasp against his lips, my head spinning—from the alcohol, from the newness, from the tiny voice screaming that this is happening too fast.

"You're so hot," he murmurs, his breath hot against my neck. "The way you look... those innocent eyes..."

His words blur together as he guides me down onto the mattress. The ceiling spins slightly above me. His weight presses me into the bed, heavy and unfamiliar. His hand fumbles under my dress, pushing aside the cotton of my underwear.

"Wait," I whisper, but it comes out so soft I'm not sure he hears me.

His fingers probe, rough and impatient. I wince. It doesn't hurt, exactly, but it doesn't feel good either. Nothing like when I touch myself in the dark of my dorm room, thinking of faceless men with gentle hands.

"You're so tight," he groans, his fingers pushing harder. "God, I need to be inside you."

I hear the metallic sound of a zipper. Reality crashes through the alcoholic haze. This is happening. Right now. My first time will be in this strange room, with this man I met twenty minutes ago.

Part of me wants to push him off, to run. But another part—the part that came to America seeking something different, something real—whispers: At least you'll have a story to tell. At least you won't be the same girl who left Japan.

"Do you have... protection?" My English feels clumsy on my tongue.

"Yeah, yeah." He reaches for his wallet, fumbles with a foil packet. "I got it."

He pushes my dress up around my waist, tugs my underwear down to my knees. The air is cool on my exposed skin. I stare at the ceiling, heart hammering against my ribs. This isn't how I imagined it. In my dreams, there were whispered words, tender touches, a connection that meant something.

He positions himself between my legs, his weight crushing me into the mattress.

"You sure?" he asks, but he's already pushing forward.

"Okay," I whisper, because I don't know what else to say. Because I've come this far. Because maybe this is what growing up feels like.

The intrusion is sudden, sharp. I gasp, my body tensing against the invasion. He pushes deeper, groaning.

"Fuck, you're tight."

It hurts. Not agony, but a burning stretch that makes me bite my lip. He starts to move, his rhythm jerky and fast. The discomfort doesn't fade. Each thrust jars my body, the headboard knocking against the wall behind us.

I close my eyes, waiting for the pleasure I've read about, the connection I've dreamed of. Neither comes. Just the weight of him, the smell of beer and sweat, the sound of his breathing growing more ragged.

"Oh god, oh god," he pants, his movements becoming erratic. His body stiffens, a final groan escaping his lips as he collapses on top of me.

It's over. Just like that.

He rolls off me, breathing hard. I lie still, feeling strange and hollow. Is that it? Is that what everyone makes such a big deal about?

"That was great," he mumbles, already reaching down to deal with the condom.

I pull my dress down over my thighs, suddenly aware of my nakedness, my vulnerability. The room feels colder now. The bass from downstairs continues its relentless thump, like a clock counting seconds I can't get back.

Brad stands, adjusting his clothes, zipping his pants. He doesn't look at me. "I should get back to the party. My brothers are probably looking for me."

I nod, not trusting my voice. He hesitates by the door, as if suddenly remembering I'm a person.

"You coming?"

"In a minute," I manage.

He shrugs. "Cool. See you around, Aya."

The door closes behind him. I'm alone.

I sit up slowly, wincing at the unfamiliar soreness between my legs. My underwear is tangled around one ankle. I pull it back up with trembling hands. There's a small smear of blood on the blue sheets. Evidence. Proof.

I'm not a virgin anymore. The thought should feel significant, transformative. Instead, I just feel... empty.

The music continues downstairs. People laugh, lives continue. And I sit in a stranger's room, on a stranger's bed, feeling like a stranger in my own skin.

So this is it? This is what I thought would feel... different?

I thought crossing this line would make me feel alive, worldly, changed. All I feel is hollow, like something's been taken rather than given. Like I've stepped over a threshold I can't return from, only to find nothing waiting on the other side.

I thought it would make me feel alive. All I feel is empty.

I stand on shaky legs, straighten my dress, and try to smooth my hair. The girl in the reflection of the window looks the same as she did an hour ago. Same eyes, same face. But something has shifted inside, something I can't name yet.

The door creaks as I pull it open. The hallway stretches before me, dimly lit and pulsing with the bass from downstairs. Just make it down the stairs. Just make it outside. Just make it home.

I take one step into the hallway when voices stop me.

"Well, look who it is."

Two guys approach from the shadows. Tall, broad-shouldered, with identical red polo shirts and baseball caps. Their eyes are glassy, movements loose from too many beers.

"Brad's new friend," one says, his words slurring together. His gaze slides down my body, lingering on my legs. "The Japanese chick."

My throat tightens. I press myself against the wall, trying to make my body smaller.

"Excuse me," I whisper, eyes fixed on the carpet. "I need to go."

"Already?" The taller one steps closer, blocking my path to the stairs. "But we just met."

His friend laughs, the sound sharp and dangerous in the narrow hallway. "Brad says you're a good time. Share the fun?"

Ice floods my veins. Brad told them? Told them what? That I was easy? That I was... available?

"No, I—I need to leave." My voice cracks. I take a step sideways, trying to edge past them toward the stairs.

A hand catches my wrist, fingers digging into my skin. "Don't be like that. We just want to get to know you better."

Panic surges through me, hot and electric. I try to pull away, but his grip tightens.

"Please let go." The words come out as a whisper.

"C'mon, sweetheart. Brad already had his turn." The shorter one moves closer, his breath hot against my neck. "We just want ours."

They're on either side of me now, backing me against the wall. The taller one's hand slides up my arm, his thumb brushing against the side of my breast.

"No," I say, louder this time. "Stop."

But he doesn't stop. Instead, he presses his body against mine, pinning me to the wall. His mouth crashes down on mine, tasting of beer and cigarettes. I try to turn my head away, but his hand grips my jaw, holding me in place. His fingers dig into my skin, hard enough to leave marks. My heart hammers against my ribs like it's trying to escape. The wall behind me is cold, but his body is hot—suffocating. I can't breathe. Can't think. My hands push against his chest, but it's like trying to move concrete. Panic rises in my throat, sharp and metallic. This isn't what I wanted. This isn't how it was supposed to be.

"Dude, wait," the other one says, fumbling in his pocket. He pulls out his phone, the screen illuminating his face with an eerie glow. "Let me get this."

The camera lens points at me, a black eye watching my humiliation. The guy kissing me moves his hands to my breasts, squeezing roughly through my dress. I'm trapped between his body and the wall, like a butterfly pinned to a board.

"No!" I scream, the sound tearing from my throat. "Stop it!" My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, high and desperate. The panic claws up from my stomach, making my limbs weak. This isn't the adventure I dreamed of when I left Japan. This is a nightmare wearing the mask of an American party.

The one with the phone lunges forward, slapping his palm over my mouth. His fingers dig into my cheeks, pressing so hard I taste blood.

"Shut up," he hisses, his face inches from mine. "You want the whole house coming up here?"

Tears well in my eyes, spilling hot down my cheeks. The hand over my mouth smells like sweat. I can't breathe. Can't move. Can't escape.

The first guy's hands are everywhere now—pulling at my dress, sliding up my thighs, searching for the same access Brad had minutes before. His breathing is heavy in my ear, wet and eager like an animal's.  I try to twist away, but there's nowhere to go. The wall is at my back, his body is a cage, and the sound of music pounds through the floor beneath us, drowning out everything except my thundering heartbeat. No one would hear me scream even if I could find my voice.

"Bet she's still wet from Brad," he mumbles to his friend. "Asian girls are always so tight."

A sob builds in my chest, trapped behind the hand crushing my mouth. Is this happening? Is this really happening?

So this is how my second time will be. Pinned against a wall. Filmed like some kind of trophy. Used.

My knees buckle, but there's nowhere to fall with their bodies pressed against mine. The edges of my vision start to blur. I'm going to pass out. Maybe that would be better. Maybe then I wouldn't have to feel this.

The guy with his hand over my mouth suddenly looks over his shoulder, distracted by something.

"Shit, someone's coming," he whispers, lowering his phone.

But the footsteps in the hallway don't belong to a savior. They're just more danger. More hands. More pain.

I squeeze my eyes shut, tears streaming down my face. I want to be anywhere but here. Anyone but me. This can't be happening. This can't be real.

But it is real. The wall against my back. The hands on my body. The terror coursing through my veins.

This is America. This is freedom. This is the adventure I wanted.

And I've never felt more trapped in my life.

They open the door to the room. Pushes me towards the bed. I fight. My nails dug into to door frame.

A shadow falls across the hallway. The laughter stops.

"She said no. Move."

The voice—deep, dark, cold as steel—slices through the air like a blade. The hand over my mouth freezes. Both guys turn toward the sound.

I can't see past their bodies, but I feel the shift in the air. A presence. Something massive. Dangerous.

"Mind your own business, man." The taller one's voice wavers, bravado cracking at the edges. "We're just having fun."

"Does she look like she's having fun?"

The two guys exchange glances. The one holding me releases his grip on my face, but keeps his body pressed against mine. I gasp for air, sucking in oxygen that tastes like freedom.

"Whatever, dude. She was with Brad. Ask him."

"I'm not asking again."

I hear a step. Heavy. Deliberate. The floorboard creaks under significant weight.

The frat boys shift, and finally I see him.

My breath catches in my throat.

He fills the entire hallway—a mountain of a man, at least six-foot-four, with shoulders that nearly brush both walls. Black t-shirt stretched tight across a chest so broad it seems impossible. Arms thick as tree trunks, marked with intricate tattoos that disappear beneath his sleeves. His face is all hard angles—sharp jaw, straight nose, eyes like ice under dark brows.

The frat boys laugh nervously, a sound that dies when he takes another step forward.

"Chill out, man. We're just—"

What happens next blurs in its speed. The mountain moves—impossibly fast for something so large—and suddenly has the taller frat boy by the shirt. One hand. Just one massive hand fisting the fabric. And then the boy is airborne, his back slamming against the wall with enough force to knock a framed photo to the floor.

The glass shatters. The frat boy's eyes bulge.

"I said move."

The second guy bolts, stumbling down the stairs without looking back. His friend slides down the wall when released, gasping for breath, then scrambles to his feet and follows.

Silence fills the hallway. Just my ragged breathing and the distant thump of music.

And him. This stranger. This savior. This terrifying man who's looking at me with eyes that see too much.

His jaw clenches, muscles working beneath stubbled skin. He keeps his distance, not crowding me like the others did. His voice, when it comes, is softer than before. Still deep, still rough, but controlled.

"You okay?"

I nod, though I'm not. Not even close. Tears burn my eyes, threatening to spill over. My arms wrap around myself, suddenly aware of how exposed I feel. How small. How broken.

He studies me, eyes taking in my rumpled dress, my tear-streaked face, the tremble in my hands. Something flickers across his expression—anger, but not at me. His massive shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath.

"Here." He shrugs out of a black zip-up hoodie I hadn't noticed he was wearing. Holds it out to me, arm extended but not coming closer. "Take it."

