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Chapter 1: What’s in a Name?
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The classroom smelled of dry-erase markers and the faint, metallic tang of overheated radiators. Freya pressed her knees together under the desk, the stiff fabric of her new skirt—lavender, cotton, bought after three weeks of staring at it online—rasping against her tights. Her fingers trembled as she adjusted the collar of her sweater, a thrifted cable-knit thing she’d sewn lace onto the cuffs of, stitch by anxious stitch. Every thread felt like armour. Not good armour, necessarily. But Freya envisioned it as armour, to help her begin her new life.

Ms. Alvarez’s voice cut through the murmurs. "Before we begin, we have someone new joining us this semester."

Freya’s throat tightened. This is it. The clock above the whiteboard ticked like a countdown.

"Frederick, would you—?"

"Freya." The correction leapt from her lips before she could stop it, sharp as a flint spark. She was annoyed, but understanding, figuring a lot of the people in her life would continue to make this same mistake.

The teacher blinked, then softened. "Freya. Would you like to introduce yourself?"

A droplet of sweat traced Freya’s spine. She stood, chair screeching. Twenty-seven pairs of eyes pinned her to the spot.

She knew these faces. The bored jocks slouching in their varsity jackets. The art kids doodling in margins. Lacey Nguyen, who’d once spilled glitter glue on Freya’s old hoodie and laughed with her, not at her.

And in the back—

Grayson Hale.

He was a study in contrasts: black leather jacket draped over a threadbare band tee, scuffed motorcycle boots propped on the empty chair ahead of him. His phone glowed in his hands, casting blue shadows under his eyes. He hadn’t glanced up. Not when she spoke. Not when the room held its breath.

Freya dug her nails into her palms. Say it. Claim it. Own it, she thought to herself.

"I’m Freya," she said, louder now. "Last year, I was—" Don’t flinch, she worried. "—Frederick. But I’m a girl. My pronouns are she/her. And I’d... I’d really like it if you respected that."

Silence. Thick, suffocating silence. She began to worry about being judged for just a second. Then—

"Hell yeah," Lacey whispered, punching the air.

A chuckle rippled through the room. Not cruel. Relieved. Freya didn’t know if she’d ever been more relieved.

"Thanks for sharing, Freya," Ms. Alvarez said, smiling. "Let’s all make sure we—"

"Freya." The voice was a gravelly drawl from the back row.

Her head snapped up. She instinctively looked towards the back row, where the call had come from.

Grayson still hadn’t looked at her. But his thumb paused over his phone screen. "Like the Norse Goddess?"

The class oohed. Freya’s cheeks burned. "Y-yeah. The Goddess of love and war."

Grayson nodded, giving an approving sort of grunt. "That’s cool," he said, sounding casual as ever.

That was it. But the way he’d said it—like he’d tasted the name, weighed it—sent a shiver down her arms.

The final minutes of class crawled by in a haze of nervous anticipation. Freya’s fingers trembled as she pretended to take notes, her script devolving into illegible loops and jagged lines. Every rustle of paper, every creak of a desk chair, sent her pulse skittering—especially when it came from the back row. She didn’t dare turn around again, but she could feel Grayson’s presence like a physical weight, an electric current humming just outside her periphery. His silence was a paradox—so indifferent it felt deliberate, so deliberate it burned.

When the bell finally rang, the sound was both a relief and a sentence. Freya moved slowly, deliberately, sliding her books into her bag with exaggerated care. Around her, classmates jostled toward the door, backpacks bumping, laughter ringing too loud in her ears. She willed herself not to look back—not yet. Not until she was ready.

Then came the scrape of boots against linoleum.

Grayson was standing.

She caught the movement in her periphery—the shift of his leather jacket, the lazy stretch of his shoulders as he rose from his seat. Her breath hitched. This was her moment. If she hesitated now, she’d spend the rest of the day wondering, obsessing, replaying every second in her head like a song stuck on repeat. So she turned, just slightly, angling her body toward the aisle as she slung her bag over her shoulder.

And that was when it happened.

Grayson’s gaze—dark, heavy-lidded, intentional—dragged over her.

It wasn’t a passing glance. It wasn’t accidental. It was a slow, deliberate sweep, starting at the curve of her neck, lingering on the dip of her waist, tracing the flare of her hips before finally—finally—settling on the sway of her skirt as she took a step toward the door. Heat flooded her cheeks, her chest, her very bones. She should’ve felt exposed. Vulnerable. But instead, something wild and giddy fluttered in her stomach.

