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BEFORE

The kitchen in the student halls smelled like burnt toast and desperation. It was Freshers’ Week, day four, and Emma had been trying to work the ancient communal kettle for a solid seven minutes. The switch was stuck halfway, the water refused to boil, and she was one more failed cup of tea away from tears.

She didn’t hear him come in.

“That’s not how you make tea, princess,” a voice announced, loud enough for the entire corridor to hear. “You’re scalding the bag. It’s practically assault.”

Emma spun round, mortified, clutching the mug like a weapon. A tall, shaggy-haired boy in a faded T-shirt was leaning against the doorframe, arms folded, grinning like he’d just caught her committing a felony.

“Excuse me?” she squeaked.

He ambled over, plucked the kettle from her death grip. “Water first, bag second. That’s basic human rights.”

Emma opened her mouth to tell him exactly where he could shove his basic human rights, but he was already flicking the kettle on properly, filling the mug with steaming water, and giving the teabag a quick steep before fishing it out with the precision of a bomb disposal expert.

He handed it back. “Two sugars, semi-skimmed, dash of milk. You strike me as a two-sugar girl.”

She stared at the perfect cup of tea in her hands. It smelled like home. “I… how did you know?”

“Psychic,” he said, tapping his temple. “Also you’ve got a packet of sugar on the side that’s half empty. Deduction.”

Emma took a cautious sip. It was, without question, the best builder’s tea she’d ever tasted.

He stuck out a hand. “Callum. Floor above you. I’m doing History.”

She shook it, still slightly dazed. “Emma. English Lit. Nice to meet you.” It tumbled out in her poshest telephone voice; she could’ve kicked herself. Nerves always turned her into a minor royal.

Callum’s grin widened. “Don’t worry, princess. We’ll break you of your criminal ways.”

She bristled at the nickname, but there was something about the way he said it (like he was taking the mickey, but gently) that made her lips twitch.

“Don’t call me princess,” she said, trying to sound stern.

“Too late. It’s stuck.” He leaned against the counter, folding his arms again. “So, English Lit? You any good at essays or do you just look pretty while staring into space?”

Emma nearly choked on her tea. “I’m excellent at essays, thank you.”

“Brilliant. You can write mine.”

“In your dreams.”

“Nightmares, more like. Mine are all dates and dead blokes.” He tilted his head. “You coming to the SU tonight? Cheap vodka, questionable music, fifty-fifty chance of a fire alarm.”

Emma hesitated. She’d been planning a quiet night in with a rom-com, her stuffed giraffe and a bag of microwave popcorn, which was only slightly pathetic.

Callum must have seen the indecision. “Come on. One drink. I’ll even buy you a vodka cranberry to apologise for the princess thing.”

“You’re not sorry at all.”

“Not even a little bit.”

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “Fine. One drink.”

“Atta girl.”

He pushed off the counter, heading for the door, then paused.

“Oh, and Emma?”

“Yeah?”

“Your fringe looks a bit like a helmet.”

He ducked out before the teabag she threw could hit him.
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Emma’s bedroom smelled faintly of vanilla candles and the coconut heat-protectant she sprayed on her hair every morning. Afternoon light filtered through the gauzy curtains, turning the pastel-pink chaos into something almost dreamy: dresses draped over the chair like sleeping swans, a half-empty mug of cold tea on the dresser, straighteners still plugged in and cooling with a faint tick-tick-tick.

She sat cross-legged on the duvet in an oversized university hoodie and jeans, knees bouncing. When the knock came—three quick raps, Callum’s signature—she actually jumped.

“It’s open, you heathen,” she called, trying to sound normal.

The door swung wide and Callum strolled in, all shaggy brown hair and lazy grin, holding two cans of beer like peace offerings. He took one look at the room and whistled low.

“Christ, Em. Did a Victoria’s Secret catalogue throw up in here or have you just reached peak girl?”

“Shut up,” she laughed, cheeks warming already. “It’s organised chaos. There’s a system.”

“Yeah, the system is ‘buy everything pretty and then panic about where to put it.’” He kicked the door shut with his heel, handed her a cold can, and flopped onto the bed beside her without asking. The mattress dipped; their shoulders bumped. He smelled like the outdoors and spearmint toothpaste.

Emma cracked her can open too fast and foam kissed her knuckles. “Mum says hi, by the way. She still thinks you’re a bad influence.”

“Sandy loves me. I’m the only one who tells you when you’ve got lipstick on your teeth.” He stretched out on his side, propping his head on one hand, studying her with that lopsided smile that made her feel oddly safe. “So what’s this, then? Secret summit in the inner sanctum? You never let me up here before. Worried I’ll steal your knickers?”

She swatted his arm. “As if you’d fit into them, you lanky disaster.”

“Oi, I’ve got great legs.” He poked her thigh with his socked foot. “Seriously, though. You look like you’re about to tell me you’ve murdered someone and need help hiding the body.”

Emma sipped her drink to buy time, carbonation stinging her tongue. Downstairs felt miles away; up here the air was softer, closer. She could hear him breathing. Could see the tiny freckle just beneath his left eye that she’d never noticed before.

She set the can on the nightstand and pulled her knees to her chest. “I got scouted,” she said quietly.

Callum’s eyebrows shot up. “Like, modelling scouted?”

“Yeah. Some woman in Selfridges practically accosted me and Mum. Gave me a card. Said they do high-end stuff—lingerie catalogues, bedroom wear, that sort of thing.” She tried for breezy and mostly failed. “Apparently I have the right cheekbones or whatever.”

He let out a low whistle. “Jesus, Em. That’s massive.”

“It’s terrifying,” she corrected. “They’ll want me in bras and knickers and… God, Callum, everyone would see.” She picked at a thread on her sleeve. “Everyone would see everything.”

He was quiet for a second, which for Callum was practically a miracle. Then: “And you’re worried they’ll notice you’ve been smuggling socks in your bra?”

She swatted him, laughing reluctantly. “I do not smuggle socks, you monster.”

“Right, that’s why your boobs entered the room five minutes before you did at the Christmas party.”

Emma buried her face in her knees, but she was smiling despite herself. “Stop it.”

“Never.” He nudged her again, gentler this time. “I only wind you up because you’re daft about it. You’re stupidly pretty, Em, and this whole boob paranoia is the stupidest part. You could wear a bin bag and they’d still pay you crazy money.”

She peeked up. The bedside lamp made the room feel closer, warmer, the beer fizzing low in her stomach alongside something sharper. “That’s the problem,” she whispered. “Lose the bra and I’m… just me. Average.” Her cheeks stung. “Not even average, just… flat.”

Callum unfolded himself, sliding forward until their knees touched. His voice dropped, gentle but firm. “You’re not flat. Hey. I’m sorry for being a dick. There’s nothing wrong with your boobs, Em.”

Easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one who’d spent years angling mirrors to check if the chicken fillet inserts were symmetrical.

She swallowed. The words were right there, hot and mortifying, pressing against her teeth.

Ask him. Just ask him.

He beat her to it. “You’ve got that face on.”

“What face?”

“The one where you’re about to ask me something horrifying. Last time you looked like that you made me try kale crisps.”

Emma laughed despite herself. “They were fine.”

“They tasted like regret and lawn clippings.”

She worried her lower lip. “This is… worse than kale.”

Callum propped himself up on his elbows, suddenly serious. “Hit me, Em. I’ve got a strong stomach.”

She set the can down, wiped damp palms on her thighs. “Okay. I need you to do something for me.” Her heart was hammering so loudly she was sure he could hear it. “And you can say no. Obviously. I mean, please say no if you want, just—don’t laugh, okay?”

He tilted his head, curiosity overtaking the joking. “You’re freaking me out a bit.”

She reached for the hem of her hoodie with shaking fingers. “I need you to look at them. My—my boobs. Properly. No bra, no padding, no tricks. And I need you to tell me, honestly, what you think. Out of ten.”

Silence.

Callum blinked. Once. Twice. A slow flush crawled up his neck.

Emma wanted the duvet to swallow her whole. “I know it’s weird,” she rushed on. “I know. But you’re the only person who ever sees me like a normal human and not some—some porcelain doll. And if I can’t even show you without dying, how am I supposed to stand in a studio with a load of strangers pointing cameras at me?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly.”

Another beat. Then, softly: “Okay.”

Her lungs forgot how to work.

“Okay?” she echoed.

“Yeah. If it helps you, Em, then yeah.” He gave a slightly dazed laugh. “Christ, never thought I’d be getting flashed for therapeutic reasons.”

She huffed a wet laugh that might have been a sob. “You’re not allowed to be nice about it if they’re awful.”

“Scout’s honour. Though I was never a scout. Pretty sure I’d have been expelled.” He caught the shimmer in her eyes and softened. “Tell you what, I’ll level the playing field.”

Before she could process that, Callum grabbed the back of his T-shirt and yanked it over his head in one smooth motion. He tossed it onto the floor and sat there, bare-chested and utterly unbothered.

Emma stared. Then burst out laughing, high and incredulous. “Oh my God, you absolute idiot. Put it back on!”

“Nope. Solidarity.” He poked his own chest. “Look. Boy nipples. They’re weird, aren’t they? Go on, you can laugh. I don’t mind.”

She did laugh, helpless and giddy, clapping a hand over her mouth. He was lean from all the weekend five-a-side, a faint dusting of hair across his chest, and yes, his nipples were… objectively ridiculous. Small and pink and currently standing to attention in the cool air.

“Callum,” she wheezed, “my mum is coming back.”

“She’s out until five. We’ve got ages.” He spread his arms. “Your turn, chicken.”

Emma’s laughter faded into something softer, warmer. He was doing this for her. Being deliberately daft so she wouldn’t feel alone in her vulnerability. She felt a sudden rush of affection so strong it almost hurt.

“You’re an idiot,” she said again, but gently.

“Yeah, but I’m your idiot.” He tilted his head. “Come on, Em. I’ve seen you in a bikini top. This is only, like, thirty percent more scandalous.”

“That bikini top had industrial scaffolding.”

“Exactly. Time to set the girls free.”

She took a breath that shook on the way in, grabbed the hem of her hoodie, and pulled it up and off. The bra underneath was the padded one, the one that turned her into a half-convincing C. She hesitated, then reached behind and unhooked it. Let it slide down her arms.

The room felt enormous and tiny all at once.

She sat there, topless, arms crossed loosely under her breasts—not hiding, just… holding herself together. The air was cool; goosebumps raced across her skin. Her nipples tightened instantly, traitors that they were.

Callum’s gaze flicked down, then back to her face. He didn’t leer. Didn’t joke. Just looked at her like she was something worth seeing.

“Em,” he said quietly. “They’re lovely.”

She huffed a laugh that wobbled. “You have to say that.”

“No, I don’t.” He leaned forward a little, elbows on his knees. “They’re small, yeah. But they suit you. High and round and—” He gestured vaguely. “—really pretty nipples. Like… strawberry milkshake. And they’re all perky because you’re nervous, which is adorable.”

Heat flooded her face, her chest. “Shut up.”

“Make me.” He grinned, then sobered. “Honestly? Eight and a half. Maybe nine on a good day. Deducting half a point because you’ve been hiding them like they’re contraband.”

“Nine?” She bit her lip, trying not to smile like an idiot.

“Easy. And that’s with you sitting there looking like you’re about to bolt. Relax a bit and we’re pushing nine-five.”

Emma glanced down at herself, then at him—still shirtless, still ridiculous, still kind. Something loosened in her chest.

“Your turn,” she said, smiling. “For real critique.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Go on then.”

She studied him with mock seriousness. “Chest is… acceptable. Bit hairy, but some girls like that sort of thing. Nipples remain hilarious. Eight out of ten. Could do better.”

“Oi! Rude.” He clutched his heart in theatrical wounded pride. “I’ve been slaving away at the gym for this.”

“Slaving away eating pizza on my sofa, more like.”

They were both laughing now, quiet and breathless. The awkwardness hadn’t vanished, but it had shrunk to something manageable. Shared.

Callum reached for the controllers on her bedside table. “Tell you what. Let’s stay like this for a bit. Play some Turbo Kart. Desensitisation therapy. Next step after me, bunch of strangers with cameras.”

Emma snorted. “Better than Dance Frenzy. At least my tits won’t smack you in the face every time I jump.”

“Yet here I am, still willing to take the risk.” He handed her a controller, careful not to brush her bare skin. “Spectrum Speedway?”

“Obviously.”

✽✽✽

They settled side by side, shoulders touching, bare skin against bare skin where their arms met. It was… strange. Electric. The most intimate thing she’d ever done with anyone, and they were fully clothed from the waist down, picking characters like nothing was happening.

Emma picked the cute little princess—habit—and stole a glance at him. He was focused on the screen, but there was a softness around his eyes, a small smile like he was just as stunned as she was that this was happening and it was okay.

On the starting grid, she nudged him. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He bumped her back. “Anytime, babe.”

The race started. She lost spectacularly on the first corner because she was too busy feeling the warmth of his arm against hers, the way his breathing went a little shallow every time their skin brushed.

Downstairs, the front door clicked open.

Emma froze, controller slipping in suddenly sweaty hands. “Mum’s home.”

She lunged for her hoodie.

Callum caught her wrist gently—his first real touch since they’d stripped off, and it sent sparks up her arm. “Hey. Do you have to?”

Emma stared at him, pulse racing. “She’ll come up here.”

“She always knocks first, right? House rule.”

“Well—yes, but—”

“Then we’re grand.” His thumb swept once across her pulse point, reassuring. “Unless you want to put it back on. Your call.”

She swallowed. The hoodie hovered in her other hand. Slowly, deliberately, she let it drop back to the floor.

“Okay,” she said, voice barely above the game music. “But if she walks in and murders you, I’m telling the police it was self-defence.”

“Noted.” He grinned, picked up his controller again. “Now stop sabotaging me with your naked distractions and drive, woman.”

Emma laughed—shaky, delighted, free—and floored it toward the finish line, bare breasts and all. She lost by half a second.

✽✽✽

The controllers hummed in their hands as the character select screen glowed between them. Downstairs, her mum’s shopping bags rustled, cupboard doors banged, the kettle clicked on—ordinary Saturday sounds that somehow made the half-naked quiet in Emma’s bedroom feel even more illicit.

Callum picked Harvey the giant purple dinosaur, because of course he did. Emma stuck with her princess, because spite.

Second race: Luminous Loop. Emma got a torpedo to the face on lap two and spent the rest of the track swearing creatively enough to make Callum snort lager through his nose.

“Language, princess,” he teased, crossing the line a solid three karts ahead. “Your poor mother.”

“Shut up and queue the next one.”

He stretched instead, slow and cat-like, arms overhead, ribs showing, that smug little grin deepening the dimple in his left cheek. “Nah, I make that two-nil. Best of three, right? Why don’t we call it before you start crying?”

Emma narrowed her eyes. “Not a chance.”

“Oh?” He dropped his arms, leaned back against the headboard, bare chest on full lazy display. “And how exactly do you plan to get your way? Those big puppy eyes stopped working on me somewhere around second year.”

She tilted her head, feeling reckless, reckless in the best way. “Yeah? Immune to the doll face, are you?”

“Completely.”

“What about these, then?” She glanced down at her own breasts—small, high, nipples still tight from nerves and cool air—then back up at him with a challenging brow. “Pretty sure you’re not immune to them yet. Keep playing or the show’s over. Top goes back on.”

Callum’s grin spread, slow and wolfish. “Well played, Em. Very well played. Negotiating? Ten out of ten. Driving skills? Absolute shambles.”

She smacked his arm, light and playful, the contact of skin on skin sending a little spark up her wrist. “Rematch. Loser gets a forfeit.”

The words tumbled out before her brain could catch up.

✽✽✽

Emma felt heat flood her face, her chest, everywhere. Forfeit. She’d actually just said forfeit while they were both sitting here topless on her bed like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Callum’s eyes darkened, amused and something hungrier. “Careful what you offer, princess,” he murmured. “I’m very creative.”

Downstairs, the fridge door shut with a soft thump. Her mum started humming along to the radio—something old and cheesy.

Emma swallowed, pulse skittering. “Queue the track, coward.”

He did, still watching her, thumb brushing the controller like it was something far more interesting.

Prismatic Path loaded, all neon and vertigo.

Emma gripped her controller tighter, bare skin prickling with adrenaline and the sudden, dizzying knowledge that she’d just raised the stakes higher than she knew how to handle—and that she didn’t want to take it back.
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The race was hers—hers—right up until the final bend, when Callum’s dinosaur clipped her with a perfectly timed missile and thundered across the line half a kart length ahead.

Emma let out an indignant screech that could have shattered glass. “You absolute cheat!”

“Nah, that was skill, Em. Pure skill.” He leaned back against the pillows, arms folded behind his head, looking far too pleased with himself.

She hurled the controller onto the duvet like it had personally betrayed her, then flopped sideways, burying her face in a pillow that still smelled faintly of her coconut shampoo. “I hate you. I hate this game. I hate Prismatic Path and its stupid no-railings bullshit.”

Callum’s laugh rumbled beside her. “You just can’t stand your princess getting smoked by Harvey the purple dinosaur.”

A muffled groan from the pillow. “I was first the whole race. The whole race. And I was still second!”

“Second place is just first loser, Em.” He poked her bare shoulder. “Speaking of losing… I believe you mentioned a forfeit?”

She peeked out from the pillow, cheeks flushed with competitive fury and something warmer. “Arsehole. Let me guess, you want me to take something else off.”

He tilted his head, expression softening into a gentle, teasing warmth that made her feel like she could say no and he’d just shrug and queue another track. “How about you lose the jeans? Full lingerie catalogue experience. Won’t be any worse than that bikini you wore in Mallorca last year.” His gaze flicked down to her legs, appreciative but not pushy. “And we both know you like your legs. Criminal, hiding them away like that.”

Emma’s stomach flipped. She did like her legs—long, smooth, the one part of herself she never second-guessed in short skirts or summer dresses. And he was right; it wasn’t much more than a bikini. Just… here. On her bed. With Callum.

Before the overthinking gremlins could stage a coup, she sat up, hooked her thumbs in the waistband, and shoved her jeans down. They caught on her ankles—because of course they did—and she had to wriggle like an idiot to kick them free. One foot got tangled; the jeans launched across the room and landed in a heap by the wardrobe with an undignified thud.

Callum snorted. “Smooth.”

“Shut up, they’re skinny jeans, they’re designed by Satan.” She lobbed a cushion at him, then realised—too late—which knickers she’d put on that morning for a little confidence boost.

Pale pink mesh. Practically transparent. The kind of knickers you wore when you wanted to feel secretly sexy under your clothes, not the kind you planned on anyone actually seeing. Especially not when you’d shaved everything smooth only last night.

Heat roared up her chest, her neck, her face. She slammed her thighs together so hard her knees knocked.

Callum’s gaze dropped—slow, involuntary—then snapped back up to her face, but not before she saw his throat bob.

She wanted to die. Or possibly set the duvet on fire and hide under it forever.

Then came the unmistakable rasp of a zipper.

Emma’s head whipped round. Callum was shimmying out of his jeans, kicking them off with far more grace than she’d managed. His boxers—bright yellow, covered in grinning cartoon bananas—were doing a very poor job of hiding the unmistakable ridge straining against the cotton.

Her mouth went dry.

“Fair’s fair,” he said quietly, settling back beside her. Their bare thighs brushed; the contact crackled. “You went first this time.”

Downstairs, the TV flicked on—some Saturday cookery show, cheerful music and clattering pans. Her mum was settled in for the duration. No rescue coming.

Emma couldn’t decide if that was the best or worst news she’d ever heard.

She risked another glance. Those boxers were… optimistic, fabric-wise. The outline was obvious now, thick and half-hard, curving up toward his hip. Either Callum was smuggling a real banana in there or her tits had, in fact, registered somewhere north of “nine.”

The thought sent a dizzying rush of power through her, chased immediately by embarrassment so acute she had to press her thighs even tighter together.

Callum cleared his throat. “So. Another race? Or are we calling it before you spontaneously combust?”

Emma swallowed, voice small but steady. “Best of five?”

His slow grin was pure trouble. “Thought you’d never ask.”

✽✽✽

The character select screen glowed again, casting blue light over their bare skin. Emma’s thighs were pressed tight together, but the mesh of her knickers was doing absolutely nothing to hide how slick she’d got; she could feel it, warm and embarrassing, every time she shifted. Callum’s banana boxers were tented so obviously now that the waistband had pulled away from his stomach, showing a dark trail of hair disappearing under the elastic. Neither of them mentioned it. They didn’t have to.

Callum stuck with Harvey. Emma went with her princess again, because changing now would feel like surrender.