I hesitate, then reach for it. Our fingers don't touch. The fabric is warm from his body, soft from wear. I slip it on, and it swallows me whole—the sleeves hanging past my fingertips, the hem reaching mid-thigh. It smells like cedar and something spicy. Something male.

"Thank you," I whisper, voice cracking.

He nods once, sharp. "You have someone here with you? Friends?"

I think of Emma, lost somewhere in the crowd downstairs. Of Brad, who used me and left. Of all these American strangers who don't even know my name.

"No," I admit. "Not really."

His jaw tightens again. "You need a ride home?"

Fear flickers—a strange man, offering a ride. But then I look at him again. At the way he stands, keeping space between us. At the controlled fury in his eyes when he looks toward where the frat boys disappeared. At the massive hands that could break me in half but are carefully kept at his sides.

He's terrifying. And safe. And looking at me like he knows everything I just did.

Shame burns through me. Does he know? Can he tell I let Brad take me to that room? That I said yes? That I crossed a line I can never uncross, only to be left hollow and used?

"I can call you a cab," he offers, misreading my hesitation.

"No," I say quickly. "A ride would be... thank you."

He nods again, gesturing for me to go first down the stairs. I move on unsteady legs, his hoodie a tent around my body, protecting me from prying eyes. He follows, a wall of muscle at my back. I feel the weight of stares as we cross the living room—people wondering who I am, why I'm with him, what he's doing at a college party.

The frat boys are nowhere to be seen.

Outside, the night air hits my face, cool and clean. I gulp it down, trying to wash away the memory of hands on my body, breath on my neck.

"This way."

He leads me to a black pickup truck parked half on the curb, engine still running. He must have left it there when he heard... when he came inside and found...

The tears I've been fighting finally spill over. Silent, streaming down my cheeks as I stand beside his truck, drowning in his hoodie, broken in ways I don't have words for.

He sees the tears but doesn't comment. Just opens the passenger door, waits for me to climb in—which takes effort, the truck sits so high—and closes it gently behind me.

I watch him walk around the front, this stranger who appeared like some dark guardian angel. His size is even more apparent outside—broad back, powerful legs, moving with a predator's grace that makes no sense for someone so large.

He terrifies me. He saved me. And now I'm alone in his truck, surrounded by his scent, wrapped in his clothes.

And somehow, for the first time tonight, I feel safe.

The truck rumbles beneath me, engine growling like some great beast as we pull away from the frat house. I clutch the edges of his hoodie tighter around me, disappearing into its vastness. It smells like him—cedar, leather, something darker I can't name. Something male.

Silence fills the cab. Not comfortable. Not uncomfortable. Just... there. Stretching between us like a living thing.

I steal glances at him while pretending to look out the window. His profile is all sharp edges—jaw clenched tight enough to crack walnuts, cheekbones that could cut glass. One massive hand grips the wheel while the other rests on the gearshift, both capable of violence I just witnessed and gentleness I can't imagine.

His knuckles are scarred. Fighter's hands.

Who is he? Why was he at that party? He doesn't look like a college student. Too old. Too... everything.

The silence thickens until it's hard to breathe. I should say something. Thank him again. Ask his name. But words stick in my throat, trapped behind the memory of another man's hands on my body.

Finally, he speaks.

"I am Tyler."

"Aya"

He nods. "You're too damn small to be walking into places like that." His voice fills the truck, deep and rough like gravel. "Someone's gonna hurt you."

The words hit me like a slap. Not because they're cruel, but because they're true. Because someone almost did.

"I..." My voice sounds tiny in comparison to his. "I thought I could handle it."

He glances at me then, just for a second, but it's enough. His eyes aren't ice anymore—they're fire. Blue flame that burns straight through me, seeing everything I don't want seen.

"Sweetheart," he says, the word somehow both gentle and devastating, "you couldn't handle me."

Heat slams into my belly, unexpected and fierce. My thighs press together beneath the oversized hoodie, a reflexive movement I can't control. Something about the way he says it—like a promise, like a warning—makes my skin flush hot despite everything that just happened.

"Come by the gym just off campus and I will teach you some self-defense."

All I can muster is a small nod.

* * *

The memory of that night haunts me.

My virginity lost to a frat boy.

Almost sexually abused - to call it lightly.

But my memory does not just turn to the bad stuff.  I can't stop thinking about his words: you couldn't handle me.

They follow me through lectures, through quiet nights alone in my dorm, through dreams I wake from gasping.

Three days later, I find myself standing across the street from his gym. The building is industrial, all brick and steel, with tall windows clouded by condensation. A neon sign reads "Brooks Fight Academy" in angry red letters.

Men built like tanks stream in and out, some with gym bags slung over shoulders thick as tree trunks, others still glistening with sweat. Each one makes me shrink further into myself, but none of them are him.

The sun starts to set, painting the windows orange. The crowd shifts—fewer giants, more women in colorful workout gear. They chat and laugh as they enter, seeming completely at ease. I watch them disappear inside, wondering what it's like to feel that confident.

A black pickup truck rumbles around the corner. My heart stops. Tyler steps out, wearing a tight black t-shirt that stretches across his chest like it's fighting for survival. He grabs a gym bag from the back, muscles flexing with each movement.

Before I can talk myself out of it, my feet carry me across the street. The gym's entrance looms before me—heavy metal door, handle worn smooth from countless hands. I push it open just enough to slip inside.

Heat and noise assault my senses. The thud of gloves hitting bags, the clang of weights, the squeak of shoes on mats. The air is thick with sweat and leather and determination.

And there he is.

Tyler moves like liquid violence in the ring, sparring with a man nearly his size. His opponent throws a punch—Tyler slips it like water, counters with a combination that's too fast to follow. Every movement screams power, control, danger.

I can't look away. Sweat gleams on his shoulders, drips down his neck. His face is pure focus, primal and beautiful in its intensity.

"You must be Aya! "I'm Sophie—Tyler's sister."

I jump at the voice beside me. A girl bounces on her toes, all bright eyes and dimples. Her blonde ponytail swings as she talks. She's younger than I first thought—maybe sixteen—with the same striking blue eyes as Tyler, but where his are ice, hers sparkle with warmth. She's wearing a faded gym shirt that's too big for her slender frame, probably her brother's, and despite her youth, she carries herself with the easy confidence that seems to run in their family. A light dusting of freckles crosses her nose, giving her an innocent look that contrasts with the tough gym environment surrounding us.

"He mentioned you might stop by." She grins, lowering her voice. "Said you needed some self-defense training, but between us, I think he just wants to see you again."

Heat floods my cheeks. "Oh, I... I wasn't..."

"Don't worry, he's not usually this scary." Sophie gestures to the ring where Tyler just landed another devastating combination. "He's got a big fight coming up—first one since his injury. Been training like a demon for weeks."

I watch him move, remembering how gentle those lethal hands were when he helped me into his truck. "He was injured?"

"Bad knee. Doctors said he'd never fight again." Sophie's smile turns proud. "But my brother's stubborn. Too stubborn to stay down, too stubborn to let anyone close..." She trails off meaningfully.

Movement catches my eye—Tyler's head snaps toward us. Our eyes lock. Everything else fades away.

His opponent takes advantage of his distraction, throwing a hook that catches Tyler's jaw. He absorbs the blow like it's nothing, but his eyes stay on me. Dark. Hungry.

"I... I should go." The words come out breathless. "I have class."

"But it's seven—"

I'm already backing away, heart thundering in my chest. Through the door, into the cooling evening air. I don't stop until I'm halfway down the block.

His eyes follow me all the way home. Those hands. That power. The way he moved like he could break the world if he wanted to.

You couldn't handle me.

Maybe not. But God help me, I want to try.

* * *

I return to the gym three days later. My excuse sounds hollow even to me, but I repeat it like a mantra as I push through the door: self-defense, self-defense, self-defense. Not Tyler. Not those eyes. Not those hands.

The evening crowd is thinner tonight. A few men grunt at heavy bags in the corner. A woman practices kicks on a standing dummy. And there he is, wrapping his knuckles with practiced precision, his back to me.

He turns before I can announce myself, like he sensed me. "You came back."

Not a question. A statement, heavy with something I can't name.

"For the self-defense," I blurt, clutching my small gym bag. "Like you offered."

His eyes drag over me—pink leggings, oversized t-shirt—and his mouth quirks. "Right. Self-defense."

The way he says it makes my skin prickle with heat.

"Come on." He jerks his head toward an empty corner with mats. "Let's see what you've got."

What I've got is nothing. Absolutely nothing. My coordination is terrible, my punches weak. Tyler stands behind me, adjusting my stance with those massive hands.

"Wider," he murmurs, his breath stirring the hair at my temple. His palm presses against my lower back, fingers spanning nearly my entire waist. "You need a solid foundation."

I try to focus on his instructions, not the heat of him at my back, not how small I feel in his shadow.

"Now, if someone grabs you—" He moves suddenly, arm wrapping around my waist from behind. "What do you do?"

My brain short-circuits. His chest is a wall against my back, arm like steel around me. I can't breathe, can't think.

"Aya." His voice drops lower. "Focus."

"I—I don't know," I whisper.

He releases me, steps back. "Let's try something else."

We move to the boxing ring. He holds up padded mitts, calls out combinations. "One-two. Again. Harder."

I punch weakly, distracted by everything about him—the veins in his forearms, the intensity in his eyes, the way sweat makes his shirt cling to every ridge of muscle.

"You're not trying," he growls.

"I am!"

"No." He tosses the mitts aside, stalks toward me. I back up until the ropes press against my spine. He plants a hand on either side of me, caging me in. "You're distracted."

I can't look at him. Can't look away. He's so close I can feel the heat radiating from his body, can smell soap and sweat and man.

"Look at me," he demands.

I do. His eyes are dark, pupils blown wide.

"You came here for more than punches, Aya. Say it."

My breath catches. The truth hovers between us, dangerous and electric. I should deny it. Should walk away now, before I cross a line I can't uncross.

"I..." My voice trembles. "I want you."

The confession hangs in the air. His jaw tightens, a muscle jumping beneath the skin.

"Why?" The word is rough, almost angry.

"I don't know." My eyes burn with sudden tears. "I had... there was a boy, at the party. Before those guys in the hallway. It was my first time, and it was—" I swallow hard. "It hurt. And he didn't care. And then you were there, and you were so..."

"So what?"

"Scary," I whisper. "But you made me feel safe. And I can't stop thinking about you, about your hands, and how different it might be, and I know it's stupid—"

"It's not stupid." His voice is softer now, but no less intense. "It's dangerous."

"I know."

"You don't." He leans closer, his face inches from mine. "You have no idea what you're asking for."

The gym door bangs open. Tyler straightens, putting space between us so quickly I almost stumble.

"Tyler!" Sophie bounces over, then stops, eyes darting between us. "Oh. Sorry. Am I interrupting?"