He was looking. He was really looking.

For the first time in her life, she wanted to be seen. Especially by him.

Then, their eyes met.

Grayson didn’t smirk. Didn’t glance away like he’d been caught. He just held her stare, unflinching, as he stepped into the aisle. The space between them crackled, charged with something wordless and hungry. Then, as if he’d said everything he needed to without speaking, he brushed past her, his shoulder grazing hers—a fleeting, electric contact that sent a shiver down her spine.

The hallway swallowed him whole, but Freya remained frozen, her skin still buzzing where he’d touched her.

She pressed a hand to her chest, half-convinced her heart might burst through her rib cage. Or perhaps just explode altogether.

Oh my God.

A grin tugged at her lips, unbidden, uncontrollable. She bit down on it, but it was no use. The truth was undeniable, intoxicating: Grayson Hale had checked her out. She was fairly certain of it. And she—Freya, the girl who’d spent years shrinking into the background, the girl who’d braced for mockery at every turn—had liked it.

The realization sent a thrill through her so sharp it bordered on delirium. She pinched her wrist. Real. This was real. How could today, one of the most stressful days of her life, be going so well?

She stepped into the hall, head high, the ghost of his gaze still burning against her skin like a brand.
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Chapter 2: Detention Misdirection


[image: ]


The fluorescent lights in the detention room buzzed like angry wasps, flickering just enough to make Freya’s headache worse. She slumped in her chair, arms crossed over her chest, her lavender skirt suddenly feeling too bright, too noticeable in this dim, cinder block box of a room.

She shouldn’t even be here.

But Mr. Henderson had lost it when she’d scribbled "Trans women are women" in the margin of the outdated health textbook. Then, when he’d snapped at her to "stop vandalizing school property," she’d made the mistake of saying—loudly—that maybe the school should update its curriculum instead of policing her corrections... and that’s when she tore the page out of the book, entirely.

Immediately after that, the whole class had gone silent. It was quite awkward. That’s when he’d sent her to the office.

And now, here she was. Detention. Fantastic.

Freya slumped lower, chewing the inside of her cheek. The only other person in the room was—

Her breath hitched. She couldn’t believe her luck!

Grayson Hale.

He sat three rows back, one boot propped up on the chair in front of him, his leather jacket draped over the desk like he owned it. His dark hair was messy, like he’d been running his hands through it, and his phone was tucked between his knees, screen glowing. He hadn’t looked at her when she walked in.


Typical.



The detention supervisor, Ms. Patel, tapped her nails against her desk. "No talking. No phones. Work on homework or stare at the wall. Your choice." She stood, grabbing a stack of papers. "I’ll be back in ten. Don’t make me regret this."

The door clicked shut behind her.

Silence.

Then—

A crumpled ball of paper hit Freya’s shoulder. She rolled her eyes. She didn’t even have to wonder who had thrown it.

After initially flinching, she slowly turned.

Grayson wasn’t looking at her. But his fingers tapped once against the edge of his desk. “Open it.”

Freya hadn’t realized it was an actual note he’d been trying to pass her. She promptly picked it up. Then, Freya unfolded the note.

"Frederick’s a shit name anyway."

Freya couldn’t help but laugh. The note was so unexpected, yet so perfect! She couldn’t get her smile to fade! Her face burned. It was nearly all she could feel. She whipped around. "Did you—?"

Grayson finally glanced up, his dark eyes unreadable. He put a finger to his lips. Quiet. He was half mocking the situation, but Freya obeyed his instruction.

Freya exhaled sharply, then scribbled back:

"Wow. Hilarious."

She tossed it back. It bounced off his forehead. He had not expected she’d throw something back at him.

For a second—just a second—she thought she saw the corner of his mouth twitch. Then he grabbed a pen, wrote something else, and lobbed the note back.

She caught it.

"Detention for graffiti? Rebel."

She rolled her eyes but wrote back:

"It wasn’t graffiti. It was a correction."

This time, when she threw it, he caught it one-handed. He read it, then smirked.

Then—The door creaked open.

Freya stiffened, quickly facing forward. She didn’t want to be in any more trouble.

Another student slouched in—Jared Mullens, some hockey jock with a reputation for loud opinions. Freya had always found him kind of annoying. He dropped into a seat near Grayson, kicking his feet up. "Yo, Hale. You’re skipping practice for this?"

Grayson’s expression shuttered. He leaned back, putting distance between himself and Freya. "Nah. Coach knows I’m here." This had been one of the only times that Freya could recall him sounding nervous, or insecure.