From the very first drift, the air between them felt thicker. Their shoulders brushed every time one of them leaned into a turn. When Emma nailed a shortcut and pulled ahead, Callum let out a low, appreciative hum that vibrated straight to her clit.

“Dirty,” he murmured. “Didn’t know you had that in you.”

“I’ve got a lot you don’t know about,” she shot back, voice breathier than she wanted.

Lap two. Emma’s kart fishtailed; Callum’s thigh pressed against hers as he corrected his own drift, skin hot and smooth. The contact lingered half a second longer than physics required. Neither moved away.

She could smell him now—warm boy and beer and something sharper, turned-on. It made her head swim.

Final lap. Neck and neck. Emma’s heart was hammering so hard she almost missed the boost pad. Callum took the inside line, but she blocked him perfectly, forcing him wide. For one glorious moment she thought she had it—

Then he slipped a water balloon past her guard at the perfect angle. It clipped her back wheel. She spun out with a strangled yelp, watching helplessly as his kart roared over the finish.

“Fuck,” she hissed, tossing the controller aside again. “You absolute wanker.”

Callum’s laugh was soft, rough at the edges. “Three-one. You’re properly fucked now, princess.”

The word sent a visible shiver over her skin. Her nipples tightened so fast it almost hurt.

He turned toward her, one arm stretched along the headboard behind her shoulders, not quite touching. Close enough that she could feel the heat coming off him.

“Another forfeit?” he asked, voice low. “Or are you ready to admit I’m just better?”

Emma swallowed. The TV downstairs droned on, but it felt miles away. She was wet enough that the mesh clung to her, outlining everything. If she opened her legs even an inch he’d see how swollen she was, how shiny.

She didn’t open them. Yet.

“Best of seven,” she said, the words scraping out. “Double or nothing.”

Callum’s eyes dropped—slow, deliberate—to the damp patch darkening the front of her knickers, then dragged back up to her face. His tongue touched his lower lip.

“Seven it is,” he said. “But if I win this one, those knickers come off too. Fair’s fair.”

Emma’s breath hitched so hard her breasts lifted with it. She should have been mortified. Instead she felt a rush of slick heat that made her clench around nothing.

“You’re on,” she whispered. “But when I win, you’re going down.”

He smiled, lazy and wicked, and queued the next track.

The loading screen counted down.

Neither of them looked at the TV.

✽✽✽

The track was Mayday Mall—bright, chaotic, full of shortcuts Emma suddenly remembered like muscle memory. She took the down escalator perfectly, snagged a mega-boost on the second lap, and by the time the third rolled around she was so far ahead Callum’s dinosaur was a distant speck.

She crossed the line with a full eight seconds to spare, let out a triumphant whoop that was half-laugh, half-snarl, and punched the air with both fists.

“Take that, you absolute menace! Who’s the loser now? Who’s the big purple loser who couldn’t drift to save his life?”

Callum dropped his controller into his lap, staring at the victory screen like it had personally insulted his mother. “I let you win.”

“You did not.”

“I was lulling you into a false sense of security.”

Emma turned to him, eyes bright, cheeks flushed with victory and something hotter. “You got absolutely destroyed. Admit it. Say the words: Emma is the superior racer and also the most beautiful woman alive.”

He barked a laugh. “Never.”

She poked his bare chest. “Say it or I’ll make you play as the princess next time. That can be your forfeit.”

The word hung in the air between them.

Callum’s gaze dropped to the bright yellow bananas stretched tight across his lap. The fabric was straining so hard the little cartoon faces looked worried. He swallowed once, audible in the sudden quiet, Adam’s apple bobbing.

Emma’s mouth went dry. Her thighs were still pressed together, but the ache between them had turned sharp, almost painful. She could feel how wet the mesh had become, clinging to every fold, and the thought that he might see—really see—sent a fresh rush of heat through her.

Callum dragged his eyes up to hers. They were darker than she’d ever seen them, pupils blown wide.

“I’ll do it if you want, princess,” he said, voice low and careful. “Boxers off. Fair’s fair, you won. But…” He exhaled, shaky. “This whole thing was only ever supposed to be about you feeling a bit braver, yeah? Not me getting my cock out in your childhood bedroom. That’s… probably a bit much if you’re not actually into it.”

He gave a small, self-deprecating laugh. “I mean, literally every other bloke we know loses about sixty IQ points the second you walk into a room. I’m not trying to be that guy. If you want me starkers for a laugh, or revenge, or whatever, I’m game. But if you’d rather back out… your call, I guess.”

The uncertainty in his voice undid her more than any swagger could have.

Emma looked at him—really looked. At the faint flush riding high on his cheekbones, the way his chest rose and fell too fast, the unmistakable shape of him pressed against cartoon fruit. He was nervous. Turned on, yes, but nervous for her.

Something warm and fierce bloomed behind her ribs.

She reached out, fingertips brushing the waistband of his boxers where the bananas were distorted almost beyond recognition.

“I want you to,” she said, soft but steady. “I really want you to.”

Callum’s breath hitched. His hand came up to cover hers—not stopping, just resting there, warm and trembling slightly.

“Yeah?” he asked, almost whispered.

Emma nodded, throat tight. “Yeah.”

Callum lifted his hips. The boxers slid down.

His cock sprang free, thick and flushed dark, curving up toward his stomach. A bead of pre-come already pearled at the tip, catching the fairy-light glow. He kicked the boxers off his ankles and let them drop to the floor beside her joggers.

And then he sat there, completely naked, utterly unashamed and somehow still himself—still the boy who’d once told her she had toothpaste on her chin in the middle of a club and made her laugh until she cried.

Emma couldn’t stop staring.

“Fuck,” she breathed.

Callum huffed a laugh that shook at the edges. “Eloquent.”

“You’re—big.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, princess.”

Emma couldn’t answer straight away. Her hand hovered in the air, fingers curled, pulse thudding in her wrists. The room felt suddenly enormous and airless at the same time.

“This is weird,” she whispered.

Callum’s expression shifted instantly: amusement replaced by something careful, almost tender. He reached sideways, snagged the yellow boxers from the floor, and held them loosely in one fist.

“Say the word and these go straight back on,” he said. “No questions, no nothing. We’ll pretend the last five minutes were a fever dream and go back to me annihilating you at Turbo Kart.”

The offer sat between them, simple and safe.

Emma opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

Because the honest truth, the one making her cheeks burn hotter than ever, was that she didn’t want the boxers back on. She wanted to keep looking. At the flushed length of him resting heavy against his thigh, at the small twitch it gave every time her gaze lingered, at the way his stomach kept tensing like he was holding himself perfectly still for her inspection.

She shook her head, a tiny, almost involuntary motion.

Callum’s shoulders eased a fraction. He let the boxers drop back to the carpet.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Not putting them on. But… talk to me, Em. Where’s your head at?”

She dragged her eyes up to his face. He looked unfairly gorgeous like this: hair messy, lips parted, chest rising too fast.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just… I like looking at you. And I like that you’re looking at me. And that feels insane because it’s you, and normally you’re the one telling me my fringe looks like a helmet.”

A startled laugh escaped him. “Your fringe does look like a helmet, to be fair.”

“See? Normal.” She gestured between them, at all the bare skin and the impossible tension humming in the air. “This is not normal.”

Callum considered her for a long moment. “Want to make it a game?” he asked eventually. “So it feels… less weird?”

Emma raised an eyebrow, grateful for the lifeline. “What kind of game?”

He shifted, sitting up straighter, cock bobbing slightly with the movement and making her stomach flip.

“Ten-second rule,” he said. “We take turns. You pick any part of me you want, then you get ten full seconds to stare. And it’s cool, like an amnesty. Then I get ten seconds on you. Bit of exposure therapy.”

Emma bit her lip. The idea was ridiculous. It was also perfect. And God, the thought of ten whole seconds to look without having to pretend she wasn’t looking…

“Okay,” she said, breathless. “But I go first.”

“Bossy.” He handed her phone over, already open to the timer app. “Ten seconds. Starting when you press go. Choose your target, princess.”

Emma’s thumb hovered over the screen. She let her gaze drop deliberately, openly, to where he rested thick and half-hard against his thigh. Then she pressed start.

Ten.

His breathing went shallow almost immediately. The seconds stretched, thick and syrupy.

Nine.

A bead of something wet and sparkling welled, trembled, clung to the tip.

Eight.

Emma’s own nipples throbbed in time with her heartbeat; the damp patch on her knickers had spread enough that the mesh was plastered to her.

Seven.

Callum’s fists clenched against the duvet, white-knuckled.

Six.

She didn’t blink. Couldn’t. Refused to give him the satisfaction.

Five.

His thighs tensed; the muscle in his jaw flickered.

Four.

He let out the tiniest, most helpless sound—like her stare was a physical touch.

Three.

Emma felt dizzy with power and want and something dangerously soft.

Two.

His cock twitched again, lifting slightly, as if reaching for the attention.

One.

The timer buzzed.

Emma exhaled shakily and met his eyes. They were black with want, but he was smiling—small, stunned, affectionate.

“Your turn,” she managed.

Callum took the phone with fingers that weren’t quite steady.

He didn’t even pretend to think about it. His gaze dropped straight between her clenched thighs, fixed on the soaked panel of pink mesh that hid precisely nothing anymore.

“Open them a bit,” he said, voice rough. “Just enough.”

Emma’s heart tried to hammer its way out of her chest. Slowly, deliberately, she let her knees fall apart—an inch, maybe two. Cool air kissed slick, sensitive skin.

Callum’s nostrils flared.

He pressed start.

Ten…

Callum’s eyes locked between her legs like he was memorising a painting he’d never be allowed to see again. The room was so quiet she could hear the soft tick of the fairy lights and the wet sound of her own breathing.

Nine…

Emma’s thighs trembled. She hadn’t meant for them to; it just happened, a tiny, helpless quake that rippled through her knees and made the soaked mesh shift against swollen skin. The movement dragged the fabric tighter, outlining every fold in mortifying high-definition.

Eight…

She felt herself clench, a reflexive flutter that pushed more wetness into the cloth. The shiver of embarrassment that followed only made her shake harder, which only made everything worse. A vicious, delicious loop.

Seven…

A frantic little thought flickered: I should have left some hair. Just a neat strip, something, anything to hide behind. Then, immediately after, the hotter, secret truth: No. I’m glad I shaved. I look… pretty like this. Bare and slick and open. The realisation made her stomach swoop.

Six…

Callum hadn’t moved. Hadn’t blinked. His pupils were huge, swallowing the hazel, and the look on his face wasn’t the gentle, teasing one she knew. It was darker, rawer, like something inside him had slipped its leash.

Five…

She could actually feel herself getting wetter under that stare. A slow, helpless seep that darkened the pink mesh another shade. The embarrassment was so intense it felt like pleasure.

Four…

Her clit throbbed, visibly, she was sure of it, a tiny pulse against the fabric. She wanted to slam her legs shut and die. She also wanted him to keep looking forever.

Three…

Callum’s chest rose and fell too fast. The hand resting on his thigh had curled into a fist, knuckles white.

Two…

A single drop of pre-come slid down the underside of his cock and pooled against his skin. He didn’t wipe it away.

One…

The timer blared, shrill and shocking.

Emma’s knees snapped together so hard her thighs stung. She sucked in a ragged breath, face on fire, arms instinctively folding across her breasts even though they’d been on display for the last twenty minutes.

Callum blinked.

Just once.

And then the spell cracked: the hungry stranger vanished, and there was her Callum again, shaggy hair falling into slightly dazed eyes, goofy half-smile sliding crookedly back into place.

“Well, shit,” he said, voice a little hoarse but light, teasing, safe. “That was fun. Ten points to me for a great idea.”

The sudden return to normalcy was so jarring she almost laughed. Almost. Because she hadn’t imagined it, had she? That look. That darkness.

She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to call him on it or beg him to do it again.

Instead she grabbed a cushion, hugged it to her chest, and tried to find her voice.

“Your turn,” she managed, aiming for casual and landing somewhere near breathless wreck.
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Callum’s voice was gentle, almost lazy, like he was asking what topping she wanted on pizza. “Truth instead of stare this round?” he asked, scratching his chin with mock thoughtfulness. “I reckon I’ve earned a wildcard.”

Emma blinked, thrown. “Usually the victim gets to pick, don’t they?”

“We’re not exactly playing by the rules here, Em.” He gestured vaguely at his naked lap.

She opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Because her brain finally, traitorously, caught up: she had been absolutely certain his next dare was going to be her knickers coming off. And she had already catalogued every possible excuse and realised she didn’t have a single good one. A truth felt… almost merciful.

Besides, it was Callum. He already knew she cried at Christmas adverts, that she still slept with the stuffed giraffe she’d had since she was six, that she’d once got so drunk on cheap cider she tried to put her leggings on backwards. What earth-shattering secret could he possibly still want?

“Fine,” she muttered, hugging the cushion tighter. “Truth.”

He took his time, eyes soft, studying her face instead of anywhere lower.

“Is this the first cock you’ve ever seen?” he asked, quiet and curious, no judgement in it at all.

The question landed like a pebble in still water.

Emma felt the blush start somewhere behind her knees and rocket upward. By the time it reached her ears she was fairly certain she was at radioactive tomato. She stared very hard at the duvet seam between them.

Words stuck.

Because yes. Obviously yes. She’d fumbled with a couple of boyfriends in the dark, hands under jumpers, over bras, once a clumsy over-the-pants grind at a house party that had ended with both of them pretending to be asleep. But never this. Never daylight, never bare, never ten seconds of merciless staring.

The tears came faster than she could blink them away: two hot, mortifying drops that slid off her lashes and plopped onto her bare thigh. She swiped at them with the heel of her hand, furious.

“Shit, Em—” Callum started, reaching out and then stopping himself mid-air, hand hovering. “Forget I asked. Stupid question. We’ll go back to—”

“No,” she croaked. She forced herself to lift her head, even though her eyes were glassy and her nose had gone pink. “It’s fine. It’s just… yeah. First one. Properly. In front of me. Not, like, a blurry photo on someone’s phone.”

Another tear escaped. She let it fall this time.

Callum’s face did something complicated: surprise, tenderness, a flash of guilt, and then something warmer that made her chest ache.

“Hey,” he said, low. “That’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

“It is when I’ve been sitting here staring at yours like an idiot,” she muttered, voice wobbling.

“You were staring like someone who’d never been allowed to look before,” he corrected. “Which is different.”

Emma swallowed hard. The tears were still threatening, but the shame was easing, replaced by something softer.

“I thought you’d be able to tell,” she admitted. “That I’m… you know. Still factory-sealed.”

Callum huffed a tiny laugh, careful. “Factory-sealed is a terrible way to describe you. You’re more like… limited edition. Unopened collector’s item.”

She snorted, wet and surprised, and finally lifted her head. “I thought you were going to make me take my knickers off.”

“I considered it,” he admitted, a tiny, sheepish grin tugging at his mouth. “Then I thought you might actually combust, and I like you un-combusted.”

Emma wiped her eyes again, this time with the cushion. “I wouldn’t have said no,” she confessed to the cushion. “Which is mental. Twenty minutes ago I was having a full meltdown about showing you my tits.”

Callum let out a slow breath. “Yeah, well. Twenty minutes ago I thought my biggest problem today was whether you’d murder me for beating you at Turbo Kart.”

Silence settled, softer this time.

Eventually Emma peeked over the top of the cushion. “Your turn to pick a body part, then. Or another truth. I’m not crying anymore, see? Crisis averted.”

Callum studied her for a long second, then reached over and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear with two careful fingers, the first time he’d touched her since the game began.

“Truth for me too, then,” he said quietly.

Emma blinked. “You don’t have to—”

“I want to.” He took a breath. “Ask me anything, Em. Promise I’ll tell you the truth.”

Emma chewed on her lip for a long second, the cushion still clutched to her chest like a life-raft. The room smelled faintly of beer and warm skin and the electric scent of almost.

She wanted to ask something huge and cosmic and terrifying. Instead what came out was small, honest, and scared.

“When you look at me,” she said, voice low, “like… properly look, no joking, no piss-taking… what do you actually see?”

Callum blinked. Whatever he’d been expecting (something filthy, probably, or something about his cock), it wasn’t that. He opened his mouth, closed it, rubbed the back of his neck in that way he did when he was buying time.

Emma barrelled on before she lost her nerve.

“Because everyone else sees the hair and the legs and whatever, and they either want to shag it or they’re scared of it. You’re the only person who ever just… sees me. And then today you looked at me like…” She gestured vaguely, cheeks heating again. “Like you were starving. And I don’t know what that means. I don’t know which version of me you’re seeing right now.”

Callum let out a slow breath. He didn’t look away.

“I see my best mate,” he started, careful. “Who laughs at my terrible puns and threatens to defenestrate me when I eat the last HobNob. Who cries at adverts with penguins in them and still uses the word defenestrate because she’s a massive nerd.”

Emma huffed a tiny laugh despite herself.

“But I also see,” he continued, voice dropping, “this ridiculous girl who’s spent years trying to hide behind push-up bras and perfect eyeliner because she thinks if anyone sees the real shape of her they’ll laugh. And I want to shake her and tell her she’s mental, because the real shape is lovely. And kind. And a little bit crazy, if I’m honest.”

He shifted, leaning forward so their knees almost touched.

“And yeah, today I looked at you like I was starving, because I’m a guy with a pulse, and you’re beautiful, Em. Not in the Instagram way. In the way that makes me notice stupid little things. And when you took your top off I had to recite the lyrics to Rap God in my head so I didn’t fall over.”

Emma’s breath caught somewhere behind her ribs.

Callum gave a sheepish little shrug. “So… both versions. The mate version and the one I think is gorgeous. They’re not separate. They’re just… you.”

Silence pooled, soft and enormous.

Emma stared at him, eyes wide, cushion slowly lowering until it rested in her lap instead of shielding her.

“You absolute wanker,” she whispered, voice wobbling between laughter and something perilously close to tears. “You can’t just say stuff like that when I’m practically naked and emotionally compromised.”

“Not my fault you asked a daft question,” he said, but his smile was gentle, almost shy.

Emma’s fingers loosened on the cushion. It slid down into her lap.

She reached out—hesitated—then let her fingers rest on his knee, the first deliberate touch since everything tilted sideways.

“Your turn,” she said, shaky but steady. “Truth or stare?”

Callum’s gaze flicked down to her mouth, then back up, dark and warm.

“Stare,” he said, voice rough. “But you pick the spot this time. Ten seconds. Dealer’s choice.”

Emma’s heart kicked hard against her ribs. “Actually,” she said, the words coming out steadier than she felt, “forget the ten seconds.”

She hooked her thumbs under the thin pink waistband of her knickers.

Callum froze.

“I mean,” she went on, cheeks blazing but eyes locked on his, “you’ve been sitting there with your balls out for ages, and it’s frankly unfair. And…” She swallowed, the next part softer. “And you just said the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me, and I feel… warm, and safe. Like stupidly, ridiculously safe. So.”

She lifted her hips an inch, slid the soaked mesh down her thighs, past her knees, let it drop off one ankle onto the carpet beside his boxers.

There. Done.

The air felt cool and shocking against slick, bare skin. She kept her knees apart this time—no hiding, no cushion, no pretending. Just her, open and trembling and wet enough that a thin strand of arousal clung to her inner thigh for a second before breaking.

Callum’s gaze dropped.

He didn’t speak. Didn’t move. Just looked, slow and reverent, like he was trying to memorise every fold, every shine, every tiny shiver.

Emma’s heart was hammering so hard she could feel it between her legs.

“Hi,” she whispered, half-laugh, half-nervous.

“Hi,” he echoed, hoarse. His cock jerked against his stomach, leaving a fresh wet streak. “Fuck, Em.”

She let out a shaky breath that was almost a laugh. “Good fuck or bad fuck?”

“There’s no bad version of this,” he said, voice wrecked. “You’re… Christ, you’re pretty down there.”

The words settled warm in her chest, warmer than the blush on her skin.

Emma tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, suddenly shy again now that there was literally nothing left to hide behind.

“So,” she said, aiming for playful and landing somewhere near breathless, “best of seven still stands, yeah? Or are we officially off the rails?”

Callum’s grin came back crooked, soft, a little dangerous.

“Oh, we are so far off the rails that they’re a distant memory,” he said. “But I’m not putting my boxers back on until you tell me to. And you…” He let his gaze drift down again, slow and deliberate. “You don’t get to cover up either. House rules now.”

Emma bit her lip, nodding once.

“House rules,” she agreed. “But… can I ask you another question?”

Callum’s eyes flicked up from where they’d been softly tracing her. “Course.”

Emma wet her lips. “Is this…” She gestured downward, a tiny flick of her fingers toward herself. “Is this the first one you’ve ever seen? In real life, I mean.”