"We're training," Tyler says, voice neutral.

Sophie's eyebrows rise. "Right. Training." She smirks. "Anyway, I'm heading home. Left lasagna in the fridge."

"Did you finish your homework?"

She rolls her eyes. "Yes, Dad. All done."

"I'm not—" Tyler sighs. "Just checking."

"I know." Her expression softens. She stands on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. "See you at home. Nice seeing you again, Aya!"

She's gone in a whirlwind of energy, leaving awkward silence in her wake.

"She seems sweet," I offer.

Tyler's face does something complicated. "She is. Too sweet for her own good sometimes." He runs a hand through his hair. "Our parents died when she was twelve. Car accident. Been just the two of us since then."

"I'm sorry."

He shrugs, but I see the weight of it in his shoulders. "We manage."

I glance at the clock on the wall. "I should probably go too. It's getting late."

"Yeah." But he doesn't move.

I slide under his arm, grab my bag from the corner. "Thank you for the lesson."

I'm almost to the door when his hand closes around mine. My heart stops.

"Don't leave," Tyler says, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through my bones. His fingers encircle my wrist completely, a gentle restraint that feels like anything but. "Not yet."

Rain suddenly pelts against the windows, as if the sky waited for this exact moment to break open. Thunder rolls in the distance.

"It's raining," I whisper stupidly.

"Yeah." His thumb traces circles on my pulse point. "Gonna be a bad one."

We stand frozen in this moment, the air between us thick with possibility. The last stragglers grab their bags, call goodbyes to Tyler. The front door opens and closes. Once. Twice.

Then silence, except for the storm and our breathing.

"Everyone's gone," Tyler says, and there's a question in it.

I nod, unable to form words. He reaches past me to flip the lock on the door, then turns off the main lights. Only the dim security lights remain, casting long shadows across the empty gym.

"Last chance, Aya." His eyes burn into mine. "Walk away now, or I'm not letting you go until morning."

My heart hammers against my ribs. I should leave. I should run. Instead, I drop my bag to the floor.

Tyler's control snaps like a wire under tension. He moves so fast I barely register it—one moment I'm standing, the next I'm lifted, my back pressed against the wall, his mouth crashing down on mine.

The kiss is nothing like the hesitant, sloppy one Brad gave me. Tyler kisses like he's dying of thirst and I'm water. His tongue claims my mouth, demanding a response I'm desperate to give. I wrap my legs around his waist, my arms around his neck, clinging as the world tilts on its axis.

He breaks away, eyes wild. "Christ, you're tiny." His hands span my waist, fingers nearly meeting at my spine. "I could break you."

"You won't," I breathe, surprising myself with my certainty.

He carries me back to the ring, ducking between the ropes with me still wrapped around him. My weight seems inconsequential to him. He sets me on my feet, steps back, eyes never leaving mine as he peels his sweat-dampened shirt over his head.

My mouth goes dry. I've seen men's bodies before—in art class, in movies. Nothing prepared me for this. Tyler is sculpted muscle and brutal strength, his chest and arms covered in intricate tattoos that twist and flow over ridges of power. A roadmap of scars tells stories I'm suddenly desperate to hear.

"Your turn," he says.

My hands tremble as I grasp the hem of my t-shirt. I hesitate.

"You can stop this anytime," he says, voice gentler than I've heard it. "Just say the word."

I pull the shirt over my head, stand before him in my simple sports bra. His eyes darken, pupils dilating as he takes me in. I feel simultaneously powerful and vulnerable.

"Beautiful," he murmurs. "So fucking beautiful."

He steps forward, hooks his fingers in my leggings. "These too."

I shimmy out of them, face burning as I stand in nothing but underwear. Tyler circles me slowly, like a predator assessing prey. His hand traces my spine, feather-light.

"I've thought about this since I first saw you," he admits. "Thought about peeling away all these layers, seeing what's underneath."

My breath catches as his fingers find the clasp of my bra. "And now?"

"Now I'm going to taste every inch of you."

The bra falls away. His large hands cup my breasts, thumbs brushing over nipples that harden instantly at his touch. I gasp.

"Sensitive," he notes, a dangerous smile curving his lips. "Good."

He lowers his head, takes one nipple into his mouth. The wet heat of his tongue sends electricity arcing through me. I clutch his shoulders, nails digging into muscle as he sucks and teases.

"Tyler," I whimper.

"I've got you." He switches to the other breast, giving it the same attention while his hand slides down my stomach, fingers dipping beneath the waistband of my underwear.

When he touches me there, I nearly collapse. His finger slides through slick heat, finding places that make my knees buckle.

"So wet already," he growls against my skin. "So fucking ready."

He guides me down onto the mat, laying me back with surprising gentleness. Then he hooks his fingers in my underwear and pulls them down my legs. I fight the urge to cover myself as his gaze travels over me.

"Perfect," he says. "Every fucking inch of you."

His hands work at his belt, unbuttoning his jeans. They drop, and he kicks them aside, standing before me in black boxer briefs that do nothing to hide his arousal.

My eyes widen. Even confined, I can see the massive outline of him straining against fabric.

"You're... too big," I whisper, equal parts terror and fascination.

Tyler grins, a flash of white teeth in the dim light. "Sweetheart, you've got no idea."

He sheds the last barrier between us, and I can't help the small sound that escapes me. He's enormous—thick and long and intimidating. My body clenches in both fear and anticipation.

"We'll go slow," he promises, lowering himself between my thighs. "I won't hurt you."

But he doesn't move to enter me. Instead, he trails kisses down my body—my neck, my collarbone, between my breasts, across my stomach. Lower. Lower still.

"What are you—" My question dissolves into a gasp as his mouth finds me. His tongue parts me, licks a hot stripe that makes my back arch off the mat.

"Tyler!" I cry out, shocked by the intimacy, by the pleasure that crashes through me.

He looks up, eyes locked on mine as he continues his assault. "You taste like heaven," he murmurs against my flesh. "Better than I imagined."

His tongue circles my most sensitive spot while his finger slides inside me, stretching gently. The dual sensation is overwhelming. I've touched myself before, furtive and ashamed in my dorm room, but nothing like this. Nothing that made my toes curl, my fingers twist in his hair.

"That's it," he encourages, adding a second finger, stretching me wider. "Let go for me."

The pressure builds inside me, a coiling tension that winds tighter and tighter. His fingers curl, finding a spot that makes me cry out. His mouth never stops its relentless attention.

"I can't—I don't—" I pant, not even knowing what I'm trying to say.

"You can," he growls. "Come for me, Aya. Now."

My body obeys as if it belongs to him. The tension snaps, pleasure exploding outward from my core. I arch, cry out his name, my thighs trembling around his head as wave after wave crashes through me.

He works me through it, gentling his touch as I come down, trembling and dazed. When he crawls back up my body, his mouth is slick with me. He kisses me deeply, letting me taste myself on his tongue.

"That's one," he says against my lips. "I want at least three before we're done."

Three? I can barely process what just happened, and he's talking about more?

Tyler reaches for his discarded jeans, pulls a condom from the pocket. The foil packet looks tiny in his massive hands as he tears it open, rolls it down his length.

"We go at your pace," he says, positioning himself between my thighs. The blunt head of him presses against my entrance. "Tell me if it's too much."

I nod, biting my lip as he begins to push forward. The stretch is immediate, intense. He's so much bigger than Brad was, so much more than the two fingers that just brought me pleasure.

"Breathe," Tyler instructs, his voice strained with the effort of restraint. "Relax for me, Aya"

I try, focusing on his face above me. The tendons in his neck stand out, his jaw clenched tight. He's holding back, I realize. Controlling himself for my sake.

Inch by agonizing inch, he works himself inside me. The burn fades, replaced by a fullness that borders on pain but isn't quite. When he's halfway in, he stops.

"You okay?" he asks, sweat beading on his forehead.

"Yes," I whisper, amazed that it's true. "More."

A groan tears from his throat as he pushes deeper. My body stretches around him, accommodating his size in ways I didn't think possible. When his hips finally meet mine, he stills completely.

"Fuck," he breathes. "So tight. So perfect."

I feel impaled, split open, completely filled. He's everywhere—inside me, above me, his scent in my lungs, his taste on my lips.

"Move," I plead. "Please."

He withdraws slowly, then pushes back in. The friction is exquisite, sending sparks through my nerve endings. Again. Again. Each thrust a little faster, a little harder.

"That's it," he praises as I lift my hips to meet him. "Take it. Take all of me."

The ropes around the ring creak with our movement. Rain lashes the windows, thunder drowning out my cries as Tyler finds a rhythm that has me clawing at his back. His muscles flex and release under my hands, sweat making our skin slide together.

"Tyler," I gasp. "I think I'm—"

"Again," he growls. "Come around my cock this time."

His hand slides between us, finding that spot his tongue worked earlier. The added stimulation pushes me over the edge. I shatter, walls clenching around his thickness as pleasure tears through me.

He doesn't stop, doesn't even slow. If anything, my orgasm spurs him on. His thrusts grow more powerful, the sound of skin on skin echoing in the empty gym.

"Turn over," he commands when I've stopped trembling. "Hands and knees."

He withdraws—I feel suddenly empty—and helps me flip over. His hand on my lower back guides me down until my chest touches the mat, my ass raised to him.

"Look at you," he says, voice filled with awe. "So fucking perfect."

He enters me again in one smooth thrust. The new angle lets him go deeper, hit places that make stars burst behind my eyelids. His hand tangles in my hair, pulling just enough to arch my back further.

"This is how it should have been," he says, as if reading my thoughts. "Your first time. With someone who knows what your body needs."

"Yes," I moan, because he's right. This—his size stretching me to my limits, his strength surrounding me, the way he makes me feel both safe and terrifyingly alive—this is what I've been missing.

His pace increases, hips snapping against my ass with enough force to drive me forward. Only his arm around my waist keeps me in place. His other hand slides beneath me, fingers finding my center again.

"One more," he demands. "Give me one more, Aya."

It shouldn't be possible. I've never had more than one orgasm, even by myself. But Tyler's body seems to know secrets about mine that I don't. His fingers circle and press, his cock hits that perfect spot inside me, and impossibly, I feel the tension building again.

"I can't," I sob, overwhelmed.

"You can," he insists. "Let go. I've got you."

The third orgasm rips through me with such force that I scream, my entire body convulsing around him. This one is different—deeper, more intense, radiating outward until even my fingertips tingle with it.

Tyler's rhythm falters. His grip on my hip tightens, sure to leave bruises. "Fuck, Aya, I'm going to—"

He drives into me one final time, his body going rigid as he finds his own release. I feel him pulsing inside me, his chest pressed to my back as he collapses forward, careful to keep his weight on his forearms.

For long moments, the only sounds are our ragged breathing and the storm outside. Tyler's heart hammers against my back, his breath hot on my neck. Slowly, carefully, he withdraws, turning me in his arms until I'm cradled against his chest.