Jared’s gaze slid to Freya. His eyebrows rose. "Wait. You got detention?" Spoken as if he couldn’t believe it.

Freya’s stomach dropped. She didn’t know how to respond to him.

Grayson didn’t look at her. He just shrugged and spoke, almost on behalf of Freya. "Dunno. Just got here."

Freya’s fingers curled into her skirt. He did know. He knew exactly why.

Coward. She fumed about his actions as the boys continued on with their conversation.

Ms. Patel returned, clapping her hands. "Alright, delinquents. Back to silence." The room instinctively obeyed.

Freya didn’t risk another glance at Grayson. But as the minutes ticked by, she couldn’t shake the sting in her chest.

He’d laughed with her. Then pretended not to know her the second someone else showed up.

Typical.
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Chapter 3: Textual Tension
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Freya’s phone buzzed on her nightstand, the screen lighting up the dark of her bedroom. She groaned, rolling over to squint at the notification. An unknown number.

Unknown: Still alive after your detention today?

She frowned, thumbs hovering over the screen. Who the hell—?

Freya: Who is this?

A pause. A few minutes went by. Then:

Unknown: Guess.

Freya huffed, tossing her phone onto the bed. Probably some idiot from school. She grabbed her laptop instead, determined to ignore it—until the phone buzzed again. And again.

Unknown: Come on. Take a shot.

Unknown: I’ll give you a hint: you bounced paper off my head today.

Freya’s breath caught. No way. Could it really be him?

Freya: ...Hale?

Grayson: ding ding.

Her stomach flipped. How did he—?

Freya: How’d you get my number?

Grayson: Friend of mine had it from some group project last year.

Grayson: Don’t worry. I didn’t steal your diary.

Freya rolled her eyes, but a smirk tugged at her lips. She kind of enjoyed being teased by him.

Freya: Shocking. You don’t strike me as the diary type.

Freya: more like the “pretend-you-don’t-know-someone-when-jocks-walk-in” type.

Freya was proud of herself for calling him out on his shit.

The typing bubbles appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Grayson: Ouch.

Grayson: For the record, i don’t give a shit what mullens thinks.

Grayson: But i get why it looked like that.

Freya hesitated. Was he actually apologizing?

Freya: Then why bolt?

A longer pause this time.

Grayson: Habit.

Grayson: People like me don’t exactly get the benefit of the doubt.

Freya’s chest tightened. She knew what he meant. The leather jacket, the boots, the rumours about fights after school—Grayson Hale wasn’t the kind of guy teachers smiled at.

Freya: Well, i don’t care what mullens thinks either.

Freya: But next time, don’t be a coward.

Grayson: Yes ma’am.

Grayson: Forgiven?

She could almost hear the smirk in his text.

Freya: ...depends.

Freya: What’s in it for me?

Grayson: How about i tell you why your norse mythology rant today was wrong.

Freya gasped, indignant.

Freya: EXCUSE ME

And just like that, they were off. Arguing about Gods and motorcycle metaphors, then music, then the terrible cafeteria pizza. The texts kept coming, faster and looser, until Freya’s cheeks hurt from grinning so much.

At some point, she glanced at the clock. 2:17 AM.

Freya: Holy shit it’s late.

Grayson: You’re just now realizing?

Freya: Shut up.

Grayson: Make me.

Her breathing stopped. She felt a blush in her cheeks. Something about his flirting was really doing something to her.

Freya: Maybe i will.

She texted back what she thought was a good response. She had to wait a few minutes for Grayson’s reply. Then it came through:

Grayson: Looking forward to it.

Freya bit her lip, heart pounding. She should sleep. She really should.

...But five more minutes couldn’t hurt.
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Chapter 4: Almost
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The final bell rang, and Freya lingered at her desk, pretending to organize her notes as the classroom emptied around her. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting long shadows across the linoleum. She could feel Grayson’s presence before she even looked up—leather and faint cigarette smoke, the scent clinging to him like a second skin.

He slouched against the doorframe, one shoulder propped against the frame, his dark eyes fixed on her. “You gonna sit there all night, or what?”

Freya’s pulse jumped. “Depends. Got something better to do?”

Grayson smirked. “Yeah, actually.” He pushed off the door and sauntered toward her, his boots scuffing against the floor. “Auto shop. You in?”

The auto shop. Freya had heard about it—the abandoned garage on the edge of town where kids went to drink, smoke, and do things they didn’t want their parents knowing about. Cops cleared it out every week or so, but it always drew people back.