The blush started at Callum’s collarbones and raced upward like someone had poured red wine over him. He scratched the back of his neck, suddenly very interested in the fairy lights.

“No,” he admitted, quiet. “It’s… not.”

The stab of jealousy was so sharp and so ridiculous that Emma actually felt it behind her ribs. She blinked, startled by the intensity of it. It wasn’t logical; she knew that instantly. They were nineteen and twenty; of course he’d seen someone before. Of course someone had seen him. And yet the thought of another girl (some faceless, confident girl) having this exact view of him made her want to hiss like a possessive cat.

She tried to school her features into something neutral. She failed spectacularly.

Callum clocked it in half a second. His mouth curved, slow and evil.

“Oh my God,” he said, delighted. “You’re jealous.”

“I am not,” she snapped, too fast.

“You absolutely are. Look at you—little green-eyed monster in the flesh.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, grin widening. “Emma Grace is jealous that someone else got an eyeful of me first. That’s adorable.”

“Shut up,” she muttered, crossing her arms under her breasts and then instantly uncrossing them because that felt defensive and childish. “I’m not jealous. I’m… annoyed you didn’t tell me.”

The second the words left her mouth she realised they were true. She was annoyed. Hurt, even. They were supposed to be best friends.

The laughter faded from his face. “Hey.” He shifted closer, not touching, just near enough that she could feel the warmth coming off him. “I didn’t tell you because it wasn’t… anything. House party, too much vodka, girl called Lauren from the year below. We were both hammered and clumsy and it lasted about thirty seconds before she started crying because she missed her ex. I spent the rest of the night holding her hair while she threw up peach schnapps. Hardly a romantic milestone.”

Emma risked a glance. He looked sheepish now, almost apologetic.

“I didn’t tell you because it felt embarrassing,” he said quietly. “And because the second I saw you naked just now, Lauren and every other memory got deleted like a bad browser history. You’re the first one that’s ever mattered.”

The jealousy ebbed, replaced by something soft and fizzy.

She bit her lip, fighting a smile. “Smooth talker.”

“Prerequisite for being your best mate.” He nudged her bare knee with his. “Still jealous?”

“A little,” she admitted.

“Good.” His grin came back, gentler this time. “Makes me feel pretty.”

Emma rolled her eyes, but the smile won. She rolled onto her side, propped on one elbow, hair spilling over her bare shoulder like ink. The fairy lights painted soft gold across both of them.

“I’ve got a dare,” she said, voice low, almost shy. “A proper one this time.”

Callum mirrored her, head on the pillow, close enough that their knees brushed. “Hit me.”

“I want to touch your cock.” She said it plainly, cheeks pink but eyes steady. “Not, like, wank you off or anything dramatic. Just… hold it. Feel it. I’ve never done that before and I want to know what it’s like when it’s… real.”

The air between them went thick again.

Callum’s cock gave an interested twitch against his stomach, as if it had heard its name called.

“Bloody hell, Em,” he breathed. “Yeah. Course you can.” He paused, then added with a crooked grin, “But only if I get to hold your boob.”

Emma barked a startled laugh. “Seriously?”

“Tit for tat. Literally.” He held up one hand, palm open, innocent. “Not groping. Just cupping. Maybe one very polite, very gentle squeeze. Scout’s honour.”

“You were never a scout.”

“Details.”

She pretended to think about it, tapping her chin. “Very gentle,” she repeated sternly.

“On my life.”

Emma bit her lip, then nodded once. “Deal.”

They shifted at the same time, slow and careful, like any sudden move might spook the moment. Callum lay on his back; Emma stayed on her side, close enough that her nipples grazed his ribs when she breathed.

She reached out first.

Her fingers trembled slightly as they wrapped around him—warm, impossibly smooth skin over rigid heat. He filled her hand completely; her thumb and fingers barely met. A pulse beat against her palm, quick and alive.

“Fuck,” she whispered, reverent. “It’s so… hard and soft at the same time.”

Callum’s laugh came out shaky. “Thanks, I think.”

She gave the tiniest experimental squeeze, felt him throb, watched another bead of pre-come well at the tip. Her own breath hitched.

“My turn,” he murmured.

Emma nodded, guiding his hand up until his palm cupped her left breast. His hand was big, warm, a little rough from football. The weight of her settled perfectly into it, nipple pressing against the centre of his palm.

For a moment they just breathed, holding and being held.

Then, true to his word, Callum gave the gentlest, most polite squeeze imaginable—like testing the ripeness of a peach.

Emma’s eyes fluttered. A soft, involuntary sound escaped her throat.

“Still okay?” he asked, voice gravel.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “Still good.”

Callum’s thumb swept once more, feather-light, across the curve of her breast, then stilled.

“It’s hardly fair, is it?” he said, voice rough but smiling. “You’ve got my cock in your hand and I’m stuck up here with the world’s politest handful of boob.”

Emma arched an eyebrow, trying to look stern and mostly managing breathless. “You’re welcome.”

He laughed softly, but the sound faded into something more careful. His eyes flicked down to where her thighs were still pressed together, then back to her face.

Emma felt the hypocrisy hit her like a slap. She wasn’t ready for his fingers between her legs; no one had ever touched her there, and the thought made her stomach lurch with nerves. But holding him, feeling him pulse against her palm… she wanted more, and that want felt greedy and lopsided.

She drew a deep, shaky breath that lifted her breast against his palm.

“Would it be okay,” she started, then had to try again. “If… if we touched ourselves? Just. In front of each other. Like an experiment. As mates.”

The words hung in the air, fragile and enormous.

Callum’s eyes went comically wide. “Em.”

“I know,” she rushed, cheeks scarlet. “I know it’s crossing a line. I feel guilty even asking. I just.” She glanced down at where her hand still loosely circled him, then at the shine on her own thighs. “It doesn’t have to mean anything. Just… curiosity. Bodies being bodies. Friends being silly.”

She was babbling now, trying to stuff the moment back into a safe, platonic box even as her pulse hammered in her clit. “I mean, we’re young, we’re naked, we’re apparently not repulsive. Could just be… a ridiculous one-time thing.”

Callum gave a soft, stunned laugh. “You’re a lot less repulsive than me, Em.”

She laid her free hand flat on his chest, right over his racing heart. “Stop. You’re handsome. You are. And if you don’t believe me.” She let her knees fall open again, slow and deliberate, until cool air kissed every slick inch of her. “Explain that, then.”

His gaze dropped. A muscle jumped in his jaw.

Then his eyes lifted, searching hers, something raw and uncertain flickering. “You’re sure this is just curiosity? Not… anything else?”

Emma’s heart stuttered. The jealousy from earlier flickered, but she still couldn’t name it. Liking him that way felt too enormous to fit inside her pink bedroom right now.

“Just curiosity,” she admitted, small. “And I trust you. And I really, really want to watch you, if you want to watch me. It doesn’t have to be more than that. Please.”

A flicker of hurt crossed his face—there and gone like a struck match—before his grin snapped back into place.

“Right,” he said, nodding once. “Just friends. Being extremely weird together. Got it.”

He let go of her wrist, shifted to give them both a little more room, and wrapped his own hand loosely around his cock instead. The sight of his fingers replacing hers made her mouth dry.

Emma swallowed, then let her knees fall open again. The air felt cool against slick, swollen skin. She slid her hand down her stomach, hesitating at the last second.

Callum’s voice was soft, careful. “Take it easy, Em. No pressure. We go at your speed.”

She believed him. That was the problem; she believed every gentle thing he said, and it made her chest ache in ways she wasn’t ready to examine.
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Emma’s fingers settled into the rhythm she knew best: two fingers sliding in slow, lazy circles, the heel of her hand pressing just enough to make her breath hitch. She couldn’t stop watching Callum.

His hand moved in long, unhurried strokes, twisting a little at the head, thumb swiping over the tip every third pass to spread the slickness. It was mesmerising: the way his stomach tensed, the small flex in his thighs, the faint flush riding high on his chest. He looked completely lost in it, eyes fixed between her legs like he was trying to memorise every twitch and glisten.

Emma realised her knees had drifted wider without permission. She was fully open now, no hiding, no cushion, just her fingers moving shamelessly while he watched. And for the first time in her life she wasn’t thinking about angles or lighting or whether her boobs looked too small from the side. She was just feeling.

They looked up at the same moment.

Caught.

Guilty, giddy smiles broke across both their faces.

Emma’s giggle slipped out first, soft and startled. “Imagine if the smoke alarm went off right now. Hope I didn’t leave the oven on.”

Callum’s hand paused mid-stroke. “Please do not summon the emergency services mid-wank,” he groaned. “I’m begging you.”

The groan turned into a helpless laugh when Emma giggled again; and she saw it happen: his cock jerked in his fist, thickening visibly, another bead of pre-come spilling over his fingers.

Emma’s eyes went wide. “Did you just get harder because I laughed?”

“Shut up,” he muttered, but his ears were scarlet and his grin was sheepish.

“I’m serious!” She propped herself on one elbow, still circling lazily, delighted. “You really like my laugh?”

Callum’s head fell back against the pillow, throat working. “It’s sexy as hell, okay? Always has been.”

Emma bit her lip, absurdly pleased. “First nice thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Fuck off,” he laughed, warm and throaty, the sound rolling straight through her. “I’m nice to you constantly. I told you your fringe looked good last week.”

“That was sarcasm.”

“Still counts.”

They were both laughing now, soft and helpless, the kind of laughter that happens when you’re naked and ridiculous and stupidly happy about it. Emma felt the sound settle low in her belly, warm and fizzy.

She liked his laugh too. Liked the way it rumbled, the way it made his eyes crinkle at the corners, the way it made his cock twitch again when she let another giggle slip.

“Careful,” she teased, voice breathy, “keep making me laugh like that and you’ll finish before I do.”

Callum’s eyes darkened, but the smile stayed. “Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” he said, and started stroking again, slower this time, matching her rhythm like they’d rehearsed it.

Emma’s fingers slowed, lazy circles turning into teasing flicks. She tilted her head, voice deliberately light.

“So what do you fancy for lunch?” she asked, as if they were texting on the sofa downstairs instead of sprawled naked on her bed. “Usual pepperoni? Or are we feeling wild and going for the spicy one?”

Callum barked a startled laugh, hips stuttering mid-stroke. “Christ, woman. Only you could bring up pizza while I’m—” He gestured vaguely at his cock, flushed dark and shining in his fist. “While I’m doing this.”

Emma grinned, sliding two fingers down and back up, spreading wetness. “Multitasking. I’m a girl.”

Callum snorted. “Yeah, I noticed.”

They managed an entire, absurdly normal conversation like that: half-laughing debate over garlic dip versus BBQ, whether the cinema was doing student discount this week, the fact that their lecturer still hadn’t marked last term’s essays. All while her fingers kept moving, slick sounds soft under their voices, and his fist kept that steady, hypnotic rhythm.

Emma had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from moaning at how erotic it felt: chatting about nothing while her best friend jerked off six inches away.

The thought flashed, bright and dangerous: I could do this on the phone to him. Late at night. Just our voices and our—

She slammed the lid on it so hard her clit throbbed in protest.

Callum’s breathing changed first: shorter, rougher. His hand slowed, squeezing at the base.

“Em,” he rasped, “I’m close. You, uh… you know what happens when boys finish, yeah? Or do I need to have the talk with you?”

She rolled her eyes, indignant. “I’m a virgin, not a bloody nun.”

“Right, right. Just checking if I’m allowed to ruin your sheets.”

Emma’s mouth went dry. “Hold on.”

She scrambled up, knees wobbling, and snatched the first thing her hand found: a soft pink cropped tee draped over the lamp. She tossed it to him.

“Here. Use this.”

Callum caught it one-handed. Instead of unfolding it like a normal person, he groaned, low and wrecked, and wrapped the fabric straight around his cock, the pink cotton swallowing the head.

“No—” Emma laughed, breathless. “I meant catch it in the top, idiot. I want to watch.”

His eyes snapped open, dark and desperate. “Em, sometimes I can’t—fuck—aim that well—”

She was already leaning in, fascinated, close enough to see the pulse in his throat, the tremor in his thighs.

Callum’s hips jerked. A thick stripe of cum shot right past the tee shirt, splattering warm across her breasts, sliding down the curve of one small mound before the next spurt landed in her waiting top.

Emma gasped, staring down at herself. Real cum. On her skin. From Callum.

Fuck, that’s hot.

The sight short-circuited every remaining brain cell. She plunged two fingers inside herself, thumb grinding hard against her clit, and came with a sharp, shocked cry that echoed off the fairy lights.

When the room stopped spinning, Callum was folded forward, forehead on his knees, pink tee clutched like a lifeline, muttering apologies into his own thigh.

“—shit, Em, I tried to warn you—”

Emma flopped back, giddy and floaty, cum cooling on her chest. She started to giggle, high and helpless.

“Stop apologising,” she wheezed. “I literally leaned in like a pervert. I wanted to see it. For science.”

Callum peeked up, hair in his eyes, face scarlet. “Science,” he echoed, weak.

“Anyway,” she said, wiping a finger through the streak on her breast and smirking, “you can keep the top. Souvenir.”

He groaned again, but this time it sounded suspiciously like laughter.

“Pizza’s on you tonight,” he muttered into the ruined cotton. “Extra garlic dip. Hazard pay.”

✽✽✽

The room settled into a soft, humming quiet. The fairy lights glowed, the TV downstairs had moved on to a property show, and the only sound was their breathing slowing back to normal.

Emma pulled the duvet up to her chin, suddenly shy. A streak of cum still clung to the slope of her left breast; she could feel it cooling, tacky. She wanted to wipe it off. She also wanted to keep it there forever. Brain thoroughly scrambled.

She peeked at Callum. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, staring at the ruined pink tee like it held the secrets of the universe.

“That was…” she started, then stopped. “Really good. Like. Unexpectedly good.”

Callum’s head snapped round. Relief broke across his face so openly it made her chest hurt.

“Same,” he said, fervent. “Really, really good.”

A pause. The kind that usually got filled with jokes, except neither of them could find one.

Emma picked at the duvet. “So… is this, um. A thing we do now?” Her voice came out smaller than she meant. “Like. Again? Sometime?”

Callum looked at her for a long moment, expression unreadable. Her stomach dropped.

Then he nodded, slow and certain. “Obviously I’m down with that.” His voice softened. “You okay, though? You’re shaking.”

Emma laughed, a tiny, mortified puff of air. “I’m fine. I just.” She hugged her knees under the covers. “I really want a cuddle and I’m too chickenshit to ask because we’re naked and it feels weird.”

Callum’s whole face went tender. He reached out, fingertips brushing her bare shoulder, light as anything.

“Is it weird?” he asked quietly. “After what we just did?”

She considered that. The shoulder touch alone sent sparks skittering across her skin.

“…Fair point.”

They negotiated like two diplomats at a very strange summit.

Boxers: yes (he fished them off the floor and pulled them on; the bananas looked absurdly cheerful against his flushed skin).

Knickers: definitely new ones (Emma scrambled out of bed, still topless, and rummaged in her drawer for a soft black cotton pair that weren’t soaked through). She wriggled into them under the safety of the duvet, trying not to feel Callum’s eyes on her and failing spectacularly.

Tops: mutually vetoed.

“Skin-to-skin compromise,” Callum declared, mock-serious. “Very grown-up.”

Emma snorted, then lifted the duvet in invitation. “Get in here, you idiot.”

He slid in beside her without hesitation.

The first press of his chest against her back was startling: warm skin, the faint scratch of chest hair, the solid weight of his arm sliding carefully around her waist. She’d cuddled Callum a hundred times: on sofas, in club corners when she was too drunk to stand, once horizontally across three cinema seats because the film was boring. Always through layers of hoodies and denim.

This was different. This was bare skin and shared body heat and the faint smell of sex still clinging to both of them. His heartbeat thumped steady against her spine.

Emma let out a slow, shaky breath and melted backward into him.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“Hi,” he whispered back, lips brushing her ear. “Still weird?”

She thought about it. About the way his thumb was tracing tiny, unconscious circles on her stomach. About how safe she felt with his breath in her hair.

“Not weird,” she decided. “Just nice.”

Callum’s arm tightened, just once, like he was scared she’d vanish.

“Pizza in twenty?” he murmured eventually.

“Make it thirty,” she said, snuggling deeper. “I’m busy.”

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through her back, warm and low and hers.

“Thirty it is.”
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Emma drifted awake slowly, the way you do when the dream is too good to leave. Sunlight striped the room through half-closed blinds; the fairy lights had gone into their gentle daytime glow. Everything felt soft and syrupy.

Then she registered the weight across her waist, the slow, steady breath against the back of her neck, the unmistakable press of a bare chest against her spine.

Her eyes snapped open.

Callum.

The entire afternoon crashed over her in one scalding, glorious, mortifying wave.

She had shown him her bare chest—deliberately. Slid her knickers off—also deliberately. Watched him stroke himself—avidly. Let him spill across her skin. Curled up half-naked in his arms and fallen asleep like it was nothing.

Her whole body went rigid. A tiny, panicked squeak escaped before she could trap it.

Callum stirred behind her, arm tightening reflexively. “Mmm. Morning, menace,” he mumbled into her hair, voice gravelly with sleep. “Or afternoon. Whatever.”

Emma’s heart tried to climb out through her throat. She could feel the dried streak on her chest where his cum had cooled, the faint ache between her legs from her own fingers, the warmth of his skin everywhere they touched.

He was going to take the absolute piss out of her for the rest of her natural life. She would never survive.

“Callum,” she croaked, mortified, “we—”

“I know,” he said, instantly awake now, voice soft. He didn’t move his arm, but his thumb started tracing tiny, soothing circles on her stomach. “Hey. Breathe, princess.”

The nickname should have made it worse. Instead it undid her completely.

Emma turned in the circle of his arms (slow, careful, like she was scared the moment would shatter) until they were face-to-face under the duvet. His hair was a riot, his eyes sleepy and fond, and it made her heart twist in a way she wasn’t expecting.

“Hi,” he said quietly.

“Hi,” she whispered back, cheeks on fire.

He studied her for a second, then brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. “Regrets?”

She opened her mouth to lie (because of course she should have regrets, this was insane), but the word stuck.

“No,” she admitted, small. “Just… waiting for you to be an absolute twat about it.”

Callum’s grin was slow and crooked and devastatingly gentle.

“Give me five minutes,” he said. “I’ve got a whole stand-up routine planned. Top ten ways Emma Grace is a terrible influence. Number four will shock you.”

She groaned, burying her face in his chest.

He laughed, the sound rumbling under her cheek, and ruffled her hair gently.

“Relax,” he murmured. “Your honour remains intact. Mostly.”

Emma peeked up at him. “Mostly?”

“Well,” he said, eyes dancing, “there is permanent evidence on that crop top. I’m having it framed.”

She squeaked in horror and tried to wriggle away. He tightened his arm, rolling them so she was half-sprawled across his chest, both of them laughing into the pillow.

“Callum!”

“Emma,” he mimicked, then softer, “I’m kidding. I’m… really not gonna be a twat about it. Promise.”

She believed him. God help her, she believed him.

Emma let her forehead rest against his collarbone, breathing him in (warm boy, sleep, a hint of yesterday’s deodorant).

“So we’re okay?” she asked, barely audible.

His arms settled around her again, solid and certain.

“We’re more than okay,” he said. “We’re us. Just… upgraded.”

Emma closed her eyes, feeling the panic ebb away, replaced by something dangerously like relief.

Upgraded.

She could live with that.

(For now.)

✽✽✽

Emma’s hips gave a tiny, almost unconscious roll. Just testing, she told herself. Just seeing if the ache was still there.

It was. Very much so.

Callum’s thigh was warm and solid between hers, the soft cotton of her fresh knickers the only barrier. She rocked again, slower, quieter, pretending she was only shifting to get more comfortable. The pressure against her clit was perfect; she bit her lip to keep any noise inside.

Callum’s breathing changed. He didn’t say anything for a long second, then a low, delighted chuckle ruffled her hair.

“Oi, princess,” he whispered, voice thick with amusement. “Are you humping my leg?”

Emma froze, mortified heat flooding her face. “You promised you wouldn’t be a twat about it.”

“I did. I am failing spectacularly.” He nuzzled the top of her head. “In my defence, you’re literally using me as a sex toy right now. It’s very flattering.”

She groaned into his chest again. “I’m still wearing knickers. That’s the rule.”

“Is it?” He sounded like he was grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. “Who made that rule?”

“Me. Just now. It’s official.”

“Very official,” he echoed solemnly. “Carry on, then. Don’t let me interrupt important business.”

Emma huffed, but her hips had already started moving again, small, sneaky circles that sent sparks up her spine. Callum’s hand slid up her ribs, slow enough that she could have stopped him. She didn’t.