"You okay?" he asks, brushing sweat-dampened hair from my face.

I nod, unable to find words. My body feels boneless, used in the best possible way.

"Was I too rough?"

I shake my head. "Perfect," I manage. "It was perfect."

His arms tighten around me. Outside, the storm continues to rage, but in here, in this moment, I've found a different kind of peace—wrapped in the arms of a man who's too big, too dangerous, and somehow exactly what I need.

* * *

Tyler’s massive body curled protectively around mine, the mat beneath us damp with sweat. My body feels different—used, tender, awakened. The storm outside has softened to a gentle patter against the windows, matching the rhythm of Tyler's heartbeat against my back.

His fingers trace lazy patterns on my skin. "You're quiet," he murmurs, lips brushing my ear.

"I'm..." I search for the right word. Happy? Stunned? Transformed? "Processing."

He chuckles, the sound rumbling through his chest and into mine. "Process this," he says, turning my face toward his for a kiss that starts gentle but quickly ignites into something more.

The exhaustion in my limbs evaporates. In its place, a new boldness rises—something I've never felt before. When Tyler moves to roll me beneath him again, I push against his chest.

"My turn," I whisper, surprising myself.

His eyebrows lift, but he lets me guide him onto his back. I straddle his hips, feeling small and powerful all at once as I look down at him. His hands find my waist, spanning it completely.

"What are you doing?" There's amusement in his voice, but his eyes have darkened again.

"Learning," I say, leaning down to kiss him. "Isn't that why I came here?"

I shift my hips, feeling him hardening beneath me again. The sensation makes me gasp—he's impossibly big, and I'm still sensitive from before.

"Aya," he warns, gripping my hips tighter. "I don't have any more protection."

I bite my lip, considering. Something reckless has taken hold of me. "It's okay," I whisper. "I want to feel you. Just this once."

His jaw clenches. "You don't know what you're asking."

"I do." I rock against him, feeling him slide against my wetness. "Please, Tyler."

He closes his eyes, fighting for control. "If we do this—" his voice is strained "—you're mine. You understand that? No one else touches you."

The possessiveness in his words sends a thrill through me. "Yes," I breathe.

That's all it takes. His control snaps. In one fluid motion, he lifts me and positions me over him. I sink down slowly, gasping at the stretch. It's different this way—deeper, fuller. I have to stop halfway, adjusting to his size.

"Take your time," he murmurs, though I can see the strain in his neck, the effort it takes not to thrust upward.

I place my hands on his chest for balance, feeling the hard planes of muscle beneath my palms. Slowly, I lower myself further, taking more of him until finally, impossibly, he's fully seated inside me.

"God, look at you," he groans. "So fucking beautiful."

I start to move, awkward at first, finding a rhythm that works. It's strange and uncomfortable given his massive size, but then Tyler's hands guide my hips, showing me how to rise and fall, how to circle and grind.

"That's it," he encourages as I find the right angle. "Ride me, baby."

His words embolden me. I move faster, chasing the building pleasure. One of his hands leaves my hip to cup my breast, thumb circling my nipple. The other slides between us, finding that sensitive bundle of nerves.

"Tyler," I gasp as the sensation intensifies. My thighs tremble with effort and approaching release.

"Let go," he commands. "Come for me, Aya. One more time."

My body obeys, clenching around him as waves of pleasure crash through me. I cry out his name, collapsing forward onto his chest as my muscles spasm.

Before I've fully recovered, Tyler tenses. "I'm close," he warns, lifting me off him with ease.

I slide down his body, taking him in my hand. He's slick with my arousal, pulsing with need. I stroke him, marveling at how my fingers barely meet around his girth.

"Fuck, Aya—" His warning cuts off as his release hits, powerful jets erupting from him. I watch in awe as his body shudders, the sheer volume of his release painting his stomach and chest. My hand continues to move until he gently stops me, too sensitive for more.

For a moment, we stay like that, both catching our breath. Then Tyler reaches for his discarded shirt, cleaning himself before pulling me back into his arms.

"Come here," he says, leading me toward the locker room. He turns on the shower, testing the temperature before guiding me under the spray. His hands are gentle as they soap my body, washing away the evidence of our passion.

Afterward, he wraps me in his hoodie again. It swallows me whole, the hem reaching mid-thigh, the sleeves falling past my fingertips. He sits me on the bench, kneeling between my legs, his eyes dark with something that looks like possession.

"I've never..." I whisper, struggling to find words. "I've never felt anything like that."

He smirks, his thumb brushing across my lower lip. "Good. Because no one else will ever get the chance."

The declaration should frighten me. It's too soon, too intense. But instead, warmth spreads through my chest. I know I'm in deep now—caught in the gravitational pull of this man who's too big, too much, too everything.

And I'm not sure I ever want out.


Meera

I woke up on a Sunday morning to my squawking alarm. My eyes started to protest against my wish to open them – all I wanted was more sleep. Deep uninterrupted sleep. However, the relentless buzzing of my alarm forced me to wake up, to face the new part of my life.

A New place was certainly an understatement to where I am. I am in a whole other continent. In fact - and to be precise - 8,300 miles away from my home, my Bangalore. I opened my unwilling eyes in a large and furnished dorm room in New York. Nothing seemed familiar, so I shut my hazel pupils and remember the faces of my mom and dad when they dropped me at Devanahalli International airport.

There was allot of tears.

But I had to go. This was the first step to my dream of becoming an established commercial artist. And also to explore life abroad. Not to mention quenching my deep curiosity of American boys, or should I say men? I loved all Indian men, but there was a forbidden allure to America, their arrogance. I knew I wanted it.

I got out of my bed and realized that I had only been wearing my inners. Scratching and itch in my raven hair, I moved lethargically over to the dressing table. In the small mirror, a young twenty one year old stared back at me. A lean, dark haired girl with big olive eyes. Her skin was flawless and smooth as satin. I could easily pass for pretty. Even in a foreign land. In fact, my few – family dishonoring sexual encounters– lovers mentioned me being beautiful.

I have never felt it.

Bam!

“What the hell!” The words escaped my mouth with fear. I ran towards my robe and wrapped it around me. Automatically my hands manage to tie my hair in a rough ponytail.

Bam! Bam!

The knock was urgent. I didn’t know anybody yet. Who could it be?

“Who is it?” I asked my accent almost smooth from years of practice with my brother.

No answer.

Curiosity opened the door to find an amazing looking, tall and muscular boy impatiently glaring at me. The expression on his face was pure shock. He was expecting my roommate.

“Hi, sorry, I thought this was Paige’s room?” he stuttered.

“That’s ok.” I looked at him again and observed that he had blue eyes and brown hair. Damn! He is attractive.

“I am Ethan and you are gorgeous.” He said it in such a cocky yet sensual way that I could not help feeling turned on at his complement. “May I come in?”

I nodded but wanted to say no, “Yea, sure. And I am Meera.”  His smile drowned me in a haze. I wanted to shout at myself. I was like a crush struck teenager.

“Great. Are you from Asia?”

“Yes, India. Please have a seat.” I pointed my hand towards a cozy couch in my room. He immediately complied, and I sat next to him. Why I did it, I would never know. But he was intoxicating. And I was not in America only for the art.

“So, you come from the land of gorgeous. I had a virtual relationship with a girl in India, but that ended. Where is the fun in doing things virtually through a web camera? Do you agree?”

He was signaling me for something physical. I could feel the heat between us.

“Yea, that is true. Where is the fun?” I smiled at him. My heart raced as my hands became moist. 

Ethan held my gaze, “But she was hot man! She had beautiful eyes, dark long hair, and beautiful curves. Just like yours.” His eyes were full of lust.

Suddenly I was aware of my own nakedness.

He put his right hand on my left knee and began to stroke it. I did not stop him.

"You are so soft?"

My voice was dry, "I am?" loving his touch. I could not believe this was happening to me. The shy girl from Bangalroe wanted to run, the modern art student from America wanted him. Badly.

"And you are beautiful." He pulled me closer and in a split second; his lips were on mine. Tender and gentle at first but it grew fierce and raw. His hand moved towards my thigh, and the robe that I was wearing was a lost cause. His hand began to explore my insides, cupping my sex and then circling around it with his fingers. I lost words. Lost time as all I wanted d was for him to continue. The pleasure was mounting. I felt like a slut and a woman at the same time.

His left hand untied the knot on my robe, and it fell off my shoulders. He kissed every bit of my neck while he grabbed my full breasts with both his hands and squeezed them hard. A moan escaped my mouth. I wanted it. Or did I? Was I only excited by the dream or reality?

Ethan did not give me a chance to ponder, “God I want you,” he whispered and stood up, taking me with him. I took off his shirt, and he unzipped his pant. His hardness popped out. He pushed me on the couch with a grin on his face as he pulled me close.

Our bodies met. He parted my legs wide and slid a finger inside me. I was wet for him. Without wasting any time, he put on a condom and with one swift motion he was inside me.

“O my God, you are so wet,” he mumbled as he slid in and out of me, lifting my tight ass in one hand.

It hit the spot. I moaned in pleasure. It was intense and wild, and I liked it. The moment, the waiting boiled into a pressure pot of delight. I came. For the first time in my life, the pleasure of orgasm with a man ripped through my body.

Seconds later Ethan grunted. He cradled me in his arms and took me to the shower.

“I think we both need to shower, I need more of you.”

I looked at him, confused.

“Don’t you wanna keep doing this again and again? I want to be clean for that.”

I blushed with the unexpressed joy. He turned on the shower, and we were wet in seconds. His wet body looked hotter than before. I slowly ran my fingers over every inch of him.

“O yes,” he whispered when my hand felt his rock hard cock. He was turned on by it. His fingers started to tease my nipples, and his mouth invaded mine with lust.

I was aroused. Again. Before we realized, we were on the bathroom floor, making love. While water ran over our bodies.

His tongue found my clitoris. It left me paralyzed on the floor. He held my nipples between his fingers and started to twist them giving a heavenly sensation.

“Yes!” I heard my own voice. It was unfamiliar. I no longer cared. I wanted the pleasure, and I was not about to wait long for it.

Ethan stopped for a moment, gazed into my eyes and stroked wet hair from my face. I took it as an opportunity to grab his hardness.

“I cant believe this is happening,” he said.

I did not reply and pushed him back against the shower wall. I kissed my way down his ripped stomach and found his penis. Soon it was in my mouth, and he groaned. I licked every bit of him, and he tasted amazing.

“I want to be inside you!” He quickly pulled me down by my hair, and I was lying on the floor again and he was on top of me in a second.

“Wait you don’t have a condom,” I protested, but was too far gone for concern. He went inside me in a smooth movement. I have never felt a man without a condom before. The feeling brought immediate pleasure. Thrust upon thrust, he went deeper in my core. Then I came and instantaneously I was fearful. The last thing I wanted was to become pregnant.

I wanted to tell him, but had no voice. Then Ethan came. He pumped his seed in me.