She swallowed. “What’s there?” She was a bit hesitant.

Grayson leaned down, bracing his hands on her desk. His voice dropped, rough and low. “Me. You. Nobody else.”

Heat prickled up her neck. She should say no. She definitely should say no. But she didn’t want to.

“Okay,” she said, still nervous about it. But the nervousness was only secondary to her excitement.

—-
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The auto shop was exactly what she’d imagined—and nothing like it at all. Graffiti covered the corrugated metal walls, and the air smelled like gasoline and rain. A single dead light bulb swung from the ceiling. Erratic shadows were cast over the stripped-down cars and rusted tools from the light spilling through the old windows.

Grayson led her to the back, where a ratty couch sat against the wall. He dropped onto it, stretching his arms along the backrest. “Home sweet home.”

Freya hovered, suddenly unsure where to put her hands. She was equally unsure if she wanted to sit down. The couch seemed kind of gross. “You come here a lot?”

“When I don’t wanna be found.” His gaze flicked over her. “Sit down.”

She did, perching on the edge of the couch. The springs groaned under their weight.

For a while, they just talked—about school, about the shitty coffee in the cafeteria, about nothing at all. But the space between them crackled, charged with something unspoken. Both of them could feel it. And Freya’s skin hummed with it.

Then Grayson reached out, brushing a thumb over her cheekbone. “You’re nervous.” He said, though he was, also.

“No, I’m not.” Freya denied. But even she didn’t believe herself.

“Liar.” His thumb traced down to her jaw. “You’re thinking too much.”

She was. About how close he was. About how his leather jacket creaked when he moved. About how badly she wanted him to kiss her. She secretly hoped that’s why he’d brought her here.

As if reading her mind, Grayson leaned in—but instead of her lips, his mouth brushed her cheek, just below her ear. A whisper of contact. Just a gentle, tiny kiss. Freya shivered.

His hand slid to her waist, tugging her closer. “Better?” he asked. Though the two only grew more anxious.

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Not when his fingers were skating under the hem of her sweater, rough calluses against her skin. Not when his breath hitched as she curled her hands into his jacket.

Grayson seemed nervous to kiss her. On the lips, at least. He continued to kiss her temple, her cheek. Even eventually kissing her neck! Freya worried that perhaps it was due to the fact she was trans.

But then, relief.

Their lips met—finally—in a messy, impatient kiss. Grayson’s mouth was warm, insistent, his teeth catching her bottom lip just hard enough to make her gasp. Freya melted into it, into him, until the world outside the auto shop didn’t exist.

The kissing didn’t last very long. The two could feel each other’s nervousness.

Then Grayson pulled back, just enough to murmur against her mouth, “On your knees.”

Her stomach flipped. “Wh—”

He didn’t give her time to question it. His hands settled on her hips, pushing her down onto the floor between his legs. The concrete was cold and hard through her tights. He’d been a bit rough placing her down there.

Grayson’s fingers tangled in her hair, tilting her face up to his. He pulled just a little too hard. His eyes were dark, pupils blown. “Undo my belt,” he ordered her. It was becoming quite clear what he was interested in.

Freya’s hands shook as she reached for it. The leather was smooth under her fingers, the buckle cold. She hadn’t prepared for this. Not mentally, or physically. She wasn’t sure she was ready, but she still tried to do as she was told. She fumbled, her breath coming too fast.

Grayson’s grip tightened. “Freya.”

She looked up. Nervous as ever. She liked him. She wanted him to know it. She took deep breaths as she prepared for his next instruction.

“Be—” he started, before falling quiet.

And that was when they heard it—voices outside, laughter echoing off the metal walls. People. Definitely people. And multiple of them.

Grayson swore, yanking her up so fast her knees stung. He shoved his belt back into place, grabbed her hand, and hauled her toward the back door. “Move.”

They ran fast, Grayson still pulling her, before bursting out into the alley behind the shop. The cool night air hit Freya’s flushed skin like a slap.

Grayson didn’t stop until they were a block away, hidden in the shadow of a convenience store awning. His chest heaved, his grip still tight around her wrist. “You okay?”

Freya nodded, breathless. Her heart pounded, half from the sprint, half from—from whatever that had been.

Grayson’s thumb stroked over her pulse point. “Next time,” he said, low and rough, “we won’t get interrupted.”

For better or worse, Freya believed him.
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Chapter 5: The Callout
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Freya was pissed. And her knees absolutely ached.