His palm settled over her left breast, cupping it gently, reverently. His thumb brushed her nipple and she shivered hard.

“Close your eyes,” he murmured against her temple.

She did.

“Listen,” he said, voice low and steady, unmistakably Callum but stripped of every joke. “Your tits are perfect. Not big, not small; just perfect for you. They fit my hand like they were made for it.”

Emma’s breath hitched; her hips rolled harder against his thigh.

“They’re little works of art,” he went on, squeezing gently, possessively. “And every time they bounce when you laugh, or stiffen when you’re cold, or just exist on your chest, I have to remind myself I’m meant to be your mature, platonic best friend and not some caveman who wants to bury his face in them for the rest of the afternoon.”

A soft, helpless sound escaped her.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered, fierce now. “Every inch. Especially these inches. Never doubt it again, yeah?”

Emma nodded against his shoulder, eyes still squeezed shut. Each roll of her hips dragged the seam of her knickers exactly where she needed it, the cotton now soaked through again, slippery against his skin. The pressure coiled tighter, hotter, almost there.

She lifted her head just enough to speak, words tumbling out in a grateful rush.

“Your cock really is pretty,” she whispered, earnest and flushed. “I know I’ve only seen the one, but I thought it was… lovely. Thick and… and smooth, and the head goes all dark when you’re turned on.”

Callum let out a strangled laugh that shook both of them. “Pretty? Christ, Em.”

She hid her face again, mortified. “Shut up, I don’t know the vocabulary! Gorgeous? Handsome? Impressive? Whatever boys want to hear, that’s what it is. I can stop if—”

“No,” he said quickly, voice rough. “Don’t stop. It’s… fuck, it’s lovely being complimented by you. Just not used to it, that’s all.”

“Vice versa,” she breathed, hips snapping harder, thighs trembling. The ache in her breasts had turned sharp, almost painful; her nipples felt swollen, oversensitive against his palm.

The words clawed up her throat. She tried to swallow them. Couldn’t.

“Callum,” she whispered, so small it was nearly lost against his skin.

“Tell me.”

“Will you—” She rocked again, desperate. “Pinch my nipple? Just… a little harder. Please.”

He didn’t tease. His fingers closed gently around the tight peak, a firm, rolling pinch that sent lightning straight to her clit.

Emma cried out; soft, shocked, grateful; and came on his leg. Her whole body seized, thighs clamping around him, hips grinding helplessly as wave after wave crashed through her. Callum kept the pressure steady, murmuring nonsense praise into her hair until she sagged, boneless and trembling, against his chest.

When the room stopped spinning, she was draped over him like a satisfied cat, cheek pressed to his collarbone, aftershocks still fluttering between her legs.

Callum’s hand had settled into slow, soothing strokes across her back.

Emma managed a shaky laugh. “Sorry about your thigh.”

“Don’t be,” he said, voice warm. “It’s the most useful it’s ever been.”

She nuzzled closer, suddenly shy again. “Thank you. For… all of that.”

He squeezed her in return. “Any time, princess. Just say the word.”

Emma swallowed. She could still feel him: hot, rigid, trapped against the curve of her bum through two thin layers of cotton. Every time she shifted, even a fraction, the ridge of him nudged her and his breath hitched against her neck. He was trying to be good (she could tell by the way he kept his hips perfectly still), but the pulse throbbing against her was impossible to ignore.

Touching is off limits, she reminded herself for the hundredth time. Still just friends. Still safe.

But leaving him like this felt… mean. And she was still wearing knickers. That had to count for something.

Emma turned her head just enough that her lips brushed his ear.

“Callum,” she whispered, barely audible.

“Mm?”

“You’re… really hard.”

A shaky laugh fluttered against her hair. “You noticed.”

She bit her lip, heart racing. “Would you… would you like to grind on me? On my knickers, I mean. Is that… is that even a thing boys do?”

Callum went very still. Then a low, delighted groan rumbled out of him.

“Yeah,” he said, voice gravel-rough. “That’s absolutely a thing boys do. Very much a thing.”

Emma felt her cheeks flame, but she pressed on. “You can take it out of your boxers, though. Since I was on your bare leg earlier. Seems fair.”

Another groan, this one wrecked. “You’re trying to kill me.”

He moved carefully, like she was made of glass. The duvet lifted; cool air kissed her back for a second. She heard the soft rustle of cotton, then the quiet snap of elastic. When the covers settled again, the heat of him was suddenly, gloriously bare against the small of her back.

“Tell me if you want to stop,” he murmured, lips brushing her shoulder.

Emma answered by pushing back, just enough to feel the slick drag of his cock sliding down the cleft of her knickers, settling between her cheeks.

“Fuck, Em.”

She arched a little, inviting. “Go on.”

Callum’s hands found her hips (not gripping, just resting, grounding). Then he rolled forward, slow and experimental. The length of him glided along the soaked fabric, nudging against her, dragging over the sensitive skin just above where she ached most.

Emma’s breath caught. It felt filthy and tender at once.

He found a rhythm: long, unhurried strokes that rocked them both. Every time he slid forward, the head of his cock kissed the small of her back; every time he pulled back, the ridge caught on the waistband of her knickers and made her shiver.

“Still okay?” he asked, voice trembling with restraint.

“More than,” she whispered.

She could hear how wet she was now, the soft slick sound every time he moved. Callum’s breathing turned ragged against her neck.

“Feels so good,” he rasped. “You have no idea.”

Emma pushed back harder, meeting him thrust for thrust, the cotton barrier suddenly the most erotic thing she’d ever felt. She wasn’t touching him—not really, not with her hands—but they were still doing this, together, naked and trembling and laughing breathlessly into each other’s skin.

Callum’s hips stuttered; the rhythm faltering for the first time.

“Em,” he rasped, voice cracking, “I’m really close. Where—tell me where.”

Emma’s mind flicked to the wardrobe, to the pile of clean T-shirts on the chair, to the pink crop top now probably crusty somewhere on the floor. None of them were worth breaking this cocoon of warmth and duvet and Callum’s breath against her neck.

She pressed back harder, feeling him throb against the soaked cotton.

“Just… on my back,” she groaned, the words tumbling out filthy and certain. “I’m going to have to shower anyway. There’s still your cum on my tit from earlier, remember?”

His cock jerked violently against her skin, a helpless pulse that told her he’d forgotten until right now.

“Jesus, Em—are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” she cut in, surprising herself with the steel in her voice. She was tired of being the blushing virgin, even if the label still technically fit. “It’s only cum, and you already did it once by accident.”

A shaky laugh huffed against her shoulder. “Only cum, she says.” But he sped up.

“And Callum?” She arched, offering. “You can touch my tits again if you want. Properly. Fair’s fair.”

His hips snapped helplessly against hers.

Both of his hands slid up her ribs and cupped her breasts fully, possessively, thumbs flicking over her nipples hard enough to make her gasp. He squeezed, rolled, pinched, exactly the way she’d secretly wanted earlier, while his hips bucked forward in short, desperate thrusts.

“Close,” he warned, voice breaking. “Em, I’m—”

“Do it,” she panted, pushing back to meet him. “Come for me.”

Callum buried his face in her hair, a muffled groan tearing out of him. His whole body locked; then the first hot stripe lashed across the small of her back, followed by another, and another, thick pulses painting her skin while his hands kept squeezing her breasts in time with every spurt.

When he finally sagged, breathless and trembling, Emma felt the warmth of him cooling between her shoulder blades, dripping slowly down the curve of her spine.

She let out a shaky, delirious laugh.

“Christ,” Callum mumbled into her neck, still cupping her breasts like he couldn’t bear to let go yet. “That was… shit, Em. I don’t even know what to say.”

Emma grinned into the pillow, high on endorphins and the feel of his cum sliding over her skin.

“Speechless,” she said, voice wobbly but smug. “Now there’s a first.”
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They’d drifted off again, only twenty minutes this time, cocooned in the duvet’s lazy heat. Emma surfaced slowly, easing away from Callum’s chest, and felt the faint tug of dried come pulling at the skin along her spine; a quiet, filthy reminder that made her cheeks burn.

She slipped free, careful, heart pinching when his arm lifted for a sleepy second, fingers searching the empty air before falling back to the mattress. “Shower,” she breathed, barely a sound. “Just going for a shower.”

Callum mumbled something incoherent and affirmative, eyes already drifting shut again. She grabbed a towel from the back of the door and padded into her en-suite, the cool linoleum a shock against her bare feet. The bathroom door clicked shut behind her with a soft finality, and she twisted the lock out of habit.

The water came on hot and hard, steam blooming against the mirror. Emma stepped under the spray, letting it pound her shoulders, her back, washing away the sticky trails he’d left on her skin. For a long moment she just stood there, head tipped back, eyes closed, and let the happiness hit her uncomplicated and bright.

God, what a day. Callum—her Callum, shaggy-haired menace that he was—had seen her. Really seen her, stripped of padding and pretence, and called her perfect. Had come undone because of her laugh, her body, her everything. And she’d done the same for him, bold and reckless and alive in a way she’d never known she could be. The modelling scout felt a million miles away now, like a silly fear from someone else’s life. She could do that. Hell, she could do anything, with him in her corner.

The smile stayed as she lathered shampoo into her hair, rinsing away the coconut scent and replacing it with something clean and sharp. Until it wavered.

No kiss.

The thought slipped in quiet, almost gentle, like a hand on her shoulder. She paused, conditioner dripping down her back. He hadn’t kissed her. Not once. Not her mouth, not her neck, not even a brush of lips against her temple when he’d held her after. Despite the fact that his cum had dried on her skin twice now, warm and filthy and hers.

Emma’s stomach gave a slow, uneasy twist. She wasn’t that insecure—not quite. He’d been a perfect gentleman, respectful of every boundary she’d thrown up, even the unspoken ones. When she’d frozen at the thought of his fingers between her legs, he’d backed off without a word, no pressure, no sulk. But...

But she didn’t want a perfect gentleman right now. She wanted to feel wanted. Ravished, even, in the softest possible way. Would it have killed him to lean in, cup her face, kiss her stupid before he spilled across her back? In his position, wouldn’t she have done that? She thought she would. Melted into him, tasted his tongue, let him know without a doubt that this wasn’t just some grateful fumble between mates.

And yes, she could have done it first. Leaned across the pillow, caught his mouth with hers, taken the leap. But she’d already stripped bare for him—literally, emotionally, all of it. Let him hold her breasts in both hands, grind against her like she was his undoing, watch her come apart under her own fingers. She’d been more vulnerable than she’d ever been with anyone, cracked open and trusting.

Was it too much to ask for a kiss in return? Just one?

The traitorous voice whispered up from the drain: Maybe he doesn’t like you. Not like that.

Emma slapped it down hard, scrubbing at her arms with the loofah until her skin pinked. Stupid. Of course he liked her. Loved her, even, in that deep, worn-in way best friends did. By the time she’d realised how much space he took up in her head—more than any of the girls she texted daily, more than any of the crushes that fizzled out—it was too late to redefine it. He knew her inside out: how she always saved the strawberry sweets for last, the ridiculous snort she made when something genuinely cracked her up, the habit of naming every houseplant she bought like they were new flatmates, then getting too upset when they died.

Maybe he knew too much. That was it. Knew her too well to want the mess of more.

She rinsed off, steam curling around her like smoke, and the doubts kept coming. If he liked her—really liked her—why hadn’t he ever made a move? Up until this morning she’d half-convinced herself he didn’t even find her attractive beyond the platonic. Sure, he thought she was pretty, in that objective way you’d call a painting nice. But he’d only ever teased her about it: the fringe jibes, the sock-smuggling cracks, the eye-rolls when lads at parties tripped over themselves for her.

They’d talked about dating sometimes, open and easy—the boys she fancied (clean-cut, boring), the girls he hooked up with (clumsy fumbles, nothing serious). Platonic to the bone. That’s why she’d even been able to ask him to rate her tits in the first place, heart in her throat and zero expectations of anything turning weird.

Maybe he just thought she was hot. A free show, a lucky break with his best mate’s body. What guy would say no to that? But date her? No. Too complicated. Too real.

The thought squeezed her stomach like a fist. Was she being stupid? Overthinking a morning that had felt like magic? But then why no kiss? Why no hungry press of his mouth claiming hers when she’d been right there, panting and open? Had she mistaken gentlemanly restraint for plain old disinterest? Friendship with a side of tits, nothing more?

Emma twisted the taps off, the sudden silence ringing in her ears. Water pooled at her feet, swirling down the drain with the remnants of her good mood. She wrapped the towel around herself tight, terrycloth scratching against suddenly too-sensitive skin, and caught her reflection in the fogged mirror. Wide eyes, flushed cheeks, hair plastered dark to her shoulders. She looked... wrecked. Anxious. Vulnerable.

She hesitated at the bedroom door, hand on the knob, stomach churning. What if he was regretting it already? What if the banter had soured into awkwardness?

When she pushed it open, Callum was there—dressed again in his jeans and that old T-shirt, sprawled on the edge of her bed with one of her dog-eared Brontës open in his lap. He looked up, grin flashing easy and familiar.

“Found your secret stash of brooding moors,” he said, holding up the book. “This one’s even got marginalia. ‘Wuthering what the fuck?’ Classy.”

Emma forced a laugh, clutching the towel tighter across her chest. “It’s a classic. You’d get it if you ever read past the first page.”

“Oh, I made it to chapter two once. That’s commitment.” He closed the book, patted the duvet beside him. “Come sit. Your mum’s just ordered the good stuff—pizza should be here any minute.”

The banter flowed, light and teasing, like always. But he was dressed—fully, unfairly—and she was standing there in nothing but a towel, water dripping onto the carpet, feeling exposed in a way that had nothing to do with nudity. The air between them hummed with what they’d done, what they hadn’t, and suddenly it was too much.

“Um,” she said, voice smaller than she meant. “Do you mind... going downstairs? While I get changed?”

Callum’s grin faltered, just for a heartbeat—a flicker of hurt in his eyes, quick as a shadow—before he schooled it back to casual. “Yeah, course. I’ll go hang out with your mum.” He stood, book tucked under his arm, and brushed past her toward the door. “Yell if you need help with the jeans. Those skinny ones are a two-man job.”

The door clicked shut behind him.

Emma exhaled, shaky, and turned to her dresser. She was halfway to flinging on the first top she grabbed when she spotted it: his phone, screen dark, abandoned on the duvet right where he’d been sitting.

She shouldn’t look. It wasn’t her business. Her hand closed around it anyway, thumb swiping the screen alive out of pure, stupid insecurity.

One notification glowed.

From Mia: Pick me up at 8? Can’t wait xx

Emma’s world folded in on itself, sharp and silent as a blade.

✽✽✽

Mia.

Fucking Mia.

Pretty, funny, uncomplicated Mia from their seminar group. The one who always wore red lipstick and laughed at Callum’s stupid history puns. The one he’d mentioned off-hand a few times (“Mia reckons Henry VIII was just a Tudor fuckboy, which is fair”) but never like this. Never with kisses.

The phone slipped from her fingers and landed face-down on the duvet with a soft thud.

Her chest felt like someone had parked a lorry on it. Not a punch; a slow, crushing weight that made breathing suddenly optional. The tears came before she could stop them, huge, hot, and utterly humiliating. They rolled off her chin and soaked into the towel still clutched around her.

Best friends were supposed to tell each other things. Big things. Date things. She would have helped him choose an outfit, teased him about his trainers, sprayed him with the nice cologne he kept for “emergencies.” She would have done all of it with a smile, because that’s what best friends do.

Except apparently he didn’t need her for that any more.

The nasty little voice in her head purred, satisfied: Told you. He thinks you’re hot, sure. Free boobs, easy orgasm, no strings. But actual girlfriend material? Too much baggage. He knows exactly how neurotic you are on a bad day. He’s seen you cry over a Christmas advert. You’re the safe one. The mate. The one you wank with when there’s nothing better on offer.

Another tear splashed onto her knee.

She couldn’t even scream at him. Couldn’t fling the phone and demand answers and sob all over his T-shirt, because who was the idiot who’d spent the entire afternoon chanting just friends, just experimenting, doesn’t have to mean anything?

Her. She was the idiot.

Emma pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until she saw stars, trying to force the tears back in. She was still crying when the muffled sound of Callum’s laugh drifted up the stairs, bright and easy, like he didn’t give a toss.

She looked at the damp towel, at the rumpled bed, at the faint white mark on the sheets where he’d come on her back twenty minutes ago.

And felt like the biggest fool in London.

✽✽✽

Emma tugged on the first oversized sweater she could find—soft grey cashmere that swallowed her whole—and paired it with leggings that felt like armour. She stared at herself in the mirror for a full ten seconds, willing the red around her eyes to fade, the knot in her chest to loosen. Act normal. Eat pizza. Laugh at Callum’s stupid jokes. Don’t let him see.

The stairs creaked under her feet as she descended, the smell of melting cheese and garlic hitting her like a hug she no longer wanted. Voices drifted from the kitchen: her mum’s warm laugh, Callum’s easy rumble. She paused in the doorway, summoning a smile that felt like lifting weights.

“There she is,” Sandy said, turning from the counter with a slice of pizza in hand. “Saved you a slice with extra pepperoni on it.”

Emma took the plate, managing a nod. “Cheers, Mum. Starving.”

Callum glanced up from his spot at the table, mouth full, eyes crinkling in that way that usually made her smile. Now it just hurt. “Took your time choosing an outfit.”

“Some of us don’t live in the same hoodie for three days straight,” she muttered, trying for playful. It landed flat, even to her ears.

Sandy’s brow furrowed, just a flicker, but she caught it—the way Emma’s fingers gripped the plate too tight, the smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Her mum always caught stuff like that.

Halfway through demolishing his third slice, Callum patted his pockets and frowned. “Bollocks. Left my phone upstairs. Back in a sec.”

He took the stairs two at a time, the familiar thud of his footsteps overhead making Emma’s stomach twist tighter. She stared at her plate, counting heartbeats, willing herself not to picture Mia’s name lighting up that screen the second he unlocked it.

From the landing came his muffled voice. “Em? You seen my phone?”

She swallowed hard, the lie sticking like glue in her throat. “How should I know?” she called back, aiming for breezy. “Probably dropped it on the floor again.”

The words tasted strange—sticky, wrong in her mouth. She’d never lied to him, not about anything that mattered.

Footsteps thumped overhead, drawers opening and closing, then Callum reappeared, phone in hand, grinning. “Found it. Must’ve fallen out when I—” He stopped, cheeks colouring just a touch. “Anyway. Crisis averted.”

They settled in the living room, pizza boxes open on the coffee table. Callum sprawled on one end of the sofa, legs kicked out, swallowing slices like it was his job. Emma curled into the other end, knees to her chest, forcing bites down past the lump in her throat.

“So,” Sandy said, wiping sauce from her fingers and casting around for the remote. “You staying for a film? Emma’s been trying to get me to watch that new one with the chef who falls for the food critic. Sounds dreadful.”

Callum swallowed a mouthful, casual as anything. “Nah, can’t tonight. Got plans.”

The garlic bread halfway to Emma’s mouth froze. Plans.

He said it like it was lads’ night at the pub, a quick pint and a football match. Not a first date with Mia—glossy-haired, curves-where-it-counted Mia, whose boobs probably needed their own postcode and laughed like wind chimes at his every dumb quip.

Emma’s fingers tightened around the crust until it crumbled. She wanted to hurl it at his head. Plans? With another girl? After—after everything?

But she swallowed it down, the jealousy hot and bitter. “Cool,” she said, voice falsely bright. “Have fun.”

Callum shot her a quick grin, oblivious. “Will do, princess.”

Sandy’s eyes flicked between them, concern deepening the lines around her mouth. She parted her lips, then thought better of it, giving Emma a look she deliberately avoided.

When the boxes were finally empty, Callum stood, stretching with that lazy cat grace. “Right, better head out, then.” He ruffled Emma’s hair as he passed—casual, easy—and she had to fight the urge to swat his hand away. “Thanks for the feed, Sandy. Legendary as always.”

Emma followed him out because she always did and it would’ve been weirder if she hadn’t. Out in the hall, the air felt thicker. Callum lingered by the door, turning to her with that soft, searching look. “Wish I didn’t have to bounce,” he said quietly, just for her. “Today was... yeah.”

Emma’s throat closed up. She wanted to scream it—I know, you idiot! I saw the text. Mia with her perfect tits and her easy smiles, and you’re picking her up at eight like it’s nothing. Like we’re nothing.

But the hot splinter of pride in her chest wouldn’t let the words out. She was the one who’d drawn the lines, after all. Just friends. Just experimenting. She couldn’t beg for more without looking desperate and stupid.

“Yeah,” she managed, forcing brightness. “Me too. Text me later?”