Next morning, I woke up with a huge smile on my face. Ethan and the memories from our little encounter kept running in my mind the whole day and in the evening I got dressed for school.  I forced the thought of unprotected sex from my mind.

I decided to wear a plain black shirt which shaped my breasts in a sexy way. And find a pair of coffee colored jeans to match with it. I made up my eyes with kohl and mascara. I put on lip gloss that looked like I had just kissed a bowl of chocolate. I brushed my wet hair and dried them. I gave a final peek at the mirror, and it told me that I was good to go and meet Ethan. I put on my black boots which made me look about three inches high.

I reached my classroom, and there were a bunch of people staring at me like I was from a different planet. I instinctively started looking for Ethan. As I got inside the room to sit, I could make out that he was sitting at the end of the class and speaking animatedly with a group of students. He had his arms around a pretty blonde’s shoulder. She was as tall as him, and I am hit with a pang of jealousy.

He was telling her something that made her lean and kiss him, and he kissed her back. It quickly incurred to me that he had a girlfriend. Then why would he….

I took a seat at a corner far from their group as our teacher entered the class. Ethan’s little group turned to face the professor, and his eyes found me. I expected him to feel guilty, but I found no trace of that in his face. He is calm and comfortable. On the other hand, he doesn’t even acknowledge me.

The professor introduced himself and so did all the students. But I couldn’t wait for the class to get over. I was so mad that I could taste excitement on my tongue.

After a painful long hour, the class was dismissed. I saw Ethan walking out of the class behind his group. I went near him and called out his name. He turned back and looked at me, irritated.

“Can I speak to you for a minute” I struggled to control my anger and be polite. He looked annoyed but followed me to a corridor nearby.

“What was that?” I shouted at him unable to control my fury. He shrugged.

“You were kissing that girl and you did not even acknowledge me in class. I saw you with her.”

“So? She is my girlfriend, and I don’t think I need your permission to kiss her.”

“Oh…So, when you have a girlfriend why did you…?”

“Hey, I did nothing, okay? You were the one who was desperate enough to wear a bathrobe while attending your door in the morning and signaling me that you had hots for me even before we had had four words between us. So, I fucked you. Again and again. But I did not force you for you to accuse me like this. You were all wet for it.”

I looked past him as shame swallowed me.  His friends were watching us. Slowly, others joined them to enjoy the show. His girlfriend starred at me with a pissed expression like I was at fault.

“Why did you not tell me that you have a girlfriend?” I asked.

“You never asked. You just wanted me to get inside your hungry pussy.”  He was cold. Nothing like the man I made love with.

I could hear whispers and laughter from our audience. “You were the one who came to my room in the first place. Using me for sex like that was so easy for you. We did not use...”

“You are crossing a line here. I was just chilling out on a Sunday morning. I was bored, and you were inviting. Don’t blame me for that, you could have stopped it.”

Tears filled my eyes. I had never been humiliated like this before.

“Aww, look at you with all the waterworks. Now, this was fun. Even better than yesterday. Bye darling. Hope you enjoy your next two years.” He mocked and left with his friends.

People started to leave, and I was left with no strength in my legs. How could somebody be so mean?

* * *

Time past slowly. I woke up feeling nauseous and giddy. It was Saturday. Ever since that incident, I could not bring myself to socialize or go out and explore places.

But I liked my work. I started as a waitress at a coffee shop since Wednesday. It was supposed to be a temporary job until I could get an internship with a magazine company as an artist. At least it kept my mind of Ethan. Of what happened and squashed the gnawing feeling of fear from our unprotected encounter.

I got out of my bed and took a shower. I picked up a blue skirt and a white top to go with it. I dried my hair and tied them with a band. I made up my eyes so that I wouldn’t chase out customers with my dull face. Applied a cherry pink lip gloss and put on a pair of white shoes. I tossed all my essentials into my blue handbag and started to walk towards my destination.

It was a cozy day. I walked inside the café. There were a few customers having breakfast and others sipping coffee. The smell of food made me feel hungry. I walked inside the kitchen and the café’s most experienced cook Lucy was taking out a tray of fresh baked chocolate brownies from the oven.

Lucy smiled at me warmly. She was in her early 40s and had a motherly charm in her. We had hit it off instantly and in a short time that we knew each other, and I had told her a lot about myself and also about Ethan. She had felt very sorry for me.

“Hi Lucy. Good Morning” I smiled.

“Hi darling. Hungry for some brownies? I am sure you have not eaten yet.”

“Yea, I haven’t. The last I ate was your delicious blueberry muffins yesterday afternoon,” I said.

Lucy gave a weary smile. “You should not do this to yourself hon. You are very young. New York is a happening city. Go out and meet some people. Meet some guys. Ethan was a pig. But, not every man is. You should move on dear.”

She was right. I smiled at her and considered her words. Isn’t that what I wanted too? To let go and move on.

Lucy served two of her hot brownies in a plate and handed it over to me. She was just like my mother. Always making sure I eat properly.

“Thanks Lucy. You are an angel.” I said and put down my plate on a small table in the kitchen and eat the brownies devotionally. My body needed food.

I thanked Lucy again and put on my apron. I walked out, and Peter, the in-charge of the café signaled me to take care of three tables. I efficiently did as I was told.

As I cleared out a table, I noticed a tall, handsome, athletic man walking in through the door. Dressed in a Police uniform. He walked towards me, and I realized that he was occupying my table. He waved at Lucy and I understood that he was a regular here. Lucy gave me a naughty smile.

I waited until the man decided on his order.

“I am starving. And I can’t decide what to have. Please serve me the first delicious dish that you can find.”

This is the first time a customer had given me the choice to get him something, and I hesitated.

“What would you have? French toasts, brownies, omelet, waffles or muffins?” I asked him with a smile.

“Like I said, get me what you feel is the best. I trust your judgment.” He assured me.

I nodded my head and went. I could sense him looking at me as I walked towards the kitchen. I told Lucy about his weird request. She laughed.

“He is detective Seth Montgomery. He is always like that. He is a regular here. Very determined young fellow and attractive too.” She hinted at me.

“Okay. I think I will take a caramel French toast and veggie egg first. Then probably a brownie that you fed me and a caffe frappe.”

“Sounds good dear. Here, I will help you serve.” I arranged all the food on my tray and went.

I placed the food on the officer’s table. He seemed happy with everything. He gave me an appreciative nod, and I turned to leave.

“Are you new here?” He asked me in a very friendly tone.

“Yes, officer. I joined three days back.”

“What is your name? You don’t look like you are from the United States.”

“I am Meera. I am from Bangalore, India. Pursuing my studies here.”

“That’s very nice to know Meera. I am detective Seth. I keep coming here very often. Love the food here.”

“I will let you have your breakfast.” I smiled at him and moved on to my next table. I got busy with my work. But everywhere I went, I could sense his eyes following me. I looked at him and saw him blush at being caught. He was charming.

In about twenty minutes, he was done with his breakfast and signaled me for a check. I took it to him.

“You are a very efficient waitress, I can say.” Of course, he could say. He had been looking at me throughout.

“Thanks. Here’s your check.” I smiled at him suitably. In the meanwhile, Lucy came out to speak with the detective, and I cleared out his table and left.

In a few minutes, Lucy approached me with a big smiling face.

“You have a date with detective Seth tonight after your class.” She informed me proudly, and I nodded politely.

Detective Seth approached me in a minute. “I will pick you up at eight here. We could decide where to go then.” He had a sweet smile in place, and I smiled back. He left.

At eight, I reached the café. I was wearing a red evening gown that flows down till my length. My black boots make me look 5 inches taller. I had put on red lip gloss, and I had curled my hair. I thought that I looked presentable. I sought for a uniformed detective but to my surprise he was wearing a blue denim shirt and jeans, and he looked boyish. He approached me with a bouquet of red roses. They were beautiful.

“Hi detective Seth” I greet him. He handed me a huge bouquet.

“Hi Meera. I would much rather prefer you calling me Seth instead. We are on a date. Do you want to go to an Indian restaurant for dinner?” I was elated.

“Sure, I would love to. I have been missing home food ever since I stepped in the US.” He was pleased and opened the door to his car for me.

Punjabi Dhaba was a very homely yet romantic place. There was Indian instrumental music playing, and I instantly felt at home. The atmosphere was calm and perfect.

We proceeded towards our table, and as we sat down, the waiter handed out our menus. Every dish looked familiar to me, and I ordered for both of us. A malai chicken kebab and a paneer platter for starters. Kadai chicken and bread for the main course. 

I felt very comfortable as we began to chat about ourselves. I asked him if he was from New York.

“No Meera. I moved to New York two years back. It was hard for me to adjust here for the first two months. I come from a small town called Bozeman in Montana. I came here to become a detective with the NYPD.”

I could relate to him. I understood that it was not just me who found it difficult to adjust in this city. Beginnings are hard for everyone.

“I am having a difficult time adjusting in this place too. College sucks. I am enjoying work and Lucy make it very easy for me.”

“Yes, Lucy is adorable. Honestly, I would have asked you on a date very soon. But her doing it was a relief for me. I would not know how to approach you.”

“I did not expect myself to say yes to this. But turns out even I was excited to see you somewhere outside the café. Lucy understood both of our minds may be.”

“Well, I am very happy that I decided to come to the café for breakfast. Or else I would have had competition in no time.” It made me blush.

“Now why would you say that?” I asked in a flirty voice

“Because you are sweet, attractive, beautiful, and you have a very charming presence. A woman like you should always be well protected.” He said honestly.

I was overwhelmed with his compliments. Then I told him about Ethan and how my first week had been. I told him that I had been feeling homesick, and this ambience and the comfort he was giving me was the best thing that happened to me ever since I landed in New York.

For a minute, both of us couldn’t take our eyes off each other. We remained silent until the waiter came along with our food.

I told him about my family, my dreams, my passion and my plans. He nodded encouragingly. I realized that I hadn’t spoken to anybody in days. I poured myself out to him, and he listened patiently.

Then he began to speak about himself.

“My father was a bank manager but we cut ties with him a decade ago. He was cheating on my mother. Ever since then, my mother has taken care of me and my little sister. She became a teacher in our school and made sure that we got the best education. So, even without a dad, we did just fine.

“My mother and my sister visit me often. I am very close to my family. I have friends in the department whom I trust and care about. They make it easy for me to live alone here. And now, I have you.”

I realized that it was not the ambience or the food that made me feel at home. It was this gorgeous man sitting in front of me.

We had our desert silently. There was a heat between us for something more. Once the bill was paid, we got up from our seats. We got inside the car, and he was looking at me from his seat.

“I had a very good time this evening. I am sad that it is coming to an end.” I told him honestly.

He leaned closer to me. Very soon our lips met and we drowned in our first kiss. He was nothing like Ethan. His lips brushed through mine lovingly. Like I was his most delicate possession. It was very intoxicating. I started to kiss him back tenderly, and it felt right.