She’d checked them that morning in the bathroom mirror—two ugly purple bruises blooming against her pale skin, the concrete floor’s cruel souvenir. And what had Grayson done? Nothing. No texts. No “You okay?” No “Sorry I manhandled you before we got interrupted.”

Just silence. She was beginning to get used to that from him.

Freya’s phone burned in her pocket, heavy with unsent rage. She’d typed and deleted a dozen messages since last night, each one angrier than the last. But now, as she sat through her morning classes in a haze, the anger had crystallized into something sharper, colder.

She pulled out her phone.

Freya: Library. Lunch.

No question mark. No room for negotiation. No way for him to get out of this.

—-
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Grayson was already there when she arrived, slouched in a corner chair between the mythology and automotive sections—like some kind of poetic joke. His boot tapped restlessly against the table leg, and he didn’t look up as she approached. His foot continued tapping, like a countdown to detonation.

Freya dropped into the seat across from him. “Wow. You actually showed up.”

Grayson’s surprise was evident. “You texted like you were gonna stab me. What the hell?”

“Maybe I should.” She leaned forward, voice low. “You left me hanging all night. After that.” Freya said, hinting at yesterday’s incident.

“We got spooked. I got you out. What’s the problem?”

“And then nothing.” Freya’s nails bit into her palms. “What, was I just some dirty secret you panicked about after?” A vein pulsed in Grayson’s temple as she spoke, his knuckles whitening around the chair arm.

Grayson’s head snapped up. “That’s not—”

“Then what? Because it sure as hell felt like it.” Her throat burned. “Like you were ashamed to be seen with me. Like you still don’t want to be here, even right now.”

“It’s not about you.” The words burst out of him, rough and raw. He dragged a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Freya. You think I give a shit what people say about me? But you—you’re better than this. Better than me.”

Freya blinked. “What?”

Grayson laughed, bitter. “Come on. You’re smart. You’re gonna get out of this shithole town. And I’m just—” He gestured to himself, to his grease-stained jeans and scuffed boots. “People like me don’t get to have nice things. We don’t get to go nice places. And if I drag you down with me—”

Freya cut him off. By stepping in and kissing him.

It was impulsive. Stupid. But the look on his face—like he genuinely believed he wasn’t worthy—made her chest ache. She never wanted him to feel that way.

For a second, Grayson froze. Then he kissed her back, desperate. His hands balling into fists in her sweater like he was drowning.

And then—

He pulled away. He stood so fast his chair screeched. People began to look over.

“I can’t,” he muttered, before turning away.

And just like that, he was gone. He’d practically sprinted out of there.

Freya touched her lips, still warm from his.

What the hell just happened?



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6: The Ride
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Freya didn’t see Grayson for the rest of the day.

She told herself she didn’t care. That his hot-and-cold bullshit wasn’t worth the bruises on her knees or the sting in her chest. But when the final bell rang, she lingered at her locker, fingers tapping against the metal door.

A roar of an engine cut through the chatter of the hallway.

Freya’s head snapped up.

Outside, Grayson leaned against his motorcycle, one boot planted on the pavement. His leather jacket was zipped up to his throat, his dark hair messy from the helmet dangling in his hand. And his eyes—locked on her through the glass doors.

Waiting.

Freya’s stomach jumped. Yet again. Grayson had a way of making her feel, well, she didn’t exactly know how to describe it. Some type of way.

She should walk away, she thought to herself. She knew she should walk away. She was supposed to be mad at him.

Instead, she shoved her books into her backpack and pushed through the doors. Her heart fluttered in her chest.

The September air was crisp, biting at her cheeks as she approached. Grayson didn’t smile, just held out the helmet for her.

“Get on,” he told her.

Freya crossed her arms. “Why?” It wasn’t just that she was still a bit upset with him. She was genuinely terrified. She’d never been on a motorcycle before.

“Because I owe you.” His voice was rough, but his fingers tightened around the helmet straps. “And because you want to.”

She did. God help her, she did. Was anything sexier than a man on a motorcycle?

Freya snatched the helmet. “This doesn’t fix anything.” She had to let him know he wasn’t getting off easy.

Grayson’s mouth twitched. “Didn’t say it would.”

The engine growled beneath her as Freya slid onto the bike behind him. She hesitated, then wrapped her arms around his waist, her chest pressing against his back. Grayson stiffened for a second—then revved the throttle, launching them forward. Their classmates stared and chattered as the two of them took off.

Freya yelped, clinging tighter.

The world blurred. Wind whipped through her hair, her skirt fluttering against her thighs as they sped past the school, past the auto shop, past everything familiar. Grayson took the backroads, leaning into curves like the bike was an extension of his body. And Freya—Freya let go of all her stress.