“Promise.” He pulled her into a hug then, arms wrapping solid around her shoulders. Emma buried her face in his chest, breathing him in one last time—warm cotton and faint salt—and held her breath against the tears pricking hot behind her eyes.

He smelled like home. Like everything she couldn’t have.

His lips brushed her temple, chaste and grateful. “Thanks for... you know. Letting me be the first.” The words were low, pitched for her ears only; out in the living room, her mum was still stacking plates.

Emma nodded into his shoulder, squeezing her eyes shut. “Yeah. You’re welcome.”

He pulled back, hands lingering on her arms. “You sure you’re okay? Look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

She channelled every rom-com heroine she’d ever envied: chin up, eyes wide and guileless. “Totally. Just pizza coma. Go on your mysterious errand.”

Callum searched her face one more beat, then huffed a laugh. “All right, if you say so.” He leaned in for one last squeeze, then straightened. “Night, princess.”

The door clicked shut behind him, and Emma stood there, arms wrapped around herself, listening to his footsteps fade down the path.
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She made it three steps back into the living room before her mum’s voice cut through the quiet.

“Emma Grace.” Sandy was on the sofa, arms folded, that no-nonsense tilt to her chin that meant business. “What’s wrong?”

Emma’s carefully built dam cracked. She sank onto the arm of the chair, the words spilling out before she could stop them.

“I think I like Callum,” she said, the words tasting both enormous and tiny. “Like properly like him. And I only just realised, because I… accidentally saw a text on his phone from Mia. That’s where he’s going tonight. That’s what he’s got planned.”

Sandy’s eyebrows lifted, soft and unsurprised. She set her tea down and opened her arms. “Come here, love.”

Emma crawled across the cushions and buried her face in her mum’s shoulder, the familiar scent of Chanel and warmth making fresh tears threaten.

“Darling,” Sandy murmured, stroking her hair, “I’m not shocked. I thought you two had been shagging each other senseless up there for months. I was just waiting for you to tell me when you were ready.”

Emma made a strangled noise that was half laugh, half sob. For one wild, hot second the whole filthy truth hovered on her tongue: he saw me naked and I don’t think he even fancies me. She swallowed it back so hard it hurt.

Her mum pulled away just enough to look at her. “Have you told him how you feel?”

Emma shook her head violently.

“Why on earth not? Sweetheart, he’s mad about you. Anyone with eyes can see that.”

“I can’t,” Emma whispered. “I just… can’t be the one to say it first.”

Sandy waited, patient.

Emma fumbled for her phone, opened Instagram, and shoved it into her mum’s hand. Mia’s grid filled the screen: glossy auburn hair, red-lip smiles, a black dress that left exceptionally little to the imagination.

“Look at her,” Emma said, voice cracking. “That’s who he’s seeing tonight.”

Sandy scrolled, lips pursed, then locked the phone and set it face-down. “She’s very pretty,” she allowed, “but she’s not you.” She gathered Emma close again, tucking her head under her chin. “Callum laughs louder when you walk into a room. He’s over here every chance he gets. That boy is gone on you, Em.”

Emma’s tears soaked into her mum’s cardigan. “It’s not about getting on with me,” she mumbled. “It’s about whether he wants me as his girlfriend. Not just his best mate he… messes about with.”

Sandy’s arms tightened. “Then you have to tell him, love. He’s not a mind-reader.”

Emma shook her head again, stubborn and miserable. “I can’t. If he doesn’t feel the same I’ll die. And then it’ll never be like it was. I’ll always be the one who ruined us.”

Her mum sighed, soft and sad, and simply held her while the tears kept coming, slow and unstoppable. Emma wiped her nose on her sleeve.

“Is it really so much to ask,” she said, voice thick, “that the boy makes the first move? I just want to feel wanted, Mum. Properly wanted. Not convenient, not just his mate.”

Sandy brushed a damp strand of hair off her forehead. “Sweetheart…”

“He’s had a million chances,” Emma barrelled on. “More than anyone else ever. I’ve spent more hours with him this year than with all my friends put together. Sleepovers, study sessions, stupid three-hour phone calls about nothing. If he wanted me, why didn’t he just kiss me?”

Her mum was quiet for a moment, choosing her words the way she always did when Emma was spiralling.

“You know what I see?” she said gently. “I see a boy who learned how I like my tea because he’s here so often. Who grumbles about driving you home at two a.m. but never lets anyone else do it. Who brings you drive-thru hash browns when you’re hungover even though he hates the smell. That’s not convenience, love. That’s devotion.”

Emma’s chest ached harder. Every example was a fresh bruise.

“Exactly,” she whispered. “He does all of that… and then picks Mia.”

She curled tighter into herself.

“Maybe he thought he wanted me,” she said, voice cracking, “then actually got to know me; the real me, the silly, high-maintenance mess, and decided he’d rather have someone easy. Someone like her.”

Sandy made a soft, wounded sound and pulled Emma in until her daughter’s head was tucked under her chin again.

“Oh, darling. You are not high-maintenance. You are my brilliant, sensitive, beautiful girl, and any boy who can’t see that doesn’t deserve you.”

Emma’s laugh came out wet and broken. “He sees it. He just doesn’t want it as his girlfriend.”

Her mum rocked her slowly, the way she had when Emma was six and convinced no one would ever love her because her front tooth had fallen out.

“I don’t believe that,” she murmured. “Not for a second. And neither should you.”

Emma closed her eyes, tears still leaking, and let her mum hold her while the truth settled in her stomach like a stone.

All the little ways Callum had already been hers; and none of them had been enough.
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Callum paused on the step, breath fogging in the crisp November air, and shoved his hands deep into his jacket pockets. London was doing its usual evening thing: buses rumbling past like grumpy beasts, streetlights glowing through the dim haze, the faint hum of a city that never quite shut up.

He pulled out his phone, thumb hovering over Mia’s chat. The message from earlier stared back at him: Pick me up at 8? Can’t wait xx

A proper date. With Mia from his course. He’d been buzzing about it all week—genuinely buzzing, because why wouldn’t he be? She liked him. Actually liked him, had said yes straightaway. No games, no second-guessing. Easy.

Except now, standing here with Emma’s house at his back and the ghost of her laugh still echoing in his ears, easy felt like a cop-out.

“Fuck it,” he muttered to the empty pavement, hitting record on a voice note before he could talk himself out of it.

“Hey, Mia. It’s Callum. Look, something came up with my best mate—proper emergency, nothing I can bail on. Really gutted, yeah? Rain check? Owe you a drink. Or ten.”

He stopped the recording, listened back once—sounded genuine enough, no wankery—and hit send. The whoosh of delivery made his stomach unclench a fraction.

It sucked, especially if Emma didn’t actually want to date him. If she was serious about just wanting to be friends. But Mia would be fine. She’d laugh it off, call him an arsehole, and they’d grab that drink sometime when the world made sense again.

If it ever did.

He started walking toward the Tube, hands still jammed in his pockets, mind already three miles away and one day ahead. He’d go over there tomorrow, after lectures. Haribo in hand, obviously—the sour ones she pretended to hate but always nicked from his stash. But that wouldn’t cut it this time. Not nearly.

Selfridges. The necklace. That delicate silver thing with the tiny moon pendant she’d spent a solid hour orbiting in the jewellery section last month, fingers trailing the glass. “God, it’s gorgeous,” she’d sighed, then pulled that classic Emma face—the one where her shoulders slumped just a millimetre and she pasted on a grin. “But yeah. Student budget. One day, though.”

He’d wanted to buy it right then. Whip out his card, loop it around her neck, watch her eyes go wide and soft. But what would he say? Here, princess, because I can’t stop thinking about how much it’d make you smile? Nah. Best mates don’t do that. Best mates tease each other about sock stuffing and split the last slice of pizza down the middle.

And that’s what he’d been doing for a year now, give or take. A whole bloody year of not looking at her. Or trying not to, anyway. Because Christ, Emma.

Too fucking pretty for her own good, and his. She was out of his league by about six galaxies, even if you factored out the funny and the smart and how sweet she could be when she realised you were upset.

No point fancying her. None. She’d date some sleek architect type with a trust fund and teeth like a toothpaste ad, and he’d be left picking up the pieces over late-night lager and bad movies. She was a heartbreak waiting to happen; better to box it up, label it platonic as fuck, and thank his lucky stars he got to have her in his life anyway.

Girls like Emma didn’t usually stay. They flitted toward the shiny lads with the six-packs and the lazy smiles. But this time? She’d chosen him. The shaggy history student who called her princess to watch her bristle, then blush. And that was already way more than he’d ever banked on scoring.

He hopped on the Tube at Green Park, snagging a seat by the window—a rare win—and let his head thunk back against the glass. The necklace, though. That was the play. If anything had a chance of working, it was that.

He’d be getting some more royalties through next week anyway, that quiet ping from Grandad’s old publisher, like a warm hand clapping his shoulder every month. Loved that man. Proper legend, scribbling his way through wars and women and too many whiskies, leaving behind stories that still sold in dusty corners of bookshops. Callum could picture him now, pipe clenched in his teeth, blue eyes twinkling over his spectacles: Go on, lad. Steal the moon for her. She sounds like she deserves it.

Yeah. Grandad would have approved of Emma. Would’ve called her a right little firecracker, then grilled Callum on why the hell he hadn’t locked that down yet.

The train jolted, and Callum’s eyes snapped open. Lock it down. That’s what he had to do tomorrow. Lead with the Haribo, give her the necklace, and then—God help him—he had to find the right words.

I should’ve kissed you. Back there, on your stupid pink bed, before you’d even stopped laughing. Should’ve kissed you till you couldn’t breathe and told you I’ve been an idiot for a year, pretending I didn’t want to wake up to that every morning.

His palms went sweaty just thinking it. Terrified didn’t cover this. His pulse was hammering like he’d chugged three espressos. But was he sure?

Christ, yes. Sure as he’d ever been, sure as the way she fit into his arms like she’d always been there.

He knew her. Knew the walls she built, brick by careful brick, every time someone got too close. The just-friends mantra she’d chanted all afternoon? That wasn’t rejection, that was armour. Protection against the lads who chased the pretty shell and bailed when the real girl showed up, insecurities and all.

But he wouldn’t bail. Wouldn’t hurt her. Ever. If she let him in, he’d spend the rest of his days proving it: teasing her about her fringe, making her tea every morning, buying her the moon on a silver chain and whispering how she was the prettiest, messiest, best thing that ever happened to his heart.

The Tube screeched into his stop, and Callum pushed to his feet, a grin tugging despite the nerves gnawing at his ribs. Yeah, he’d do it tomorrow. Haribo, necklace, and the truth.

He’d take the risk. For her. For them.

Because best friends was brilliant. But everything? That might just be even better.
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Emma woke to grey light seeping through the curtains, the kind of morning that promised rain but couldn’t quite commit. Her head felt stuffed with cotton wool, heavy and vague, and for a long, drowsy moment she lay there, staring at the ceiling crack that looked like a wonky smile. Why did everything ache? Not the good ache, the one that lingered from yesterday’s reckless touches, but a dull, spreading sad that pooled in her chest like spilled tea.

She shifted, arm flopping sideways across the rumpled sheets, and her skin caught on something. A tiny flake crumbled under her elbow, white and unmistakable.

Oh.

The memory slammed back: Callum’s groan against her neck, the hot spill across her back, the way she’d arched into it like it was a gift. Her bare arm in the sheets now, chasing ghosts of him.

The first sob caught in her throat, silent and ugly. Then the dam cracked. Tears welled hot and fast, spilling over without a sound, soaking into her pillow as her body curled small. Five minutes—she counted them in her head, each one a quiet heave of her shoulders. She’d allow herself that long. Maybe it would even help.

When the tears slowed to hiccups, something had shifted inside her chest. Not better, exactly, but lighter. Like she’d wrung out the worst of the sponge. Emma sniffed, swiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, and fumbled for her phone on the nightstand.

The screen blurred for a second before sharpening: a string of notifications from the group chat, the one Liv had named let’s get absolutely mortal with too many flame emojis.

It was a night out she’d booked in Manchester: three nights of absolute carnage in the Northern Quarter, starting at a hotel with a rooftop bar and ending god knows where. Liv had begged her to come—Em, you’ll love it, promise, we’ll stick together like glue—and Emma had begged off with her usual excuses: she was tiny, so she’d get stepped on; she was tiny and a lightweight, so three gin and tonics in and she’d be slumped against a wall; she was tiny and a lightweight and a loser, so clubs weren’t her scene, all that sweat-slick bass and elbows in the dark. Liv had looked gutted, refused to take her out of the group chat. Your call, babe, but if you change your mind...

Emma scrolled through the messages now, thumb flying past selfies of sequined dresses laid out on hotel beds, debates over which club had the best DJ (consensus: apparently the one with the cage dancers), and Liv’s latest: kickoff in 3 hrs, who’s ready to forget their own name?

She’d never really wanted to meet some stranger in a sticky-floored club, she realised, staring at the screen until her eyes stung again. The thought of faceless hands on her hips, breath hot and unknown against her ear, made her stomach turn. No. She’d rather...

God, she’d rather it be Callum. The memory flared unbidden: his cock hot and heavy against the soaked cotton of her knickers, sliding slow and sure between her cheeks, his hands kneading her breasts like he couldn’t get enough. It had felt wicked then, intimate and theirs, but now it twisted sordid in her head—a secret fumble, something he’d wash off with a shower and forget by the time he kissed Mia goodnight.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard, tears pricking fresh. Before they could spill, she typed: Actually I’m in. See you at the station?

The chat exploded: EM WHAT YAS QUEEN! First drinks on me! Liv’s voice note was almost instant: “You absolute legend, knew you’d cave. Pack your glad rags, we’re doing shots till we see stars.”

Emma let out a watery laugh, tossing the phone aside and scrubbing her face with the pillow. She could do this. Get mortal. Forget.

Just for the weekend.

✽✽✽

The train rattled north out of Euston, a tinny beast packed with Friday escapees: suits loosening ties, students with rucksacks, the odd hen party already three proseccos deep. Emma had wedged herself into a window seat by the door, knees tucked under her chin, her mum’s winter coat draped over her like a safety blanket. Underneath, the bandage dress clung like a second skin—it was the tiniest one she owned, silver sequins winking dangerously, the hem barely skimming her thighs. She’d chosen it on purpose, a fuck-you to the mirror and the morning’s maudlin haze: if she was drowning her sorrows, she’d do it in style.

Emma wished she’d waited to put on the glitter eyeshadow, though. It caught the carriage lights just right, and a bloke in chinos two rows up had already clocked her, eyes sliding from her face to the sliver of leg where her coat gapped. She’d tugged it closed, cheeks warming, and buried her nose in her phone. Exposed felt like the theme of the week.

Getting ready had eaten the morning, a frantic ritual that kept the worst of the Mia thoughts at bay. Hair first: straighteners hot, wrestling the waves into submission until it fell like a glossy curtain down her back. Outfit next: three rejected frocks on the bed before the bandage dress won by default. Make-up last: liner winged sharp enough to cut glass, lips in that berry stain that made her mouth look bitten, and glitter on the lids because why not. By the time she’d spritzed vanilla perfume and shoved heels into her bag, it was past noon, and the sad only nipped at her heels.

Now, though, crammed between Liv’s endless chatter and Sophie’s bag of crisps (cheese and onion, making Emma’s stomach rumble), the dam was cracking. The girls were a whirlwind: Liv, all blonde bob and bossy energy, swearing about the lack of signal; Sophie, freckled and fizzing, divvying out chocolate like contraband; Tara, quietest of the lot, looking even more nervous than Emma but undeniably excited to be here. They were her people—easy, kind, the sort who’d drag her onto a dancefloor and fend off creeps with zero questions asked.

“Em, you’re miles away,” Liv said, nudging her knee with an elbow. “What’s the vibe? Shots first or straight to the floor?”

Emma mustered a grin, the one that usually fooled them. “Shots. Always shots. Make ‘em nuclear.”

Sophie leaned over, offering a chocolate triangle. “That’s my girl. Though you look like you’re smuggling a disco ball under that coat. Spill—what’s the dress situation?”

“Bandage. Silver. The one that makes my bum look like it could launch a thousand ships.”

Liv wolf-whistled loud enough to turn heads. “Yes! Tonight we’re absolutely lethal.”

They dissolved into giggles, plotting hypothetical conquests and wondering if they’d see anyone famous, and for a few blessed minutes Emma let herself sink into it. The train’s sway, the easy chatter, the promise of neon and bass ahead. She could do this. Forget the way her heart still ached, the way his come had cooled on her skin like a secret she’d whispered into the dark. Forget the texts.

The first one had hit while she was packing: hey princess, you up? fancy a rematch?

Harmless. Usual. But it had landed like a spark on dry grass, igniting a hot, ugly spurt of anger that shocked her clean through. She’d even been tempted to block him for a moment; her fingers had hovered, trembling, but she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t erase the boy who’d held her close and called her gorgeous with his hands on her breasts.

She’d left it on read. Which was a message in itself. Emma and Callum texted like breathing—seconds if they were both scrolling, minutes tops if one was in a lecture. Liv had dubbed it co-dependent once, but she’d been grinning, all of them had. You two are basically married, Sophie had chimed in. When’s the wedding? Emma had laughed it off every time, rolling her eyes, insisting they were platonic. He’s just my idiot mate. There’s nothing there.

Turns out they’d been right, and she’d been the blind one. Clinging to the safe label because admitting more felt like handing him a loaded gun. And now? Now she was the one shot through, biting her lip to keep the tears from smudging her liner.

She wouldn’t cry, though. Not here. Not with the girls watching. That would ruin the weekend before it started, turn the whole thing into a therapy session.

Her phone buzzed again, screen lighting up in her lap like it had a grudge.

you alive?

Emma’s thumb ghosted over the words, heart twisting sharp. Casual, like nothing had happened. As if yesterday hadn’t been him groaning her name, spilling hot across her back while she arched into his hands. As if he hadn’t held her after, thumb circling her stomach, breathing slow and warm into her hair.

The train jolted over points, and she swiped away, shoving the phone deep into her coat pocket. Later. She’d deal with all of this later. Right now she just needed to breathe.

✽✽✽

Callum stabbed at his phone screen like it had personally offended him, the third unanswered text glowing back like a guilty verdict.

em???

Sent at 12:27. Four minutes ago. Felt like four hours.

He scrubbed a hand over his face, pacing the tiny kitchen in his flat like a caged thing. Something was up. Emma always answered. Always. Right from the start. He’d mentioned it once, over chips on the library steps, rain spitting down their necks: “Love that about you, y’know? No games. No three-day bullshit. Just... you.”

She’d gone pink under her hood, shrugging like it was nothing. “Not that fast with most people. But... I like how you always get back to me, too. Feels nice.” Shy as hell, but her eyes had done that crinkle thing he loved.

And now? Radio fucking silence. On a day when he needed her ping like oxygen. Needed to say hey, princess, that wasn’t just a wank and a cuddle—that was me finally seeing all of you, and wanting every bit. Needed to reassure her nothing had cracked between them, that he still loved her the exact same stupid, all-in way he had since she lobbed that teabag at his head in first year.

He’d thought she’d enjoyed it. The way she’d laughed mid-moan, humping his thigh like it was the best idea she’d ever had, whispering how pretty his cock was like she was confessing a state secret. A sneak peek at what they could have: taking the piss about pizza toppings while they stroked themselves silly, best mates with a side of filthy.

Fuck, he wanted to see her tonight. Doorstep her with the Haribo, the necklace tucked in his pocket like contraband, and just... lay it out. I should’ve kissed you. Hours ago. Days ago. Year ago. Let me fix that. Terrifying, yeah. But sure. Bone-deep sure.

His phone stayed dark. No buzz. No sass. Just the hum of the fridge and the distant roar of traffic outside his window.

10:14: wanna rematch tonight? (Turbo Kart. Obvious callback. Safe ground.)

12:03: you alive?

12:27: em???

Nothing.

He was halfway through a fourth text when the screen lit up. Not a text. An Instagram story, from Liv: four of them crammed on a platform, arms slung round shoulders, caught mid-cackle like they’d just shared the filthiest secret. Liv’s bob all windswept, Sophie with her mouth open, Tara in her glasses.

And Emma—fuck, Emma—front and centre, coat gaping just enough to flash silver sequins underneath, that tiny dress hugging her like sin.

Manchester. The girls’ weekend. The one she’d bailed on, gutting Liv with her “nah, not my scene” text last month.

He swallowed, throat clicking dry.

The fuck?
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The club’s bass hit like a heartbeat stolen from Emma’s chest, three rooms bleeding into one another under strobing lights that turned sweat into glitter. Up a wrought-iron staircase, the rooftop bar spilled out into the Manchester night—heaters blasting against the chill, fairy lights strung like drunken constellations, cocktails fizzing away in plastic cups. Liv had called it life-changing on the train; now, three vodka cranberries deep, Emma believed her.