“You know, this doesn’t have to be the end of this evening. If you wish, we could go to my place.” He said carefully.

“Let’s go to your place.” I could trust him.

The car roared to life, and we were at his place in fifteen long minutes. We got into the elevator, and it was empty. He locked me in the corner of the elevator with his hands and started kissing me hungrily. I could feel his hardness pressed against me. Oh My!

We reached the eighteenth floor and walked quietly towards his apartment hand in hand. I was nervous. He was too.

He opened the door and turned on the lights. The house was beautiful. Small and sweet. I could suddenly feel his hands hold me from behind. His  hand touched my hair, and he started to leave a trail of soft kisses on my nape. His left hand moved towards my left breast, and his fingers started teasing my nipple. Oh my god

His right hand was on my right nipple, and his fingers began to tease and he did not stop. I mourned with pleasure. He scooped me in his arms and took me to a furnished bedroom. He put me on a huge bed and tickled my feet. I burst into laughter.

“Your laughter is so intoxicating baby.” He said as he came closer to me. He started to move his nose on my neck, and his breathe tickled me.

He started to peel off every layer of clothing on me. I began to undress him, and he helped me. His hands started to explore every bit of me. I blocked his hands with mine to stop his slow torture. He took this as a challenge and broke free. He gently laid me down on his bed again, and his hands locked mine on the bed and he was on top of me in a split second.

“You are so beautiful. Every bit of you. I could never stop.”

I was naked beneath him, and I couldn’t move. It felt powerless and sexy at the same time. His mouth was on mine, exploring and kissing. He left light trails of kisses from my neck to my left breast. He touched my nipple until it hardened and didn’t let go. I grew wild. He started to bite softly and suck my nipple that made me reach all new levels of arousal.

He continued the same sweet torture on my right nipple and a loud groan rippled through my throat. I wanted him inside me. He moved towards my stomach and kissed my navel, teasing it, tickling it. His lips found their way to my sex, and I winced in anticipation. His tongue proficiently licked every inch of my area, driving me crazy for several minutes.

“Oh please” I scream but he didn’t take notice of my words and I scream again.

“What is that baby?” He asked in a teasing yet sensual way.

“I want you. Now.”

“So soon? I have not even started yet.” He laughed, nudging my belly. I could not take it anymore.

His right hand reached the apex of my thigh, and his fingers circled around my venereal. He slipped two fingers slowly inside me and started circling, and I was ecstatic.

“You are so wet for me and I am so turned on by you.” He rose from me, and I could for the first time, see his hardness. He was magnificent. I was shocked looking at it. There is no way that can go inside me. I would easily tear apart in one blow.

He got up to put on protection. He smiled proudly looking at my shocked expression.

“Don’t panic. You will enjoy it as much as I will.” He assured me, and I trusted him.

I wrapped my legs around his waist and closed my eyes. His hardness found its way inside me, and I shudder with pain. He was stretching me to the most possible extent, and it hurt me. But he did not stop. A burning sensation rip through my insides, and I felt blinded. He slowly came out, and it felt amazing. He repeated the same for a few minutes, gently inserting and coming out, circling inside me, and I shriek with pleasure. As I got accustomed to his well-endowed hardness, he paced up, and I am unable suppress my loud mourns.

His fingers pinched my nipples. It was too much to contain myself any longer. His thrusting increased, striking the very end of my insides. I had never felt anything like this before. It was painful but filled with heavenly joy. I scream his name out loud.

I opened my eyes to see him and saw him smiling at me devotionally. He bent down and held my right nipple between his fingers and began to press it. His kissed my left nipple and started sucking it hard. His thrusting continued for a few long minutes and with one sudden stroke, I burst around him intensely. His release followed mine, and he paused. I hold him in my arms and comfort him while we pant until our breathing goes back to normal.

“You were incredible. This is the best orgasm I have ever had.” He says as he sleeps beside me.

“This is the best I have ever had too,” I tell him honestly, and his proud grin is back.

We cuddled in his large bed, and I immediately drifted to sleep. I could feel him kissing my cheeks as I fell asleep in his arms.

I woke up next morning with a wide smile. My body was unable to move from all the activities from the night, and I blushed. I open my eyes and found the bed empty. Fear ripped my heart apart in a split second, and I start searching for him in the whole house. I looked inside the bathroom, but he was not to be seen anywhere.

I am hit with a sudden pang of shock that Seth had used me for the night just as Ethan had. I felt weak in my knees, and tears started to flow down my eyes. I tried to control my pain as I put on my clothes, but I found it impossible to concentrate. How could this happen to me again? Wasn’t I already cut enough? I had thought that Seth was a genuine person.

Our love making from the previous night started playing in my mind, and I burst into tears. I sat on his bed trying to pull myself together. I had to get out of this place before fronting further embarrassment.

In a few minutes, I heard the door open, and my heart skipped a beat. Seth appeared through the door. His smile turned into shock after looking at me so torn.

“I thought you left me.” I explained before he could assume worse.

“No, baby. I could never do that to you. You don’t have ever to be insecure with me.” He came close to me and held me in his arms. It was very comforting.

“Ready for another round?” He said, and it sounded like magic.

“You bet.” I concede, and he leaned down to kiss me. I was right to take a chance this time.


Camila

The dance studio's mirrors multiply my failure into infinity. Each reflection shows the same thing: a woman who came to America with nothing but talent and hunger, now left with just the hunger.

I arch my back, extend my leg in one final, desperate arabesque. The movement that should flow like water feels jagged, broken. My body remembers the steps, but something's missing. The joy. The fire. The thing that made me special back in Rio.

Sweat trickles between my shoulder blades. My chest heaves with exertion and something darker—rage, maybe. Or grief. I catch my reflection—mascara smudged beneath eyes too bright with unshed tears, foundation cracking across flushed cheeks. I look like what I am: a woman coming undone.

"Again," I whisper to myself, resetting my position. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead, casting harsh shadows that accentuate every flaw. My thighs. My stomach. The places the lead judge's eyes lingered before he shook his head.

Not what we're looking for.

Four words that cost me everything. My last shot at a visa extension. My chance to stay in the country. The dream I've chased since I was seven, watching American dancers on a borrowed VHS tape in my mother's tiny apartment.

I launch into the routine again, harder this time. Each movement a punishment. Each step a prayer. My reflection fractures through tears I refuse to let fall.

"Now that—" a voice cuts through the empty studio—"that's something special."

I freeze mid-turn, catching myself against the barre. Vince Moretti leans against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest. The choreographer. The man who could change everything with a single word to the judges.

"The studio's closed," I say, wiping sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand.

He smiles, teeth too white in the dim light. "Not to me."

My heart hammers against my ribs as he pushes off the doorframe and saunters toward me. His gaze slides over my body like oil.

"You were robbed today," he says, circling me slowly. "Politics. Bullshit. You outshone half those girls."

Hope flares in my chest—dangerous, desperate hope. "You think so?"

"I know talent when I see it." His hand lands on my shoulder, slides down my arm. His touch leaves goosebumps in its wake, but not the good kind. "But talent only gets you so far in this business. Ambition? That's what matters."

The weight of his fingers lingers too long, too possessive. I feel marked somehow, like he's leaving invisible fingerprints on my skin that no amount of scrubbing will remove. My stomach knots as his eyes hold mine, searching for weakness.

"And hunger," he adds, voice dropping to a whisper. "I can see it in you. The desperation. The need to succeed at any cost." His thumb traces small circles against my wrist. "Question is, how badly do you want it, Camila?"

I step back, putting distance between us. My reflection moves with me, a warning I'm too desperate to heed.

"What do you mean?"

Vince moves closer, backing me toward the mirrors. "I mean I could help you. One word from me, and you're back in the running."

"Why would you do that?"

His smile shifts into something hungrier. "Because I see something in you, Camila. Something raw." His fingers brush my cheek, tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. "You want the lead spot? Show me you deserve it."

I blink, trying to process his words. The studio feels smaller suddenly, the mirrors reflecting us from every angle.

"You mean like an extra rehearsal? I could show you the routine again right now."

He laughs, soft and low. "Not that kind of showing, sweetheart."

"I don't understand." But part of me does. The part that's been hungry too long, that's watched other girls get picked for reasons that had nothing to do with talent.

"Sure you do." His thumb traces my bottom lip. "Pretty girl like you. Smart girl. There are different kinds of auditions in this business. Different ways to prove how... dedicated you are."

My stomach knots. "You want me to..."

"I want you to make an impression. One I won't forget when I'm making my decision tomorrow." His eyes never leave mine. "Simple transaction. A few minutes of your time for the chance you've been fighting for."

The studio suddenly feels airless. His meaning hangs between us, impossible to misinterpret. Every nerve in my body screams no. Every instinct tells me to run.

But where would I go? Back to my apartment with the eviction notice taped to the door? Back to Rio with nothing but failure to show for three years of sacrifice?

One time for a lifetime dream.

The thought slides through my mind like poison.

"Yes," I whisper, the word falling from my lips like a stone.

Something flashes in his eyes—triumph, maybe. Or contempt. A dark satisfaction that makes my skin prickle with warning. He steps back, adjusting his cuffs with practiced ease, gesturing to the floor in front of the mirrors. The polished hardwood gleams under the studio lights, waiting.

"Kneel," he says, voice low and rough like gravel over silk. "I want to see everything. Every. Last. Inch."

My knees hit the hardwood with a dull thud that seems to echo through my bones. The cold seeps through my leggings as I stare at my reflection—eyes wide, lips parted, cheeks flushed with shame. I barely recognize the woman in the mirror, this stranger wearing my face.

The metallic rasp of his zipper cuts through the empty studio like a knife. My stomach clenches, a tight knot of dread and desperation. The fluorescent lights above cast harsh shadows across my face.

"Look at you," he murmurs, fingers threading through my hair. "So eager to please. Such a good little dancer."

Something hot and heavy slaps against my lips, making me flinch. The smell hits me first—sweat and whiskey and something muskier, more primal. I force myself not to recoil, even as my fingers dig into my thighs hard enough to bruise.

"Open," he commands.

I do. My heart pounds so hard I'm sure he can hear it. He pushes inside, and I gag slightly, unprepared for the intrusion.

"Easy," he says, fisting my hair. "Make it good, baby. I don't have all night."

My eyes flick to the mirror. The sight of myself on my knees, his hand in my hair, kills something inside me. A piece of dignity I'll never get back.

I force a moan, the kind I think he wants to hear. His grip tightens in response.

"That's it," he groans, pushing deeper. "Take it all."

Tears spring to my eyes as he hits the back of my throat. I blink them away, refusing to give him the satisfaction. Instead, I focus on the buzzing lights, the cold floor beneath my knees, anything but the reality of what I'm doing.

His movements grow erratic. His breathing ragged.

"Fuck," he hisses through clenched teeth. "Gonna—"

Bitter salt floods my mouth without warning. I choke, try to pull away, but his hand holds me in place.