For the first time in weeks, she wasn’t thinking. Just feeling. The heat of Grayson’s body against hers. The rumble of the engine between her legs. The way she could feel him breathing. His chest rising and falling as her fingers curled into his jacket.

Too soon, they skidded to a stop at the edge of town, where the pavement gave way to sprawling fields. Grayson killed the engine, and the sudden silence was deafening.

Freya pulled off the helmet. “What are we doing here?”

Grayson didn’t look at her. “You were right.”

“Right about what?” she asked.

“Everything.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “I panicked. Not ‘cause of you. Just... after.”

Freya’s pulse pounded. “After what?” She desperately wanted to know what he had to say.

Finally, he turned. His eyes were intense. Staring directly into hers. “After I realized how much I wanted it. Wanted us.”

The air between them crackled. Freya could practically feel the sparks rekindling.

Freya swallowed. “You ran.”

“I did. But I’m here now,” Grayson insisted.

And God, he was. Close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his eyes, smell the leather and gasoline on his skin. It was an alluring aroma.

She should push him away. She knew she should.

Instead, she kissed him.

Grayson groaned into her mouth, his hands sliding to her hips, pulling her flush against him. The bike wobbled beneath them, but neither cared. Not when his teeth scraped her bottom lip, not when her fingers tangled in his hair—

A car honked in the distance. The two were forced back into reality.

They broke apart, breathless. They still didn’t move for several moments. They simply stared into one another’s eyes.

Grayson rested his forehead against hers. “Still pissed at me?” A smile began to form on his lips. She could tell his confidence had returned.

Freya smirked. “Take me home. Then we’ll see.”
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Chapter 7: Seeing Stars
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Freya spotted Grayson the moment she walked into the cafeteria.

He was leaning against the vending machines, one boot propped against the wall, his leather jacket slung over his shoulder despite the autumn chill. When his eyes met hers, something electric crackled between them—a silent acknowledgment of yesterday’s kiss, of the way his hands had dug into her hips like he was afraid she’d vanish.

Freya’s nerves had come back. Grayson had always made her heart flutter.

She barely had time to set down her tray before he was beside her, his voice a low rumble in her ear. “After school. You’re coming with me.”

She arched her brow. “Oh, I am?”

Grayson smirked. “Yeah. You’ll see.”

That was all she got. No details. No promises. Just you’ll see, and the brush of his fingers against hers as he walked away—a touch so fleeting she might’ve imagined it.

—-
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The final bell rang, and Grayson was waiting by her locker, sans helmet.

“No bike today,” he said before she could ask. “We’re walking.”

Freya hesitated. “Where?”

“Trust me. You’ll see.” A determined smirk played on his face.

She shouldn’t. She wondered if this was more of his hot-and-cold bullshit. But the way he looked at her—like she was the only thing in the world worth seeing—made resistance impossible. She simply had to go with him.

They left school behind, cutting through back alleys and empty parking lots until the pavement gave way to dirt paths. The trees thickened around them, their leaves rustling with secrets. Grayson’s hand found hers, his calloused fingers threading through hers like they belonged there.

“This is your big plan?” Freya teased, nudging him with her shoulder. “Kidnapping me into the woods?”

Grayson squeezed her hand, chuckling lightly. “You’d complain if it was boring.”

He wasn’t wrong.

They walked deeper into the forest, the air crisp with the scent of pine and damp earth. Sunlight filtered through the branches, dappling Grayson’s face in gold. Freya stole glances at him—the sharp line of his jaw, the way his throat moved when he swallowed. Everything about him turned her on.

“Why here?” she asked softly.

Grayson slowed to a stop. “No one around. More privacy for us.”

The words settled heavy in her chest. ‘No one around.’ Not, ‘I wanted to show you something beautiful.’ Not, ‘I thought you’d like it.’ Just—privacy. It certainly didn’t help quell her fears.

Freya’s fingers tightened around his. “You’re still scared to be seen with me.”

Grayson turned to face her, his expression unreadable. Then, without a word, he cupped her face and kissed her.

It wasn’t gentle. It was devouring—his mouth slanting over hers like he was starving, his hands gripping her waist to pull her flush against him. She could taste the spearmint gum and autumn air mixing together as he deepened the kiss. Freya gasped against his lips, her fingers gripping into his shirt as the world tilted.

When they broke apart, Grayson’s breath was ragged. “Does that feel like I’m ashamed?”