She shouldn’t have matched them shot for shot. Liv had clocked it first, mid-laugh in the hotel lobby with a bottle of prosecco fizzing between them: “Shit, girl, slow down. Didn’t know you had it in you.” Emma had grinned through the burn, clinking glasses with Sophie and Tara, the bubbles sharp on her tongue. She didn’t—not usually. Three drinks and she’d be the lightweight slumped in a corner booth, nursing water and wincing at the volume of her own heartbeat.

But tonight? The haze of alcohol crowding out the sharp edges of Callum’s texts felt like mercy. A pounding headache tomorrow might actually be a gift, dulling the memory of his cock sliding hot against her knickers, his hands squeezing her breasts like they were his to worship.

She was swaying before they even hit the queue, heels wobbling on the pavement as Liv livestreamed the whole chaotic march from hotel to club. Emma’s face flashed in half a dozen stories, glitter lids catching the flash, bandage dress peeking silver from under her coat like a dare. Dimly, through the vodka fog, she realised Callum would see it. He followed Liv on Instagram.

Good, she thought, savage and small. Let him see her glittering, alive, not curled up in her pink bedroom picking at the flecks he’d left behind. Or maybe he wouldn’t give a shit. Maybe he was tangled up with Mia right now, her red lips on his neck, her hands—fuller, bolder than Emma’s—mapping the chest he’d bared for her yesterday. The thought twisted hot and ugly in her gut, anger flaring bright enough to cut through the buzz. She slammed back another shot at the bar—something blue and vicious—and let it fuel the sway of her hips as they spilled onto the dancefloor.

The guy in the dark shirt caught her eye across the crush of bodies, short-cropped hair catching the lights like polished gold, easy smile cutting through the haze. He was tall without being looming, broad without the shaggy softness of Callum’s frame—all clean lines and shirt rolled to his elbows, the kind of guy who’d order you a gin while you talked and might even remember your name. He danced closer, not pushy, just there, his hand brushing her waist light as a question when the crowd surged.

Emma turned, back to his chest, and pressed in. The sequins of her dress caught on his shirt; she felt him startle, then settle, hands hovering polite at her hips until she arched just enough to say yes. The girls caught it instantly—Liv’s shriek piercing the bass, Sophie hollering get it, Em! over the rim of her drink, Tara’s eyes wide behind her glasses. Emma ground back, deliberate and dirty, the friction sparking low in her belly. His breath hitched warm against her ear; one hand settled firmer on her waist, thumb tracing the dip above her hipbone.

For a heartbeat it worked—the heat of him chasing out the ghost of shaggy brown hair and lazy eyes, the club’s pulse drowning the what-ifs. She tipped her head back against his shoulder, letting the glitter on her lids catch the strobe, and laughed when he spun her once, quick and showy, pulling her flush again. The girls whooped louder, a circle of chaos egging her on, and Emma leaned into it, silver dress flashing like a blade.

His chest smelled like clean soap and something sharper, cologne that cut through the club’s haze of sweat and spilled vodka. Not like Callum’s—his was old-school, apple-y, the kind that lingered on her pillows after he’d crashed there too late to Tube home. Her eyes stung, sudden and traitorous, and she ducked her head fast, pressing her cheek to Blondie’s shoulder so the tears wouldn’t fall.

She didn’t even know his name. The thought pinged hot and ridiculous in her head, and she almost laughed out loud, the sound lost in the thump. What, Em? You need a bloody CV before you let a bloke’s thigh nudge yours? That’s what clubs were for—strangers’ heat, no histories, no mornings after with awkward “what now?” texts. Why the fuck was she acting like she only got to tangle tongues with guys she’d known long enough to have private jokes about bad fringe days? Like her body was a members-only club, entry fee one year of piss-taking and shared hangovers.

The conflict swirled low and unsteady in her belly, hot as the vodka still burning her throat. She’d never let a stranger this close before—not like this, not with his chest flush to her back, one hand splayed warm over her stomach, fingers dipping just low enough to graze the hem of her dress where it rode up her thighs. Emma’s vision blurred; she was still a virgin, for fuck’s sake, the word a secret shame, and here she was, arching into him like her hips had a mind of their own.

Blondie’s thigh slotted between hers on the next sway, denim rough against the bare skin above her knee, and a spark licked up her spine, sharp and needy. He was handsome, yeah—blue eyes sharp and confident when he leaned in to murmur something lost to the beat, his breath ghosting her ear—and sweet, too, in that unhurried way. Letting her set the pace, his touches questions instead of claims: a brush of knuckles up her side, pausing when she tensed, then moving when she pressed back. No grabby entitlement, no whiskey-breath demands. Just heat, building slow, her nipples tightening against the sequins’ scratch until they ached.

She rolled her hips deliberate now, grinding down on his thigh with a roll that dragged a low hum from his chest, vibrating straight through her. The friction caught just right, the thin barrier of her knickers already damp from the dancefloor’s sweat and something sharper, and she bit her lip to stifle the gasp. His fingers flexed on her waist, not squeezing, just holding—steady, like he knew she might bolt and was content to wait her out.

Then the opening chords hit—guitar sharp and soaring, that iconic wail cutting through the bass like a knife—and the floor erupted. Mr Brightside. The Killers, unrepentant and anthemic, the whole room a writhing mass of arms thrown skyward, strangers belting lyrics like confessions.

And Callum’s face slammed into her mind, glaring and vivid as a spotlight. He loved them—fucking adored them, not just the Hot Fuss nostalgia period but the new stuff too. He’d dragged her to a gig last spring, both of them squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder in the crush, his arm slung round her waist “for balance” when the crowd surged. She’d teased him mercilessly—God, you’re such a dad about this lot—but secretly loved it, the way his eyes lit up during the encore, voice cracking on the high notes as he sang along.

After that, she’d known exactly what to get him for Christmas: a limited-edition pressing of this exact song, half as a joke, half because he’d lose his shit over it, frame the sleeve and stick it crooked on his wall above that sagging IKEA shelf. She was looking forward to smiling every time she went over there, sprawled on his bed, knowing a piece of her silly heart was pinned up where he could see it every morning.

The tears came sudden and silent, hot tracks carving down her cheeks. No one clocked it—too dark, too chaotic, the strobe painting everything in fractured blue and gold. Blondie’s hand stroked her side, soothing, mistaking the hitch in her breath for a laugh, and she leaned into it harder, grinding with a desperation that bordered on punishment. But the salt stung her lips and the ache in her chest twisted sharper than the throb between her thighs.

Fuck you, Callum, she thought, savage and small. Fuck your plans and your Mia and and the fact you let me fall asleep in your arms without ever actually kissing me.

Her hand found the nape of Blondie’s neck, fingers threading into short, cool hair—nothing like the shaggy warmth she’d clutched yesterday, but it would do. She cupped the back of his head, firm and sure, and tugged him down.

His mouth met hers mid-drop, surprised but eager, lips parting soft and tasting of margaritas. The kiss landed messy, vodka-sweet and urgent, her tongue flicking out to trace his lower lip before she sucked it between her teeth—a bite just sharp enough to make him groan into her mouth. His hands tightened on her hips, pulling her flush, and she kissed him like a challenge, all heat and hurt and the wild need to prove she could want someone else. Someone whose name she didn’t know. Someone who wouldn’t walk away for a girl with wind-chime laughs.

The girls’ whoops blurred into the bassline, Mr Brightside soaring to its frantic peak, and Emma kissed him harder, tears salting their joined lips, her body arching into his like it could grind the heartbreak right out of her skin.

✽✽✽

Callum’s room was a shoebox with ambitions—peeling paint on the walls the colour of old teabags, a single bed that sagged in the middle like it’d given up on life, and a desk piled with history textbooks that mocked him every time he glanced their way. He’d cracked one open an hour ago, determined to bash through a chapter on the Schlieffen Plan before his brain turned to mush. Lectures tomorrow, essay due Friday; at least he could get ahead with something. But the words swam like they were underwater, prose blurring into nonsense because every ten minutes his phone lit up like a bloody flare.

Liv. Of course it was Liv. Live-posting the Manchester massacre like she was embedded with the troops: story after story of sequins and shots, the girls’ faces flushed and fierce under hotel lights, then canal-side selfies with neon reflections dancing in the water. #squadgoals, the caption read on one, hearts exploding like confetti. Callum wasn’t even sure why he was on her Close Friends list, but he didn’t give a toss about that. Not when each buzz dragged his eyes from the page, thumb swiping up on reflex, hoping—stupidly, pathetically—for a glimpse of Emma.

She hadn’t texted back. Not once. All day. After yesterday. After her laugh bubbling against his chest while she humped his thigh like it was the eighth wonder, after he’d spilled across her back with her name on his tongue and her breasts filling his hands like they’d been waiting for him his whole life. Radio silence.

Hurt clawed at his ribs, sharp and insistent, but he shoved it down. Don’t overreact, you daft prick. She’s busy. Busy having a good time. Or regretting the whole thing and needing space to sort her head. Maybe she’d flipped on the Manchester plan days ago and just forgotten to loop him in.

Yeah. That tracked. Liv had been gutted when Emma bailed, and Emma hated letting people down… so a last-minute U-turn made sense. The whole group of them piling north for shots, dancing and bad decisions under the Northern lights.

Buzz.

Another story. The club’s facade this time, all chrome and queues snaking round the block, Liv’s voice crowing we’re in, bitches! Callum’s thumb hovered, then swiped. No Emma in this one. Good. He forced his eyes back to the book—“the German high command, hampered by poor communication”—but the letters danced, mocking him.

Buzz.

A rooftop bar now, heaters glowing like bonfires, the girls clustered round a high table with drinks that looked lethal: blue, fizzy, topped with sparklers. Tara mid-laugh, head thrown back; Sophie chugging something neon with a grimace. Another caption courtesy of Liv: to the bad decisions we haven’t made yet. Emma was there, at the edge—silver dress peeking from her coat like a secret, glitter lids catching the lights, that glossy hair falling straight as a curtain.

She looked... fuck, she looked incredible. Like she could break hearts without trying, all sparkle and sway, the kind of pretty that stopped traffic. His chest went tight, a stupid swell of pride warring with the ache. That’s my girl, he thought, then winced. Not his. Not yet.

But soon, surely? The necklace was in his drawer; the words rehearsed in the mirror till he realised how much of a twat he looked talking to himself. I should’ve kissed you, Em. Been wanting to since that first shit cuppa.

Buzz.

The dancefloor. Bodies blurred in strobe. Liv’s clip panned wild: Sophie twirling Tara, a circle of arms linking up, whoops lost to the drop. Then Emma, swaying loose and liquid, coat long gone, that bandage dress hugging her like sin—arse out, hips rolling slow to something filthy and deep. She was laughing, head tipped back, and for a heartbeat Callum’s breath caught, imagining himself there, hands on those hips, pulling her close till she melted against him like she had in her bed, all gasps and pretty, Callum, so pretty.

He swallowed, hard. Get a grip. Book. Page 147. “It was a high-risk strategy, with little chance of success...”

Buzz.

Another one. Close Friends Only, the circle glowing intimate round the preview. His gut twisted—why him? Why now?—but he tapped anyway, because not knowing was worse.

The video loaded: club dark and pulsing, Mr Brightside ripping through the speakers like a gut punch. The Killers—his Killers, the ones he’d played on repeat till she teased him about needing an intervention. Emma in the centre, silver dress flashing like a blade, back to some bloke’s chest—tall, blond, all clean edges and rolled sleeves. His hands on her waist, polite but there, and she was grinding back, deliberate, dirty, like she meant every roll. The girls whooping in the background, Liv’s camera shaking with laughter.

Then Emma’s hand—small, glitter-flecked—cupped the back of his head, tugging him down. Their mouths crashed, messy and urgent, her tongue visible in the flash: pink and bold, tracing his lip before she bit, sucked, claimed. His hand slid lower, cupping that sparkly little arse like it was his right, fingers digging just enough to dimple the sequins.

The video looped. Once. Twice.

Callum’s jaw locked so hard his teeth ached. The phone creaked in his fist, plastic protesting as he squeezed, knuckles whitening. He wanted to hurl it at the wall—watch it shatter like his stupid, hopeful plans—or scream, raw and ragged, till the neighbours banged on the thin plaster.

What the fuck, Em?

This wasn’t her. Not his Emma, the one who hated clubs—too loud, too many elbows, Cal, I’d rather stay in with your crap Netflix queue—who’d nursed one G&T till it went flat at that freshers’ bash and called it a solid night out. The one who blushed at dirty jokes but whispered “pretty” to his cock while he sat on her bed. He knew she hadn’t kissed anyone all year—not properly, not like this. Knew she was a virgin, the weight of that trust heavy and sweet in his chest since she’d let him see her, all of her, bare and brave on those pink sheets.

If this was her way of saying thanks, but no thanks—drawing a line in the sand without the balls to say it to his face—it fucking gutted him. That was cruel. Cowardly, even.

A tear escaped, hot and furious, tracking down his cheek. He scrubbed it away with his sleeve, angry at the sting, angrier at the ache blooming under his ribs. Jesus. What the fuck? This isn’t you, princess.

He scrubbed roughly at his cheeks and tried not to picture the necklace mocking him silently from the drawer.

✽✽✽

Emma’s heels stuck slightly to the floor as Chris—he’d murmured his name against her ear after that sloppy kiss, breath minty and warm—steered her group toward a corner table, his hand light on the small of her back. Not pushing, just there, a steady anchor in the sway. She blinked at the faces swimming into focus: his mates, apparently, a trio of easy-going lads with that rumpled, post-gig vibe—Jake, Tom and Rich, they yelled over the thumping beats.

She could go home with him. The thought slithered in unbidden, terrifying as freefall, her pulse kicking wild and traitorous between her thighs. Chris—broad shoulders filling out his dark shirt just right, that nice smile flashing every time she tossed her hair—seemed the type who’d expect it, maybe. The way she’d ground back on him out there, hips circling deliberate and dirty, her arse pressing flush against the hard line of him until he’d groaned low and wordless. Nice, though. Restrained, not the grabby sort who’d paw without asking.

And he wasn’t sloshed like her—eyes clear, movements smooth, like he’d paced his pints while she chased oblivion shot by shot. Had he clocked it? The way her words slurred just a touch on the edges, her balance tipping toward him more than the beat? She hoped not, cheeks heating at the thought, a fresh wave of that light, dizzy shame washing over her. Drunk girl sticking her tongue down a stranger’s throat? Classy.

Liv’s laugh cut through, high and delighted, as Tom leaned in with some story about their band, and Emma caught her best mate’s eye, the spark there bright and bold. Liv fancied him, that much was obvious, that flush creeping up her neck when Tom tucked a stray blonde strand behind her ear. The DJ transitioned smooth then, dropping into another cheese bomb—Don’t Stop Believin’—and the table erupted, chairs scraping back as they all surged toward the floor again, a messy conga of elbows and whoops.

Dancing hit different this time. Fun, sudden and impulsive, like flipping a switch in her chest. She got it now, the hype—the way the bass vibrated up through your bones, turning your body liquid and free, every sway a tiny rebellion against the knot in her gut. Chris fell in easy beside her, broad frame a solid shadow, and when she turned to face him—bold, buzzing—he let her lead without a flicker of ego. Her hands found his shoulders, nails digging just a touch into the cotton, and she gyrated slowly, hips tracing figure-eights that dragged her core flush against his thigh.

Callum’s face swam up then, uninvited and glaring, that crooked grin from yesterday—all soft and smug, like he’d unlocked some secret between them. Emma shook it away furious, jaw clenching hard. She was sick of it. Sick of him, of the walls she’d let him peek behind only to get gutted by the boy she’d trusted to see her naked. The one who’d warmed her tea and called her beautiful with his seed still drying on her skin.

She surged up on her toes, cupping Chris’s jaw—stubble rough under her palms—and kissed him sloppier this time, all vodka tongue and desperate bite. Her lips parted wide, sucking his between her teeth until he groaned properly, the sound rumbling straight to her core. Emma felt him then, unmistakable: his erection thick and straining under those dark jeans, pressing insistent against her belly when she arched in. Hot, hard, a promise she could chase if she wanted to—his hand sliding lower to cup her arse again, fingers kneading the flesh through sequins, pulling her closer until she could rock against it, slick and shameless.

The girls’ cheers blurred into the chorus, and Emma kissed him deeper, tasting mint and want, her free hand fisting his shirt as if she could grind the ghost of shaggy hair right out of her head.

It happened in a whirl of elbows and strobe—one of those chaotic group spins, Liv grabbing Sophie’s hand, Sophie snagging Tara’s, Tara reaching for Emma like a daisy chain gone wild. Chris’s mates piled in too, Tom lanky and laughing in the mix, Jake hollering something lost to the drop. Emma twisted, heels catching the edge of her own momentum, the world fracturing into shards of light and shadow.

She spun back into Chris’s chest—solid, warm, the faint scratch of his shirt where the dress dipped low—and without a beat, without a thought, her hands found shoulders, her mouth sought lips. It was autopilot, pure impulse, the kind that hits when the beat owns you and the vodka whispers go, go, go.

His mouth was softer than she’d expected, surprised for a split second before it yielded, his hands fluttering up to her waist like he wasn’t sure where to land. The kiss tasted like lager and lime, sharper than mint, and Emma leaned in deeper on reflex, tongue flicking out to trace the seam of his lips—bold, hungry, chasing the friction she’d lost in the spin. A low hum rumbled from his throat, his fingers flexing tentative on her hips, and for one blurred heartbeat it felt right, electric, the club’s pulse syncing with the throb low in her belly.

Then Liv’s voice sliced through, sharp as glass: “What the fuck, Em?”

The world snapped back. Emma pulled away, blinking through the haze, Tom’s face flushed and wide-eyed under the lights—not Chris, oh God, Tom—his hands dropping like they’d been burned. Liv stood frozen two feet away, arms crossed tight over her chest, that platinum bob framing a face gone pale and furious. The chain had broken; Sophie hovered behind her, mouth open in a shocked O, Tara biting her lip hard enough to blanch it white.

“I—” Emma started, but the words gummed up, vodka-thick and useless. Liv’s eyes flashed, hurt carving deep lines around her mouth, and she spun on her heel, shoving through the crowd without another word. Sophie shot Emma one wide-eyed what the hell? glance before bolting after her, the two of them vanishing into the crush like smoke.

Tara stayed, torn and trembling, her hands twisting together. “Em, babe—”

Tom put his hands up quick, palms out to Chris like he was surrendering to a firing squad. “Sorry, man,” he said, voice pitching high over the bass, cheeks scarlet. “She just—went for it. I didn’t—fuck, sorry.”

Chris’s jaw ticked, but he clapped Tom on the shoulder once, tight and brief—lads’ code, maybe, or just the shock swallowing words. Emma didn’t catch the rest; the air pressed too thick, her skin crawling hot under the sequins, tears pricking sudden and shameful behind her eyes. She mumbled something—excuse me, need air—and bolted, heels clacking erratic over the sticky floor, the crowd parting just enough to let her through like it knew she was breaking.

The loos were a sanctuary of sorts—fluorescent harsh, mirrors fogged at the edges from the heat outside, a queue of girls reapplying gloss and trading war stories. Emma shoved into the first empty stall, door banging shut behind her, and the tears fell then, hot and fast, streaking black through the glitter on her lids.

She slumped onto the toilet, knees to her chest, the cold tile biting through her dress, and sobbed quiet and ragged into her palms. Liv’s face—that raw, betrayed flash—flared in her head like a fresh accusation.

Fuck… what have I done?
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Callum lay sprawled on the sagging bed, sheets twisted round his legs like restraints, staring at the ceiling.

Sleep? A joke. Every time he dragged his eyes shut, there she was: Emma, silver dress flashing under the strobe, that nameless blond prick’s hand cupping her arse like he’d earned it, her tongue slipping past his lips in a wet, careless claim. Over and over, the video looping mercilessly in his head, Liv’s whoops a mocking soundtrack to the gut-punch of it all.

He flipped the lamp on at one a.m., harsh yellow pooling over the necklace box on his nightstand like an accusation. Idiot, he thought, scrubbing his face with both hands. Absolute bell-end. Yesterday she’d been his—warm and wicked in his arms, laughing mid-moan while she rode his thigh to oblivion.

Today? Ghosted. Then this. Some club rat getting what he’d spent a year too scared to ask for: her mouth, her heat, her everything. His chest burned with it, a vicious cocktail of jealousy and hurt that made him want to punch the wall till his knuckles split, or ring her up and demand what the fuck, princess? You kiss him like that and leave me with blue balls and a broken heart?