"Swallow," he commands.

I do, fighting the urge to vomit.

He releases me, steps back, tucks himself away. The sound of his zipper is deafening in the silence.

"You'll hear from me," he says, straightening his shirt. His eyes don't meet mine.

The door slams behind him, leaving me alone with the humming lights and my shattered reflection.

I remain kneeling, frozen in place. Tears stream down my face, cutting tracks through my makeup. My lipstick is smeared across my chin. The taste of him lingers on my tongue—salt and bitterness and shame.

Slowly, I crawl toward the mirror, press my palm against the cold glass. The woman staring back at me looks hollow, used up.

"This wasn't a deal," I whisper to her. "This was a sale. And I'm the receipt he tossed on the floor."

The fluorescent lights buzz overhead, indifferent to my humiliation. In the silence, I hear the echo of my gagging, the sound of my dignity shattering.

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, mascara smearing across my cheek.

"Never again," I mutter.

But even as the words leave my lips, I recognize the lie. Because the truth is worse: I'd do it again. For the chance to stay. For the dream that's slipping through my fingers like sand.

And that's what breaks me—not what I did, but what I'd still do. What I've become in pursuit of a dream that feels further away than ever.

I press my forehead against the mirror and let the tears come.

* * *

My heels click against polished concrete as I enter Obsidian. The bass reverberates through my bones, a primal heartbeat that matches the thunder of blood in my ears. Three weeks of silence from Vince. Three weeks of checking my phone until the screen burns into my retinas. Three weeks of nothing but shame and mounting bills. My landlord's threats echo in my head - pay up by Friday or get out. The dance studio fees are due tomorrow. Even my MetroCard is running on empty, forcing me to walk twelve blocks in these killer heels just to save the fare. I need this club job. Need it like oxygen. Because right now, my bank account has exactly twenty-seven dollars and sixteen cents - not enough for dreams, barely enough for ramen. And dreams are expensive in New York City. They eat you alive if you let them.

The club sprawls before me like a temple to excess. Crystal chandeliers drip from thirty-foot ceilings. Velvet booths curve along walls dressed in black silk. On elevated platforms, dancers move like liquid gold, their bodies catching light and throwing it back in fragments.

I clutch my dance resume tighter, the paper damp from my palm. A woman in a sleek black dress hands me a clipboard, points to a line of chairs against the wall. Other dancers fill the seats—all legs and perfect posture, hunger sharp in their eyes.

The form asks basic questions. Name. Experience. Special skills. My pen hovers over each blank space, trembling slightly. The memory of Vince's hands in my hair makes my stomach turn.

A shift in the air. The kind of change you feel in your bones before a storm breaks. The hairs on my neck rise, and I look up.

Time stops.

He stands in a doorway across the room, blocking most of it with his frame. Six-foot-four of pure male dominance wrapped in a black suit that probably costs more than my rent. Broad shoulders stretch the fabric like it's painted on. His chest is a wall of muscle. But it's his hands that catch my eye—massive things that could span my waist, crush steel, break me in half.

His gaze finds mine through the crowd. Steel-gray eyes pin me in place like a butterfly under glass. No smile. No warmth. Just raw, predatory focus that makes my thighs clench.

One finger crooks in my direction. A command, not a request.

My legs move before my brain catches up. I weave through the crowd, drawn to him like iron to a magnet. He turns without a word, expecting me to follow.

The corridor we enter is quieter, darker. His shoulders block most of my view. I count my heartbeats, trying to steady my breathing.

A glass-walled office appears. The city spreads out below, a glittering carpet of lights. He gestures to a chair across from a black marble desk.

"Sit."

His voice hits me like vodka—smooth burn, dangerous depth. I perch on the edge of the chair, spine straight, knees pressed together.

He moves behind the desk, each motion controlled power. The chair creaks under his weight as he settles into it.

"Name."

"Camila Duarte."

His eyes rake over me, lingering on my lips, my throat, the curve of my breasts beneath my top. Heat blooms across my skin.

"You've got fire," he says, the words coming slow and deep. "But this isn't just about hips and rhythm. It's about who owns the stage."

I lean forward, desperation making me bold. "I can give you everything."

"No." A smile curves his mouth—all predator, no mercy. "You'll give me more."

My pulse skips. "I don't understand."

He rises, circles the desk like a shark scenting blood. His hand brushes my shoulder as he passes, and electricity shoots down my spine.

"I saw you dance." He stops behind my chair. I feel his presence like a physical weight. "Three weeks ago. At Studio 8."

Ice floods my veins. He saw—

"I saw what you did after, too." His fingers thread through my hair, exactly where Vince's had been. But this touch is different. Possessive. Claiming. Every stroke sends shivers down my spine, making my breath catch. "On your knees for that piece of shit choreographer." His grip tightens just enough to make me gasp, reminding me who's in control. The shame burns hot in my cheeks, but I can't look away from the dark promise in his eyes.

Shame burns hot in my chest, spreading like wildfire through my veins. I try to stand, but his grip tightens in my hair, keeping me exactly where he wants me. My pulse hammers against my ribs, trapped between humiliation and something darker, something that makes my breath catch.

"Let me make something clear." He leans down, his breath hot against my ear. "I don't do auditions. I don't pick dancers. I pick possessions."

His other hand slides down my arm, leaving goosebumps in its wake. The heat from his palm seeps through my skin, branding me, marking a path I know will haunt my dreams. Each finger traces deliberate patterns, a silent promise of what's to come. I try to suppress a shiver, but my body betrays me.

"And I'm looking at mine right now."

The words sink into my skin like brands. I should run. Should tell him to go to hell. Should—

"Look at me," he commands.

I turn my head. His face is inches from mine, eyes dark with promise and threat.

"What's it going to be, little dancer?" His thumb traces my bottom lip. "Ready to belong to someone who can actually deliver?"

My lips part beneath his thumb. Every nerve ending blazes to life, caught between fight and surrender. His cologne wraps around me—leather and amber and raw male heat. My body knows what my mind refuses to admit: I'm already his.

"The terms are simple." He withdraws his touch, leaving my skin aching. "You dance only for me. My club. My rules. My control."

"And what do I get?" The words come out breathier than I intend.

A dark chuckle rumbles through his chest. "Besides the highest salary in the city?" His fingers trace my collarbone, following the rapid flutter of my pulse. "Protection. Power. Pleasure. Visa extension."

The last word drips like honey and sin, his voice wrapping around "visa extension" like a velvet noose. My thighs press tighter together, trying to contain the heat pooling between them. Every nerve ending screams at the raw promise in his tone—the knowledge that he could solve all my problems with a single word, if I just say yes. If I just give in. If I just let him own me completely.

But how can I trust again? After Vince? After kneeling on that cold floor, trading my dignity for empty promises that evaporated like smoke? My stomach churns at the memory, bile rising bitter in my throat. Trust is a currency I can't afford to spend anymore, not when the last time cost me everything but my name.

"I have other offers." A lie. We both know it.

"No." His hand slides to my throat, thumb pressing gently against my racing pulse. "You don't."

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because I bought Studio 8 this morning." His grip tightens fractionally. "And fired Vince Moretti ten minutes later. With video evidence of his... casting methods."

My stomach drops. "You—"

"I protect what's mine." His other hand cups my jaw, tilting my face up. "Even before they know they're mine."

The possessiveness in his voice should terrify me. Instead, it lights a fire in my core, makes me arch into his touch like a cat seeking more. His fingers trace patterns on my skin that feel like ownership, like promises written in flame. I know I should fight this - this raw need that pulses through me with every brush of his thumb against my throat. But my body betrays me, melting into his grip even as my mind screams warnings I can't seem to hear.

"Last chance to walk away." His thumb traces my bottom lip again, slower this time. "Say no, and I let you walk out untouched. Say yes..." He leans closer, his breath fanning across my mouth. "And you'll never beg for scraps again."

The word forms on my tongue, desperate to escape. But pride makes me hesitate. "What makes you think I'm that easy?"

"Easy?" His laugh is all predator. "No, sweetheart. You're going to be the hardest thing I've ever claimed." His hand slides from my throat to my nape, gripping firmly. "But you're also going to be the sweetest surrender I've ever tasted."

My body melts into his touch, betraying every attempt at resistance. His size surrounds me, overwhelms me. Each breath fills my lungs with his scent, making my head spin. He's everywhere at once—behind me, above me, inside my thoughts. My skin burns where his fingers press, leaving invisible brands that I know will haunt me long after this moment ends. I shouldn't want this, shouldn't crave the way he makes me feel small and precious all at once. But God help me, I do. My pulse hammers in my throat, trapped beneath his palm like a wild thing caught in a velvet snare.

"Yes." The whisper escapes before I can stop it.

His smile is devastating—all teeth and triumph. "Then stand up, sweetheart. We're done talking."

I rise on shaky legs. He towers over me, blocking out the city lights. His hand engulfs mine completely as he leads me toward the door.

"Where—"

"Upstairs." He cuts me off with a squeeze of his fingers. "To my private floor. Where I'm going to show you exactly what belonging to me means."

We pass through the club like royalty. The crowd parts before him, eyes downcast, respectful. The bass throbs through my bones, matching the wild thunder of my heart. His hand rests possessively on the small of my back, five fingers splayed wide enough to nearly span my waist. People who were shoving minutes ago now step aside without being asked. Women watch us—watch him—with hungry eyes that slide away the moment he glances in their direction. I've been in this club a dozen times, always invisible. Tonight, on his arm, I'm something else entirely. Something powerful and fragile all at once.

A discrete elevator waits behind velvet ropes. He presses his palm to a scanner, and the doors slide open silently.

"Last chance to run." His voice is gravel and silk as he pulls me inside.

I look up at him, at the raw hunger in his steel-gray eyes. "I'm not running."

The doors close with a soft click. His massive frame fills the mirrored space, making me feel small, delicate, precious.

"Good girl." His praise slides down my spine like warm honey. "Because once these doors open again..." His hand cups my face, thumb brushing my bottom lip. "You're mine. Completely."

The elevator begins its ascent, carrying me toward a point of no return. Each floor takes me further from the desperate girl on her knees in a dirty studio, closer to something darker, deeper, more dangerous.

And God help me, I can't wait to fall.

* * *

The elevator doors slide open to reveal a penthouse that steals my breath. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame Manhattan like a living painting, the city's lights creating a galaxy beneath us. I step onto polished marble, my reflection ghosting beneath my feet.

Cole moves with practiced ease, crossing to a bar cart of gleaming crystal and amber bottles. The sound of liquid hitting glass punctuates the silence between us. He loosens his tie with one hand, the small gesture somehow more intimate than if he'd stripped completely.

"Drink?" He offers a crystal tumbler.

I shake my head, throat too dry for words. He shrugs, taking a slow sip, eyes never leaving mine. The intensity of his gaze pins me in place.