Freya’s pulse roared in her ears. “Then why always hide?”

He rested his forehead against hers. “Because when I’m with you,” he murmured, “I don’t want to share. I want us to find some alone time together. I don’t care about anyone else.”

And then his lips were on hers again, insistent and sweet, and Freya stopped thinking altogether. The forest faded around them—there was only Grayson’s hands in her hair, pulling her closer. Grayson’s heartbeat against her palm, Grayson’s quiet groan when she nipped at his lower lip.

Somewhere above them, the first stars blinked to life.

Neither noticed. Not yet, anyway.

—-
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Grayson’s hands were everywhere, greedy and relentless. His lips left hers only to trace a hot path down her neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin in a way that made her shiver. Freya’s breath hitched as his fingers slipped under the hem of her shirt, calloused palms skimming her waist, her ribs, her breasts. She arched into his touch, her hands tangling in his hair as he nipped at her collarbone, leaving marks that would linger long after this moment.

“Grayson...” she whispered, her voice trembling with need.

He pulled back just enough to look at her, his dark eyes burning with something raw and primal. “You’re mine tonight, Freya,” he growled, his voice low and rough. “All mine.”

She nodded, her heart pounding in her chest. That was all she’d needed to hear. She didn’t trust herself to speak, not when he was looking at her like that—like he wanted to devour her whole.

She leaned in, wanting to make out with him again. She managed to get in just a kiss or two before Grayson stopped her.

“Not yet,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “You’re going to work for it.”

Freya’s knees hit the forest floor before she even realized she was moving. They stung, especially from having already been bruised. Her hands trembled as she reached for the buckle of his belt, her fingers fumbling in her haste. She instinctively knew what he wanted. Grayson watched her with hungry eyes, his hands tangling in her hair as she freed him from his jeans.

He was hard, his length straining against the fabric of his boxers. Freya’s mouth watered as she pulled them down, freeing him completely. She licked her lips, her eyes meeting his as she wrapped her hand around him, her thumb brushing over the tip.

Grayson’s grip tightened in her hair, pulling harder, his breath catching as she stroked him. “Mmm, that’s it,” he growled, his voice deepening. “Take me in your mouth,” he ordered her.

Freya didn’t need to be told twice. She leaned forward, her lips closing around the head of his cock. He was hot and thick against her tongue, the taste of him intoxicating. She moaned softly, the sound vibrating through him as she took him deeper.

“Oh God!” Grayson groaned, tugging at Freya’s hair more aggressively now. She could tell she was pleasing him so well, even though they’d only just started.

Grayson cursed under his breath, his hands tightening in her hair. “Fuck, Freya... You’re so fucking good at this.”

She swirled her tongue around him, her hand moving in time with her mouth. Grayson’s hips rocked forward, his cock hitting the back of her throat. She gagged slightly, but she didn’t pull away—instead, she took him deeper, her eyes watering as he filled her mouth.

“That’s it,” Grayson growled, his voice ragged. “Take it, you little slut. Take all of me.”

Freya’s hands gripped his thighs, her nails digging into his skin as she worked him. His thrusts grew more erratic, his grip on her hair almost painful. She could feel him getting closer, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

He stopped, just to pull out of his mouth and slap her with his member. When he’d decided that wasn’t enough, he slapped her with his bare hand. Surprisingly hard, too.

Freya was surprised by how rough he liked it. Even while being pleased, and with her behaving exactly as asked, he loved to be in control. And he seemed to love hitting her, too.

After a few more slaps, this time a bit more gentle, he popped himself back into her mouth.

“You’re such a good girl,” he panted, his voice rough and low as he looked down at her. “You’re going to make me fucking come.” He tugged at her hair again, even harder now.

Freya moaned around him, the sound only spurring him on. He was hurting her a little bit, but she wanted to do everything she could to please him. His thrusts became harder again, more forceful, his cock striking the back of her throat with every stroke. Tears streamed down her cheeks as he pumped into her mouth, but she didn’t stop—she couldn’t stop, not when he was so close.

“Yes, Freya, like that!” Grayson growled, his voice rough. “You’re such a good little whore!” Grayson called out as he pulled her hair harder, striking her on her backside this time.

She couldn’t help but wonder why he liked treating her so rough. Part of her didn’t like it, but maybe only because she was inexperienced. The other part of her loved pleasing him. Submitting to him. Doing whatever he wanted. Freya was so eager to please.

“Mmm,” she moaned again, treating his cock like a lollipop in her mouth.