He didn’t. Texted instead at one-fifteen, hating himself for it: you home safe? Watched the iMessage bubble grey, unread. By one forty-five, the visions had him pacing barefoot over the threadbare rug, jaw so tight it ached. She’s fine. Having a laugh. Deserves it after you wanked all over her like a desperate twat.

The phone buzzed at two-seventeen, shattering the quiet like glass. Not a text, but a call; Callum snatched it up, heart slamming like a bass drop.

“Em? Princess, you alright?”

A sob on the line, wet and wrecked, so raw it punched the air from his lungs. “C-Callum?” Her voice slurred thick, vodka and tears tangling the words. “I’ve ruined everything.”

“Hey, hey—slow down, breathe. Where are you?”

Another hiccup-sob, muffled like she had her face buried in her sleeve. “D-don’t know. Loos. Somewhere loud. I kissed Tom. Tom. Liv’s Tom. And Chris was n-nice but I can’t—I can’t go with him, Cal, I can’t—”

“Whoa, slow—Tom? Who’s—”

“And you lied to me!” The words exploded out, jagged and furious, cutting him off mid-breath. “You fucking lied to me, you bastard. And I let you—God, I let you come on me twice, Cal, on my tits, my back, like a stupid little slut –” A fresh wave of sobs choked her off, the sound splintering something deep in his chest. “I hate you. You’re a bastard and I hate you and I miss you.”

That last bit landed like a roundhouse to the solar plexus, stealing his air, his sense, everything but the sudden, bone-deep need to get to her. Miss you. After the silence, the video, the blond’s hand on her arse. Miss you. The girl who’d ghosted his texts all day, who’d ground against a stranger to the Killers track he’d put on their shared playlist last week. She missed him.

“Em,” he said, voice rough but steady, the one he used when she spiralled over essay deadlines. “Where’s the club? Tell me the name, now.”

“I dunno. Maybe Nexus? I think.” A flush of toilets echoed down the line, tinny and distant, someone banging on a cubicle door. “Lost the girls. Liv’s gone, Sophie’s with her, Tara—fuck, Tara’s gone too, probably thinks I’m a slag. No lift, no room, Cal, I fucked it all—”

“You’re not a slag. You’re pissed and alone and I’m coming to get you. Stay put. Loos, yeah? Don’t move.”

A watery sniff. “It’s ages away. You’ll crash.”

“Like fuck I will.” He was moving before the words left his mouth, yanking on yesterday’s jeans, hoodie half-zipped as he bolted for the door. Grandad’s old banger waited in the car park below—a rattling Ford Fiesta with the dodgy heater and seats that smelled like pipe tobacco. “Emma. Listen. Just stay inside, stay safe. I’m on my way. Three hours, tops.”

A ghost of a laugh, broken but there. “Thank you. No, wait... hate you.”

“I know. Hate me properly tomorrow. Just—stay.”

The line clicked dead, her sobs echoing in his skull as he slammed down the stairs, jaw set like granite. Three hours north in the dead of night, on zero sleep and a heart freshly cracked. For the girl who’d shattered him twice over—once with silence, once with that video, her tongue down some prick’s throat while he lay alone with the memory of her pretty whispers.

He didn’t care. Hurt feelings could wait. She was drunk, alone, scared—lost in some strobe-lit hell with no one to look after her or get her home safe. Some things trumped pride. Some girls were worth the drive.

The engine coughed to life, headlights cutting the dark like a promise. Callum gunned it onto the empty road, Manchester’s glow waiting three hours north, and floored it. For her. Always for her.

✽✽✽

The M6 stretched black and endless under the sodium glow of streetlamps, the Fiesta’s engine whining like it was begging for mercy as Callum pushed ninety in the fast lane. It’d taken him two and a half hours, give or take—he’d shaved the last twenty minutes off by ignoring every speed cam and red light that didn’t have a copper lurking, the roads mercifully empty at stupid o’clock in the morning.

Grandad’s old girl rattled like she was auditioning for a scrapyard, heater blasting tepid air in his face, but he didn’t care. Radio off, phone wedged in the dash cradle on speaker—silent as a grave, no follow-up sobs from Emma, just the ghost of her last words looping in his skull like a bad earworm.

Manchester loomed, all sodium haze and veins of traffic that thinned to nothing as he barrelled toward the town centre. He spotted a supermarket forecourt—shuttered tight, “OPEN 6AM”—and yanked the wheel, tyres chirping as he parked crooked across two bays, half on the kerb. Illegal as fuck, but who gave a toss?

He sprinted the last two streets, trainers slapping wet pavement, breath fogging in the November chill. Up ahead, the club was a hulking shadow, doors yawning shut; there weren’t many people around, save a gaggle of lads in identical tees and a couple tangled tongue-deep against the wall, oblivious to the cold. No glitter. No silver dress. No Emma.

“Shit,” he muttered, scanning the scatter like a hawk. Then—

There, slumped on the kerb under the club’s awning, knees hugged to her chest like she was holding herself together by force. Barefoot, sequins catching the streetlight in dull, defeated flashes, the mini-dress rucked high enough on her thighs to make his gut clench. Mascara smudged in black rivers down her cheeks, hair a glossy tangle over one shoulder, skin pale as milk under the sodium.

“Em,” he breathed, half-relief, half-rage, legs eating the distance in three strides. She didn’t look up, eyes unfocused on some middle distance, shivering in fits like the cold had finally sunk its claws in.

He dropped to a crouch, close enough to smell the vodka-sweet tang of her breath, the faint vanilla underneath that always clung to her skin. “Emma. Hey.”

A blink, slow and slurry. “Cal?”

Up close she looked smaller, tinier—fragility hitting him like a slap, all that sparkle dulled to wreckage. “Where the fuck are your shoes?”

She shrugged, shoulders hitching like it took effort, gaze drifting to her painted toes curling against the grit. “Hurt. Took ‘em off. Somewhere.”

Christ. Still sloshed, pale as a ghost—there was every chance she hadn’t eaten properly since yesterday’s pizza, he reckoned. Concern warred with the anger bubbling hot under his ribs—you ghost me, snog some prick on video, then ring me sobbing like I’m your bloody lifeline?—but the anger lost. She was here. She was safe.

“Right. C’mere.” He scooped her up without asking—she was nothing, a featherweight of sequins and sobs, legs dangling loose as he hooked an arm under her knees and hauled her against his chest. She stiffened for a beat, then melted, face burrowing into his neck with a whimper that twisted the knife deeper. He kicked off toward the car, her bare feet brushing his calves, the chill of her skin seeping through his hoodie like an accusation.

The place he’d parked was still mercifully free of traffic wardens; Callum shouldered the Fiesta’s door open one-handed, the other guarding her head as he bundled her into the passenger seat. She curled fetal immediately, arms wrapping round her middle, shivers wracking her frame. “Cold,” she mumbled, teeth chattering on the edges.

“Hang on.” He yanked his hoodie off—the ratty black one with the frayed cuffs—and draped it over her like a blanket, tugging it down to cover those endless legs, the hem of her dress riding scandalously up. She clutched the collar to her nose, inhaling deep like it was oxygen, and fuck if that didn’t crack something in his chest.

He buckled her in carefully, clicking the belt low across her hips, fingers brushing the bare skin of her thigh where sequins gave way to goosebumps. She didn’t flinch. Just watched him, eyes glassy and red-rimmed, like he was the only solid thing in the world.

“Stay there,” he said, soft but firm, and rounded to the driver’s side, slamming in and cranking the heater to max. The engine grumbled protest, but hot air blasted eventually, filling the car with that faint, comforting rumble. He slumped back, hands gripping the wheel at ten and two, heart still hammering like he’d run the whole way from London.

Found her. Got her. Safe. Shoes or no shoes, kiss or no kiss, she’d rung him. Not Liv, not Sophie, not that blond tosser from the video. Him.

The anger could wait no longer. It boiled up slow, then fierce, his jaw creaking as he bit down. “Em,” he started, voice low and edged, turning to face her proper. She was half-buried in his hoodie now, sleeves swallowing her hands, peeking at him like a wary cat. Beautiful, even wrecked—glitter smeared like warpaint, lips bitten berry-dark, that dress hugging curves he’d mapped with his palms not twenty-four hours ago. “What the fuck was that video?”

Her chin wobbled, fresh tears spilling silent down her cheeks. “What video?”

“Don’t give me that. You and that prick. Tongue out like you were starving for it.” The words came sharper than he meant, jealousy twisting them venomous, but he couldn’t stop. “After yesterday? After you let me—Christ, Em, we fell asleep in each other’s arms, and now you’re snogging strangers? What am I supposed to think?”

Emma’s chin wobbled, fresh tears carving black tracks through the mascara ruins on her cheeks. She swiped at them with the too-long sleeve of his hoodie, leaving smears on the cuff, her breath hitching in vodka-thick hitches. “What—what do you want me to say?” The words slurred out jagged, disjointed, like she’d grabbed them from the floor and flung them anyway. “That I—I kissed him? Two hims? Like a proper little slut, Cal. Spun around and grabbed the wrong one.”

Her voice pitched higher, slurring into sobs, the anger in it aimed wild, trying to land blows. “Liv hates me now. Really hates. Stormed off, Sophie’s with her, Tara’s—fuck, lost Tara too. That’s why I called you. ‘Cause I’ve got no one else. You happy now?”

The car felt smaller, the air thickening with her words, windows starting to fog at the edges from the heat of their breathing, the salt of her tears. Callum’s hands flexed on the wheel, knuckles bone-white, a storm cracking behind his eyes. “Two guys? Jesus, Em.” His voice broke on the edges, raw and wrecked, leaning in like he could shake the truth into sense. “Why are you trying to break my heart? I get it—you don’t want me, fine, message received loud and fucking clear. But you don’t have to be cruel. Not like this.”

Emma’s face crumpled, then ignited—a flash of fury through the drunk haze, her small fists balling in the hoodie sleeves. “I know about Mia, you fucking liar!”

His head spun, the world tilting sharp in the dash glow. Oh, shit. The text. The ghost that had haunted his day, the silence he’d chalked up to her needing space. “Mia? Em, that wasn’t—”

“You left for her!” she choked out, the sound bouncing off the fogged glass, her body lurching forward against the belt like she could claw the lie out of him. “I saw it, Cal, on your phone while you were downstairs charming Mum with all your bullshit. And I—I let you touch me, come on me, like some desperate little—” The sobs choked her again, hot and heaving, windows misting thicker now, the car a steamed-up confessional.

“I didn’t go!” Callum shot back, voice cracking, fury surging to match hers as he yanked his phone from the cradle, thumb stabbing the screen alive. “Cancelled it the second I left yours! Right then and there. Listen, you little idiot.”

He grabbed his phone, scrolling fast and hitting play before she could spit more venom, the recording blasting tinny and distorted in the four a.m. silence. “Hey, Mia. It’s Callum. Look, something came up with my best mate—proper emergency, nothing I can bail on. Really gutted, yeah? Rain check? Owe you a drink. Or ten.”

The voice note cut off abruptly, Mia’s name hanging in the steamed-up air like smoke from a spent fuse. Emma stared at the phone in his hand, then at him, her eyes glassy and red-rimmed, glitter flaking onto the hoodie sleeves like defeated stars. The tears had slowed to a trickle, but her breath came in shallow hitches, vodka-sharp and uneven.

“Rain check,” she echoed, the words slurring soft but sharp, like she’d tasted something bitter. “That means... you still want to. With her. Owe her drinks. Ten, you said. That’s not—that’s not nothing, Cal.”

He set the phone down on the dash and turned to face her properly—knees bumping the gearstick, the space between them too small. “Em. It means never. Full stop. I said it to be nice, yeah? Let her down easy. But I meant it—no drinks, no Mia, no nothing.”

His voice dipped low, rough around the corners, the anger from before curdling into something rawer, more exposed. “I was excited about her. Before. But only ‘cause... fuck, only ‘cause I never let myself think about you that way. Not properly.”

She blinked slow, processing through the haze, her lower lip caught between her teeth—still swollen from kissing, from the reckless night that had landed her here. “But yesterday—”

“Yesterday changed everything.” He reached across then, couldn’t not, his hand finding hers where it clutched the hoodie hem. “What we did... holding you, feeling you come apart on my leg—fuck, Em, that was it. That was everything. All I could see was you.”

Her face crumpled then, slow and shattering—the fight leaching out in a fresh wave of tears that spilled hot down her cheeks, soaking into the hoodie’s collar. She squeezed his hand back, fierce and trembling, her small frame curling toward him across the console like she could fold into his side if she tried hard enough. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, voice cracking small and soaked.

“Sorry doesn’t fix all this.” He pulled his hand back, the loss of contact hitting him like a slap even as the anger flared fresh. “You realise I binned Mia before I even turned the corner. Drove three hours thinking you were alone and scared, and what do I find? You snogging half of Manchester.” His voice cracked on the end, raw and ragged, the windows fogging thicker from the heat of it, her sobs, the salt-sting air between them. “I get the hurt. I do. But trying to hurt me back like that… it’s cruel. And I—fuck, I don’t know if I can just... get over it.”

She flinched, curling smaller, fresh tears spilling silent now, her breath hitching in quiet, devastated gasps. “Cal—”

“No. Just let me think for a minute.” He twisted the key sharp, the engine coughing to life with a reluctant growl, and pulled out onto the empty road, Manchester’s sodium haze shrinking small in the rearview. The silence fell heavy then, broken only by the rattle of the heater and the soft, uneven rhythm of her crying—muffled into the hoodie collar, shoulders shaking in tiny, defeated tremors.

Her hand found his on the gearstick after a mile, cold fingers sliding over his knuckles, squeezing tentative and tight, like a plea wrapped in frost. He didn’t pull away. Couldn’t. But he kept his eyes fixed on the black ribbon of tarmac unspooling ahead, jaw set like stone, heart a bruised, stubborn knot refusing to unclench.

Not yet. Maybe not ever.
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The M6 blurred at the edges halfway down, sodium lamps smearing into comet tails that made Callum’s eyelids droop heavy as lead weights. Two hours in, and the adrenaline crash hit like a brick to the skull—his vision fuzzing grey, the white lines on the tarmac doubling and wobbling like he’d had one too many.

Dangerous, even with the roads empty as a graveyard at four a.m., lorries rumbling past like distant thunder. He’d promised Mum, cross his heart and hope to die: no driving knackered, not after Ben. His brother, cocky twenty-two-year-old Ben, who’d nodded off at the wheel on the A1 that one black winter night, Fiesta flipping twice into a ditch before the airbags punched him awake. Nearly died. Spent a month in traction, Mum aging a decade in the waiting room. Promise me, Cal. Eyes open or engine off.

“Fuck,” he muttered, clicking on the indicator as a hotel sign loomed out of the dark like a neon lifeline. He yanked the wheel, tyres crunching over the slip road, and pulled into the car park. Engine dead, keys jangling in his fist, he slumped against the wheel for a beat, breath fogging the glass.

Beside him, Emma was out cold—or close to it—curled fetal in his hoodie, sequins dulled to dull silver under the dash glow, her bare feet tucked up like she was hiding from the world. Crying had worn her ragged; soft, hiccuping snores puffed against the collar, her hand still limp on the gearstick where it’d squeezed his earlier. He wanted to hate her for it—the kisses, the video, the cruel twist of I miss you after snogging two random strangers—but the sight of her, small and spent, just twisted the knife deeper.

Reception was a fluorescent purgatory: beige carpet that smelled like yesterday’s fry-up, a clock ticking loud over the hum of an ancient vending machine. The night clerk—mid-forties, moustache like a sad caterpillar—took his sweet time ambling out from the back. Callum drummed his fingers on the counter, stone-faced and rumpled, while Emma swayed beside him, mascara trails carving goth rivers down her cheeks.

They must’ve looked a right state—him like a pissed-off bodyguard, her like a disco casualty fresh from a bender—but the clerk didn’t blink. Just slid a form across with a chewed-up biro. “Only doubles left. No twins. Will it be one room or two?”

“Two,” Callum snapped, reaching for his wallet. Emma tugged his sleeve then, hesitant and guilty, her fingers cold through the cotton.

“Just share one,” she mumbled, eyes down, voice thick with the dregs of drunk. “We’re adults. Can manage.”

He shot her a look—sharp, searching—but nodded once, jaw tight. Adults. Yeah. Adults who’d wanked each other off yesterday and made out with Mancunian arseholes tonight. The clerk handed over a keycard with a plastic smile, like he’d clocked a thousand walk-of-shames before breakfast.

Room 217 was a beige box: one double bed with a dip in the middle like it’d seen plenty of action, telly bolted to the wall, curtains thin enough to show the motorway’s ghostly glow behind them. Emma vanished into the en-suite without a word, door clicking soft behind her, the shower hissing to life like white noise to drown out his racing thoughts.

Callum paced twice, then realised he was starving—properly hollowed out from the drive and from worrying about her. The vending machine downstairs yielded crisps (salt and vinegar), a sad pouch of trail mix (mostly raisins, for fuck’s sake), and a couple of granola bars that tasted like sawdust. He almost skipped the Haribo when he saw it—but something made his fingers move anyway. Even when I’m furious with you, he thought, thumbing coins into the slot, I’m still buying your stupid sweets. The packet dropped with a smug little thud, bright worms grinning up at him like they knew exactly how much of a mug he was.

He took the lift back up, beeping into their room with the keycard, and there she was: stepping out of the steam-wreathed bathroom, skin flushed pink from the heat, hair a damp curtain clinging to her shoulders. She had a towel wrapped tight around her—too small, riding high on her thighs, the edge dipping low enough to show the curve of her breasts where they pressed against the soft white linen. No makeup now, just scrubbed-clean Emma, staggeringly beautiful in the harsh lamp glow: freckles faint across her nose, lips chapped from all the biting and kissing and crying, eyes huge and shadowed like bruised violets.

She eyed the snacks in his hands, a ghost of a smile flickering—small and grateful. “Thanks,” she whispered, voice still rough from their argument.

He dumped the lot on the bed, and they sank into it side by side—cross-legged, awkward as strangers on a blind date, the mattress dipping them closer than he liked. Stilted chat filled the gaps: no Manchester, no Mia, no video, skating round every painful subject. By their standards it was glacial, pauses stretching like taffy, every laugh forced and fragile. She nibbled a granola bar while he demolished the crisps, salt stinging the cut on his lip from where he’d chewed it raw.

When the wrappers lay empty, Callum cleared his throat awkwardly. “I can crash on top,” he said, nodding at the duvet. “Outside the covers. You get in—that towel’s not thick enough, and you need the warmth.”

Her lip trembled then, quick and treacherous, the towel clutched tighter across her chest like a shield. “Please don’t,” she whispered, voice cracking small in the lamplight. “Please don’t be kind to me if you’re not going to be my friend any more. That’s actually worse. I don’t think I can get over you if you keep being nice to me.”

✽✽✽

Something in Callum’s chest cracked then, a fault line splitting wide under the weight of her whisper—raw and wrecked, her eyes huge and pleading in the lamp’s unforgiving glow. “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, voice thick and breaking, and before he could talk himself out of it, he took her by the arm—gentle, but unyielding—and pulled her into him. She came easy, a soft collision of towel and T-shirt, her damp skin seeping warmth through the cotton as his arms wrapped round her middle, hauling her close till there was no space left for the hurt to breathe.

“I’m always going to be your friend, you little idiot,” he muttered into her hair, one hand splaying wide across her back to hold her steady. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’m just... exhausted. And sad. And yeah, I’m pissed off, but... it’ll pass. It always does with us.”

Emma clung like he was the only solid thing left, her face burrowing into the crook of his neck, chest heaving with fresh sobs that shook them both. The towel slipped then—a quiet whisper against her skin—and she didn’t bother fixing it, didn’t even flinch. He felt her breasts spill free against his shirt, hot and heavy, the soft weight of them pressing flush to his ribs, nipples tightening in the room’s cool air until they dragged faint friction with every shuddering breath.

The contact hit him low and vicious, a spark that licked straight to his cock despite the ache in his throat, but he didn’t pull away. Couldn’t. Just held her tighter, inhaling the clean steam of her skin, the faint vanilla clinging underneath like a memory he couldn’t shake.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, over and over, the words muffled hot against his collarbone, her tears soaking through to his skin. “I’m so sorry, Cal. I didn’t mean it. Didn’t even like it. He didn’t taste like you.”

He hesitated there, heart hammering against her cheek, the room shrinking to the press of her body and the wild thump in his veins. Now or never. The necklace was still sitting in his drawer back home, but the words—these words—were the real risk, the ones that could shatter them if he got this wrong.

“Em,” he started, voice cracking rough on her name, his forehead dropping to rest against hers, breaths mingling close and ragged. “I think I love you.”