"Take off your jacket," he says, voice soft but unmistakably a command.

My fingers tremble as I slide the thin blazer from my shoulders. It pools at my feet, leaving me in my simple black dress. The air conditioning raises goosebumps along my arms.

"The dress too." He sets his glass down, leaning against the bar. "Slow."

Something in me wants to refuse, to reclaim some semblance of control. But a deeper part—the part that's been drowning since I arrived in this city—wants to surrender. To let someone else make the decisions. To be wanted so completely that nothing else matters.

I reach for the zipper, drawing it down with deliberate care. The fabric clings as I peel it away, revealing the plain black underwear beneath. Not the lacy things I'd wear if I'd known, if I'd planned for this. Just simple cotton, honest in its lack of pretense.

"Beautiful," he murmurs, and the sincerity in his voice makes me flush deeper than any crude comment could.

He crosses to me, each step measured, predatory. My heart hammers against my ribs as he circles, inspecting every inch. When he stands behind me, I feel his breath on my neck, raising the fine hairs there.

"Turn around."

I pivot slowly, facing him. His hand reaches out, one finger tracing my collarbone, leaving fire in its wake.

"I've imagined this since I first saw you dance," he says. "The way you move... like music made flesh."

His belt buckle clicks as he unfastens it, the sound echoing in the vast space. My eyes widen as he pulls it free, the leather hissing through belt loops.

"Oh my God," I whisper, a flutter of panic mixing with anticipation. "This is—I don't think I can—"

He catches my whisper, a knowing smirk playing at his lips. "Sweetheart... I haven't even started."

His hands cup my face, thumbs brushing my cheekbones with unexpected tenderness. Then his mouth is on mine, consuming, demanding. The kiss deepens, his tongue seeking entrance, claiming me from the inside out. I yield, opening to him, my body arching into his solid frame.

He lifts me effortlessly, carrying me to the wall of windows. The cool glass shocks my heated skin as he presses me against it, the city blazing below us like we're suspended in the night sky.

"Look at you," he breathes against my throat, trailing kisses down to my shoulder. "Fucking perfect."

His hands explore with expert precision, finding places I didn't know could feel so much. Each touch builds a pressure inside me, a gathering storm. When his fingers slide between my thighs, I gasp, unprepared for the intensity. His touch is deliberate, possessive as he parts me, finding me embarrassingly wet. One thick finger traces my entrance, then slides upward with agonizing slowness, circling the bundle of nerves that makes my knees buckle. The pad of his thumb presses down, applying just enough pressure to make me whimper, while his middle finger dips inside, testing my resistance. My body clenches around him, hungry for more, as he establishes a rhythm that has me rocking against his hand, chasing a pleasure that builds like a tidal wave threatening to drown me. I've never been touched like this—like I'm something precious yet filthy, something to be savored and devoured all at once.

"That's it," he encourages, voice rough with desire. "Let go for me."

The first wave crashes through me without warning, my body convulsing against his hand. I cry out, fingers digging into his shoulders, anchoring myself as pleasure tears through me.

Before I can recover, he drops to his knees, looking up at me with fierce hunger. "Again," he commands, and then his mouth is on me, relentless and skilled. His tongue parts me with military precision, finding every secret spot I didn't know I had. He's methodical yet savage—licking broad strokes before zeroing in with devastating accuracy. My thoughts scatter like broken glass. Can't think. Can't breathe. His hands grip my thighs with bruising possession, spreading me wider, exposing me completely. The room tilts and spins as he sucks gently, then harder, his stubble rough against my sensitive skin. I'm floating somewhere between shame and ecstasy, my mind a blur of half-formed pleas.

Too much. Not enough. Please don't stop.

The ceiling swims above me as I surrender to the assault of sensation, my body no longer my own but an instrument he plays with masterful confidence.

The second climax builds faster, higher, my legs trembling so violently I would collapse if not for his grip on my hips. I come apart with his name on my lips, a prayer and a curse.

"Made to take me," he murmurs against my skin, rising to his full height again. "Made for this."

He spins me to face the glass, my reflection hazy in the night-darkened window. His much larger frame dwarfs mine from behind, his hands spanning my waist completely. One hand slides up to cradle my throat, not squeezing, just holding—a reminder of his control, my surrender.

"Watch," he orders, his eyes meeting mine in our reflection. "I want you to see what I see."

The first connection between us is electric, overwhelming. I cry out, shock and pleasure tangled so tightly I can't separate them. My palms press against the glass, seeking purchase as he moves with careful restraint.

"You feel that?" His voice is gravel in my ear, his breath hot against my neck. "That's all me. Deep. Where no one else will ever reach."

Words I never thought I'd say tumble from my lips: "Please... don't stop. Please."

He takes me with measured control, each movement deliberate, designed to wring every sensation from my trembling body. The glass fogs with our combined breath, the city lights blurring into a kaleidoscope beyond. My legs quake, threatening to give out entirely. His palm covers my mouth as I cry out again, the sound muffled against his skin.

Time loses meaning. There is only this—his body and mine, the glass, the night, the crescendo building between us. When the final wave hits, it's like being torn apart and remade, molecule by molecule. I shatter completely, coming undone in his arms.

But he's not finished with me. His rhythm shifts, becomes primal, urgent. Each thrust harder, deeper than the last. My body responds in ways I don't understand, don't recognize as my own. Another climax builds impossibly fast, stealing my breath.

"Again," he commands against my ear. Not a request.

And God help me, I do. I come apart a again, my legs trembling uncontrollably, fingers clawing at the glass. My reflection shows a woman I barely know—flushed, wild, conquered.

With a low, guttural grunt, Cole suddenly withdraws. The loss is immediate, but before I can protest, I feel the hot splash against my lower back, my ass, marking me. Claiming me. His territory now.

The warmth of it surprises me—not just the physical sensation but how it makes me feel. Owned. Wanted. The liquid trails down my skin, and I should be disgusted, should feel used, but instead a strange pride floods through me. I earned this. I broke his famous control.

I catch his reflection watching me, those steel eyes tracking every reaction, gauging how I receive his most primal claim. And what he sees makes the corner of his mouth curl upward, ever so slightly.

As I float back to reality, his teeth graze the edge of my jaw, his voice a promise in my ear:

"Mine. From this night on, Camila—you're mine."

He carries me to his bed, laying me down with unexpected gentleness. The sheets are cool silk against my overheated skin. He follows, his weight dipping the mattress, his body curving around mine like he's been shaped for exactly this purpose.

"Sleep," he commands, pressing a kiss to my temple. "Tomorrow, we begin."

I should ask what that means. Should worry about what I've agreed to, what lines I've crossed. But exhaustion pulls me under, his heartbeat steady against my back, his arm a fortress around my waist.

The last thing I register before consciousness fades is the certainty that nothing will ever be the same again.

And strangely, I'm not afraid.

* * *

Morning light slices through gaps in automated blinds, painting gold stripes across unfamiliar sheets. For a moment, I'm disoriented, my body aching in places I've never felt before. Then memory floods back—Cole's hands, his mouth, his possession—and heat blooms in my chest.

The space beside me is empty but still warm. I sit up, clutching the sheet to my chest, taking in my surroundings properly for the first time. The bedroom is minimalist luxury—all clean lines and monochromatic colors. A suit jacket hangs over a chair—his presence lingering even in absence.

The door opens, and Cole appears with two steaming mugs. He's shirtless, wearing only black pants that hang low on his hips. The full impact of his physique in daylight steals my breath—broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist, muscles defined like sculpture, skin marked with scars that speak of a harder life than his current wealth suggests.

"You're awake." He crosses to the bed, offering me one of the mugs. "Coffee. Black. If you want cream or sugar, I'll have it brought up."

I accept the mug, grateful for something to do with my hands. "Black is fine. Thank you."

He sits on the edge of the bed, studying me with that same intensity from last night. In daylight, his eyes are lighter—more silver than steel.

"Regrets?" he asks, direct as always.

I consider lying, then decide against it. "I don't know yet."

His laugh is unexpected, genuine. "Honest. I like that." He takes a sip of his coffee. "Most women would be falling over themselves to reassure me right now."

"I'm not most women."

"No," he agrees, his free hand reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. "You're not."

The gesture is oddly tender, at odds with the man who commanded me so thoroughly hours before. I lean into his touch before I can stop myself.

"We should discuss terms," he says, all business now. "What last night means going forward."

Reality crashes back. Right. This isn't romance—it's a transaction. A job. Protection. A visa.

"Of course." I straighten my spine, pulling the sheet tighter. "Your terms."

He sets his mug down, turning to face me fully. "You'll move in here. Today. Whatever you need from your apartment, I'll send people to collect it."

"Move in?" I blink, thrown off balance. "I thought—"

"That I'd keep you in some separate apartment? Visit when convenient?" His expression hardens. "No. If you're mine, you're here. Where I can protect you."

The possessiveness in his voice sends a shiver through me—fear and something darker, needier.

"You'll dance," he continues. "Not for tips or the crowd's approval. For me. On my stage. I'm opening a new club in three months—Obsidian Rio. Brazilian theme, Brazilian star." His fingers trace my jawline. "You."

My heart stutters. A real stage. A showcase. My dream, handed to me on a silver platter.

"And in return?" My voice barely rises above a whisper.

His smile is slow, predatory. "You belong to me. Exclusively. You sleep in my bed. Eat at my table. Attend events on my arm." His hand slides to cup the back of my neck. "And you surrender that fierce control of yours whenever we're alone. Give yourself to me completely."

The implications sink in slowly. Not just a job. Not just sex. He's offering a complete transformation of my life—security, success, desire. Everything I've been fighting for since I left Rio.

All I have to do is surrender.

"Why me?" The question escapes before I can stop it. "You could have anyone."

Something flickers in his eyes—vulnerability, so brief I might have imagined it. "Because you fought. When that piece of garbage Vince used you and discarded you, you didn't break. You walked into my club with your chin high, ready to fight again." His thumb brushes my bottom lip. "That kind of fire... it's rare. Precious."

Tears prick behind my eyes, unexpected and unwelcome. No one has ever seen me—really seen me—like this before.

"So." His voice gentles. "Do we have a deal, Camila Duarte?"

I take a deep breath, feeling the weight of the choice before me. Security or freedom. Safety or independence. Surrender or struggle.

But as I look into his eyes, I realize it isn't really a choice at all. Something fundamental shifted last night, some piece of myself transferred to his keeping. Fighting it would be like fighting gravity.

"Yes," I whisper. "We have a deal."

His smile is a dangerous thing—part triumph, part promise. He takes the coffee mug from my hand, setting it aside before pulling me into his lap.

"Seal it with a kiss," he murmurs against my mouth.

As his lips claim mine, sunlight bathes us both in gold, the city stretching endlessly below. I've given myself to a man I barely know, a man too powerful, too dangerous, too everything for a girl like me.

And God help me, I can't wait to see where he takes me next.

__________________________________________________________________________
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