“Ahhh! Fuck yes!” Grayson responded, his head tilting back, looking to the sky now. As if he were trying not to look at her. As if he was resisting something.

That was all the warning she got before he came, his release flooding her mouth. There was plenty of it.

Freya swallowed as much as she could, but some of it spilled out, running down her chin and onto her chest. Grayson’s grip on her hair didn’t loosen until he was completely spent, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he looked down at her.

“Fuck, Freya...” he muttered, his voice hoarse. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

She looked up at him, her lips swollen and glistening with his release. She had to swallow a few more times before she felt comfortable speaking. “Is that a bad thing?” She smirked up at him.

Grayson chuckled darkly, his hand coming up to brush a strand of hair from her face. “Not even close.”
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Chapter 8: Unabashed
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Grayson’s hands were surprisingly gentle as he helped Freya to her feet, his fingers lingering at her elbows like he was afraid she might break. This was a bit of a strange contrast for Freya, particularly after how rough he’d just been with her.

The forest floor had left imprints of twigs and dirt on her knees, but she barely noticed—not when he was looking at her like that, his dark eyes softer than she’d ever seen them. They practically spoke to her, all by themselves.

“Here,” he muttered, fishing a crumpled tissue out from his jacket pocket. He dabbed at her chin, his touch feather-light, though his brow furrowed when she winced. “Shit. Did I—?”

Freya caught his wrist. “I’m fine.”

“Okay, good,” Grayson said. He helped finish cleaning off her face, despite Freya’s protests.

The words hung between them, fragile as the twilight settling over the trees. Grayson exhaled sharply, then surprised her by lacing their fingers together, his thumb brushing over her knuckles.

“You’re... fuck. You’re a good girl, Freya.” The admission sounded torn from him, rough and unpracticed. There was a certain blush to his cheeks that Freya admired. It gave her a renewed sense of pride.

She bit her lip. “Do you mean that?”

Grayson huffed a laugh, but his gaze was earnest. “Of course I do! You’re the best girl I could ever ask for.” He leaned in, pressing a kiss to her forehead—a gesture so tender it made her chest ache.

The moment stretched, quiet and syrupy, until Grayson cleared his throat. “It’s getting late. You, uh... wanna come over? For dinner?”

Freya blinked. “Your parents will be there.”

“Yeah, probably.” He shrugged, but his fingers tightened around hers. “I don’t mind. Not if you don’t.”

The implication hit her like a lightning strike: He wanted them to meet her.

Freya’s heart swelled. “I’d love nothing more,” she whispered.

Grayson’s smile was a rare, unguarded thing—bright enough to rival the stars winking to life above them. He tugged her close, their joined hands swinging between them as they started down the path. Each of them felt so happy as they set off together, glancing over at one another.

And for the first time, they walked toward something real.
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        What happens when your best friend becomes something more... and you're not sure you're ready for the feelings that follow?
Arielle thought she had college figured out. Good grades, great friends, and a comfortable routine that kept her safe from the messy complications of romance. But when reading week arrives and she finds herself sharing a cottage with Jackson—her brilliant, frustratingly attractive study partner—everything she thought she knew about herself gets turned upside down.
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Jackson has been harboring feelings for Arielle for months, but he's never been brave enough to risk their friendship. When their friend group's reading week getaway creates the perfect opportunity for stolen moments and late-night conversations, he finally decides to take the leap. But what starts as a simple confession becomes something neither of them expected—a connection so intense it leaves them both breathless and terrified.
Now they're back on campus, pretending nothing happened... but some secrets are too powerful to keep.
As Arielle and Jackson navigate secret dates, library rendezvous, and the constant threat of their nosy friends discovering the truth, they're forced to confront what they really want. Is this just a college fling that will burn out when reality sets in? Or could their friendship-turned-romance be the real thing they've both been searching for?
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Friends-to-lovers romance with authentic chemistryCollege settings that feel real and relatableSteamy scenes balanced with genuine emotional connectionCharacters who grow and discover themselves through loveHappy endings that feel earned and satisfying"A beautifully written exploration of friendship, desire, and the courage it takes to risk everything for love. Arielle and Jackson's journey from study partners to soulmates is both tender and scorching hot."
Trans Romance: A Friendship Gone Right (Or Wrong) is a standalone new adult romance that proves sometimes the best relationships start with the person who's been right there all along.
Will Arielle and Jackson find the courage to choose love over fear? Or will their friendship become another casualty of hearts that wanted too much, too fast?
Find out in this unforgettable story of friendship, passion, and the beautiful messiness of falling in love.
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	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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