The words tumbled out, simple and seismic, hanging between them like they’d been waiting years to breathe. Emma’s eyes fluttered wide, a fresh tear spilling hot down her cheek; he swiped it away gently, his other hand cradling the nape of her neck. “Have for ages,” he went on. “Longer than I let myself admit, even in my own thick skull. From that first shit cuppa in halls when you lobbed a teabag at my head—I was gone.”

A watery laugh bubbled from her then, half-sob, her forehead pressing harder against his, eyes squeezing shut as if the memory hurt and healed all at once. “Kept it boxed up, though. Told myself you were too pretty for me. Out of my league, yeah? But yesterday...” He trailed off, swallowing thickly, his hand tilting her face just enough to catch her gaze—huge and shimmering, stripped bare. “Fuck, holding you like that… it ruined me, Emma. I can’t think of anyone else.”

“And I can’t—I can’t do this halfway, princess.” His voice roughened, edged with fear, his grip tightening just a fraction on her jaw. “Not if you’re gonna hurt me like that, going out and kissing strangers because we’ve had a stupid fight. I can’t go through that again. I won’t.”

A tear escaped her then, silent and slow, carving a fresh path down her cheek; she didn’t wipe it, just held his gaze.

“I love you too much to risk it,” he pressed on, the words fierce now, his forehead bumping hers again, breaths tangling. “To risk losing you. It’d kill me, Em. Properly end me. So if you’re not serious, if this is just vodka and regret and a one-off wank between mates—then we go back to just being friends. I’ll shag someone else, find the spark somewhere safe.

“But find another best mate like you?” He swallowed hard, the truth landing like a gut punch even as he said it. “Never. Not in a million years. I fucking love you, princess.”

Emma’s breath shattered out—a soft, wrecked sob—and then she was throwing her arms round his neck, fierce and feral, the towel whispering loose as she surged up, legs parting wider to straddle him properly. It pooled forgotten at her waist, baring her to the cool air, but she didn’t care, didn’t pause—just crashed her mouth to his with wild abandon, all heat and salt and surrender, tongue plunging deep to taste him like she’d been starving for it.

Her small breasts crushed flush to his chest, nipples hard and dragging fire through his shirt with every desperate grind, her hips rocking instinctive against the ridge straining his jeans, slick heat blooming where they met. He groaned into her, hands finding her hips—bare now, smooth and trembling—gripping hard enough to dimple the flesh, pulling her down till she gasped his name like a curse, the room spinning hot and hazy around them.

“Take,” Emma gasped deliberately, her voice a wrecked, demanding rasp against his mouth, “your fucking clothes off already.”

✽✽✽

Callum broke the kiss with a low, shattered laugh—half-groan, half-prayer—his hands flexing on her hips like he was afraid she’d vanish if he let go. “Bossy,” he murmured, but there was no annoyance in it, just heat and hunger. He surged up, towing her with him in a tangle of limbs, the towel whispering fully free now. She was bare under him—all flushed pink skin and damp hair, breasts rising sharp with every panting breath, nipples tight and begging. Beautiful. His.

He yanked his shirt over his head in one rough pull, the fabric catching on his watch before it hit the floor, then shoved at his jeans—button popping free, zipper loud in the quiet room. Emma watched, propped on her elbows, eyes greedy. The flat plane of his chest, the faint arrow of hair pointing the way, and then his cock, heavy, curved, slapping up against his stomach the second the waistband dropped, the head swollen and glossy, pulsing once as if it recognised her from last night.

“Fuck,” she breathed, reaching for him—fingers brushing the underside, tentative and reverent—but he caught her wrist, pressing a kiss to her palm, then her knuckles, then the frantic pulse at her inner elbow.

“Not yet,” he said, voice gravel-thick, easing her back against the pillows with hands that trembled just a fraction. “My turn first. Every inch, princess. Gonna kiss you till you forget tonight ever happened.”

She shivered under him, legs parting instinctive as he settled between them—not entering, not yet, just there, the heat of him kissing her inner thighs like a promise. He started slow, deliberate: lips ghosting her collarbone, tongue flicking the hollow at the base of her throat where her pulse hammered wild. Emma arched, a soft whine escaping, her hands fisting the sheets as he trailed lower—nipping the swell of one breast, then the other, breathing hot against her skin until goosebumps raced in his wake. “Cal—”

“Shh.” He cupped one small mound gently, thumb circling the peak till it pebbled harder, then leaned in—mouth closing warm and wet over her nipple, sucking slow, tongue laving the tight bud like it was the sweetest thing he’d ever tasted. Emma gasped, back bowing off the bed, a laugh bubbling up through the moan—half-hysterical, half-delighted—as he lavished the same attention on its twin, teeth grazing just enough to spark without stinging.

“You’re—God, you’re amazing,” she choked, tears pricking her eyes again, but she was smiling through it, fingers threading into his hair to hold him there. “That feels s-stupidly good.”

He lifted his head, mouth shiny and swollen, eyes locked on hers with that crooked, devastating grin. “Yeah?” He kissed the underside then, soft and lingering, tracing the curve with lips and tongue until she was squirming, laughing wet and wild, tears spilling hot down her temples. “Feels good for me, too.”

Another suck, deeper this time, his hand kneading the other breast—not rough, but firm, possessive, rolling the nipple between thumb and forefinger till she keened, the sound twisting straight to his cock where it nudged insistent against her thigh.

“Cal—please—”

He soothed her with a kiss to the valley between, then lower: ribs, the soft give of her belly, the smooth dip of her navel. “Gonna taste you now,” he murmured against the crease of her thigh, breath feathering hot over her folds—already slick and swollen, parting easy for him, the scent of her arousal hitting him like a drug. “Every drop, Em. Been dreaming of this.”

She nodded frantic, legs falling wider, and he dove in—mouth sealing over her clit with a slow, reverent lick that had her hips bucking, a choked fuck tearing from her throat. He groaned against her, the vibration pulling a gasp from her lungs, his tongue circling lazy and thorough, lapping at the wetness gathering at her entrance before sucking gently on the bud. She was sweet-sharp, salt and vanilla, flooding his mouth as he worked her open—one finger sliding in easy, then two, curling slow against that spot that made her thighs quake. He ate her like a starving man, relentless and tender: broad licks, pointed flicks, lips sealing to suckle until she was a mess of moans and pleas, fingers yanking his hair in desperate tugs.

“Cal—fuck—please—” She was giggling through it now, breathless and wild, happy tears streaking her temples as she hauled him up by the strands, his chin slick and shining when he surfaced, lips swollen and smug.

“Please what, princess?” he rasped, crawling up her body, pinning her under his weight—cock dragging hot and heavy along her thigh, leaving a wet trail. “Want me inside you? The real thing?”

Emma nodded, eyes dark and desperate, her hands roaming his back, nails digging crescents into his shoulders. “Yes—God, yes. Been wet since yesterday. Take it, Cal. I’m ready.”

He kissed her then, slow and deep, letting her taste herself on his tongue—musky and intimate as sin—while he notched himself at her entrance—slick folds parting easily, pulling him in with a heat that stole his breath. “Gonna go slow,” he promised, forehead to hers, one hand bracing beside her head, the other guiding his hips. “Tell me if—”

“Now,” she gasped, arching up, her hands sliding down to grip his arse—nails biting half-moons into his skin as she yanked him forward, pulling him deep in one desperate slide. He bottomed out with a groan that rattled from his chest, her walls clenching velvet-tight around him, so wet and warm and snug. “Fuck—Cal—”

“Easy,” he panted, holding still inside her, every muscle locked to keep from thrusting wild, his mouth trailing kisses along her jaw, her throat, anywhere he could reach. “You feel—Christ, you’re perfect. So tight, taking my cock like you were made for it.” She was—hot and fluttering, her hips canting up instinctively to meet him, chasing the fullness, the stretch that bordered ache and bliss.

He started slow then, shallow rocks that dragged his cock along her walls, grinding deep on every pass until she was moaning steady, tears pricking her eyes again. “Mine,” he growled against her neck, the word slipping out possessive and raw, his hand sliding between them to circle her clit—slick and swollen, pulling a keen from her throat. “Say it, Em. Promise me—nobody else. This body’s mine. You’re mine.”

She laughed then—breathless, wicked, the sound hitching into a sob as he thrust deeper, harder, the bed creaking under them. “Jealous much?” But her eyes went soft when she saw his face—serious, fierce, love carved deep in the lines around his mouth—and the laugh died into something tender, her hands cupping his cheeks to pull him down for a messy kiss.

“Yours,” she whispered against his lips, voice cracking sweet. “Only yours, Cal. No one else’s. Fuck—harder.”

That snapped him—restraint fraying as she clamped down around him, her heels digging into his arse to urge him on. He drove into her then, intense and punishing, the wet slap of skin echoing filthy in the room, her small breasts bouncing with every thrust, nipples grazing his chest like sparks. She fucked him back fiercely—hips snapping up to meet him, nails raking red trails down his back, her mouth claiming his in bites and sucks that left them both bruised and breathless.

“Right there,” she gasped, head thrown back, throat working on a moan as he angled deep, hitting that spot that made her walls flutter wild. “God, Cal—yours, all yours—don’t stop—”

He didn’t—couldn’t, pounding into her with everything he had, the coil in his gut winding tighter, her cries pushing him toward the edge. She shattered first—clenching hot and vise-tight around him, a broken Cal! tearing from her throat as she came, slick gushing around his cock, pulling him under with her. He followed with a guttural groan, spilling deep inside her, hips stuttering erratic as waves of pleasure crashed through him, leaving him wrecked and trembling on top of her.

They collapsed in a tangle of limbs, breaths panting hot against sweat-slick skin, Callum bracing his weight on his forearms to keep from crushing her. Emma’s legs stayed locked round him, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on his back, the room spinning slow back into focus around them.

“Mine,” he whispered one last time, pressing a kiss to her temple, her cheek, the corner of her swollen mouth. She hummed, content and spent, nuzzling into his neck like she belonged there.

In a way, Callum thought to himself dazedly, she always had.
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Emma drifted awake slowly, the room still dark except for the faint motorway glow bleeding through the curtains. Her body felt... used. Deliciously used. A sweet, deep ache between her thighs, a sticky warmth cooling on her skin, the faint throb of bruises blooming where his fingers had gripped too tight. She didn’t dare look at the sheets—doubtless there was a stain—but whatever industrial 100-degree wash they used in places like this had to be good enough to get her virginity out of the duvet, right?

She rolled toward him, lazy and loose-limbed, and let her hand wander under the covers. There—his cock, half-hard and heavy against his thigh, twitching slightly as her fingers brushed it. Probably dreaming about her. The thought sent a slow, syrupy thrill through her belly. She could just... touch him now. No permission, no careful “just friends” dance. Hers.

She leaned in, pressing the softest kiss to the corner of his mouth, then his jaw, the stubble rasping her lips. “Cal,” she whispered, fingers curling gently around him, feeling him swell under her palm. “Wake up. Want to play some more?”

Callum stirred with a low, sleepy hum, eyes blinking open to slits of hazel, a slow grin spreading across his face when he registered her—naked, flushed, curled against him like she belonged there. “Fuck yes,” he rasped, voice gravel-rough with sleep, and kissed her back—slow and filthy, tongue sliding against hers like he was tasting her dreams.

Emma pulled back just enough to breathe, her hand still stroking him lazy and sure, but when she slipped her own fingers between her legs she hissed—too sensitive, the folds swollen and slick, every touch sparking bright and sharp. She needed warming up. Needed to look in his eyes again, see how much he wanted her.

She nipped his lower lip, then soothed it with her tongue, voice dropping to a low, wicked register she didn’t know she had. “You know what you did to me, Callum?” Her thumb circled the head of his cock, spreading the bead of pre-come gathering there. “You took my virginity. Hours ago. In this bed. I was a good little virgin—never let anyone inside me, never even let anyone see what I was hiding—and then you... ruined me.”

He groaned, hips bucking into her fist, eyes darkening as he caught the game. “Yeah?” he rasped, voice thick. “Is that right?”

“I was so innocent,” she whispered, pressing kisses along his jaw, her free hand guiding his to her breast—letting him feel how her nipple pebbled instantly under his palm. “Never had a cock in me, never even close. And you just... slid in. So deep. Stretched me open like I was made for you. I can still feel it—the way you filled me up, the way it burned just right when you pushed all the way in and made me yours.”

Callum’s breath hitched, his cock fully hard now, throbbing hot in her grip. “Christ, Em—”

“I was a virgin,” she went on, voice trembling with the truth of it, the filth of it, “and now I’m not. Because of you. You took it—took me—and I loved it. Loved feeling you lose control inside me, loved knowing I was the first one to have you like that. The only one who ever will.”

She shifted, straddling his thigh again, letting him feel how wet she was getting just from the words, from the memory. “You ruined me so good, Cal. Turned your best friend into your little slut. And I want you to do it again.”

He surged up then, kissing her fierce and filthy, hands sliding to grip her arse and pull her flush against him. “Mine,” he growled against her mouth, echoing the possessive edge from earlier, but softer now, reverent. “Only mine. Always.”

Emma laughed, breathless and giddy, guiding him back inside her with a slow, deliberate roll of her hips—sore and perfect and his. “You feel that?” she whispered, voice low and filthy, rolling her hips just enough to make him throb. “That’s what you did to me. My little cunt was so innocent yesterday, Cal. So pink and sweet and shaved smooth just because I liked how it felt under my own fingers. Never been stretched, never been filled, never even had a tongue inside it until you licked me open like dessert.”

She clenched again, harder this time, watching his eyes roll back. “And now look at it. Stuffed full of your cock. Ruined. All puffy and dripping and shaped like you.”

He groaned, hips jerking up involuntarily, but she pinned him with her weight, nails digging into his chest.

“Uh-uh,” she teased, breath hitching as another deliberate squeeze rippled through her. “Feel how wet I am? That’s what happens when I remember how gently you pushed in the first time… and how I grabbed your arse and made you fuck me deeper anyway. My innocent little cunt didn’t stand a chance. You wrecked it so good it’s still fluttering around you, trying to keep you inside forever.”

Another squeeze—slow, deliberate, milking him from root to tip—and his breath fractured into a broken moan.

“I was so pure,” she went on, voice trembling with how turned on the words made her, “and now I’m just your filthy little ex-virgin who can’t stop clenching on the cock that ruined her. Bet it’s all pink and swollen for you, Cal. Bet if you pulled out right now you’d see how pretty it looks stretched around nothing, begging to be filled again.”

“Em, I’m gonna—”

“Not yet,” she whispered, clenching hard one last time, a wicked pulse that dragged a strangled curse from his throat. “You made me yours. Now you get to feel exactly how grateful this freshly-ruined cunt is.”

Callum’s hands slid up her back, fingers threading into her hair—and then, with a wicked grin, he deliberately ruffled her fringe into total chaos, the straight curtain he knew she spent twenty minutes perfecting every morning now sticking up in sweaty spikes.

“Hey!” Emma squeaked, trying to bat his hand away even as her hips kept rocking. “My hair, you bastard—”

“Love it messy,” he said, voice low and rough with laughter, thrusting up slow and deep just to watch her eyes flutter. “Love knowing I’m the one who fucked it up.” He did it again, fingers combing through the strands until they fell wild across her forehead, then smoothed one lock down only to immediately ruin it again. “There. Perfect.”

She tried to glare, but it melted into a breathless laugh when he leaned in and caught a nipple between his teeth—gentle, playful, just enough sting to make her gasp and clench around him.

“Speaking of perfect,” he murmured against her skin, tongue flicking the tight peak, “you know you’re the first girl who’s ever had this cock inside her, right?”

Emma stilled, hips pausing mid-roll, eyes going wide and glassy.

“Yeah,” he went on, voice teasing but thick with truth, giving another lazy thrust that dragged a moan from her throat. “Never fucked anyone before tonight. You’re the first one who’s ever felt me raw, Em. First one to take me this deep, squeeze me this tight, ruin me so completely that no one else is ever gonna feel good enough.”

He nipped her other nipple, soothed it with a slow lick, and grinned when she whimpered.

“Think that’s hot?” he asked, playful, thumb brushing her lower lip. “A guy being a virgin? Or is it just pathetic?”

Emma’s eyes filled instantly, happy tears spilling over as she shook her head hard enough to send her ruined fringe flying.

“Yes,” she whispered, voice cracking with wonder, leaning down to kiss him soft and sloppy and perfect. “Yes, it’s fucking hot. It means I’m special. Means I’m your first, Cal. Your only.”

“Damn right you are,” he growled, hands sliding to her arse to pull her down harder on the next thrust. “And you’re my last, princess. No one else gets a night like this. No one else gets to feel how perfect you are, how you flutter when you come, how you say my name like you can’t believe it. You’ve ruined me, Em. Happily. Completely. Forever.”

She laughed then, wet and joyous, kissing him through the tears as their rhythm turned frantic again—her breath coming in short, desperate gasps, her thighs trembling around his hips as she chased the edge that kept dancing just out of reach.

“Cal,” she whined, nails scraping down his back, “please—pin me down and fuck me properly. Hard. Need it.”

Callum stilled for a heartbeat, buried deep, and a wicked grin spread across his face—slow, delighted, utterly evil.

“Only,” he said, voice low and teasing, “if you give me special permission to absolutely destroy your fringe.”

Emma let out a strangled groan, half-laugh, half-sob. “What is it with you and my fringe?”

He dipped his head, kissing her slow and filthy, tongue sliding against hers until she was dizzy.

“Two things,” he murmured against her lips, nipping the bottom one. “One—I like messing you up. Tilting your little princess crown. Seeing perfect Emma come undone because of me.” Another kiss, softer this time, right at the corner of her mouth. “And two—no one else on earth gets to touch it. You’d murder them. But you let me do it, because I’m different. I’m yours.”

She stared up at him, chest heaving, eyes glassy with want and something dangerously close to tears again.

“You absolute menace,” she muttered, but the fight had gone out of her voice. “Fine. Permission granted. But you’d better fuck me till I see stars, Callum, or I swear—”

He didn’t let her finish.

His hands shot up, fingers diving into her hair, ruffling and tugging until the sleek curtain was a glorious, sweaty disaster—strands sticking out at mad angles, falling into her eyes, completely wrecked. She yelped, half-protest, half-moan, and then he was moving—pinning her wrists above her head with one hand, the other gripping her hip hard enough to bruise.

“Hold on, princess,” he growled, and slammed into her.

Hard.

The bedframe rattled against the wall, headboard knocking a steady rhythm as he set a brutal, perfect pace—deep, punishing strokes that dragged over every sensitive spot inside her, his hips snapping forward with a force that punched the air from her lungs. Emma’s back arched off the mattress, a broken cry tearing from her throat as he fucked her exactly how she’d begged—raw, relentless, owning.

Her vision blurred at the edges, tears and pleasure and the sheer overwhelming sensation of him, his cock driving into her again and again, the ruined fringe tickling her forehead with every thrust. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, could only take it—legs wrapped tight around his waist, heels digging into his arse, urging him deeper, harder, more.

“Mine,” he snarled, releasing her wrists to grip both hips and angle her just right, hitting that spot that made her sob his name. “This cunt, these tits, this everything—fucking mine.”

“Yes—yours—Cal—” The orgasm crashed over her without warning, a white-hot wave that tore a scream from her throat, her whole body seizing as she came undone around him, clenching so tight he groaned like he was dying.

He followed seconds later, burying himself to the hilt with a final, shuddering thrust, spilling deep inside her with her name on his lips like a prayer.

✽✽✽

They collapsed in a sweaty, trembling heap—her fringe a catastrophe, his grin pressed to her shoulder, both of them laughing breathlessly into the dark. Callum’s fingers were still lazily combing through the chaos of her hair when he tilted his head, that crooked grin creeping back.

“Got any secret fantasies to match my weird hair thing?” he asked, voice soft and teasing, thumb stroking the shell of her ear. “Fair’s fair, princess. Spill.”

Emma’s cheeks went scarlet instantly, the blush racing down her chest in a hot wave. She buried her face in his neck with a groan. “Shut up.”

“No chance.” He nudged her nose with his. “Come on. You just let me ruin your virginity and your hairstyle in the same night. I think we’re past secrets.”

She peeked up at him, biting her lip, then hid again. “It’s embarrassing.”

“More embarrassing than me admitting I wank to the thought of your fringe getting messed up?” He kissed the top of her head. “Doubt it.”

A long breath, then the words tumbled out in a rush. “I liked being scouted, okay? The idea of someone wanting to look at me that much… it’s hot. So I sometimes think about being filmed. Or photographed, maybe.” She risked a glance; his eyebrows were up, but his eyes were dark and interested, not judging. “Like… having sex. Being watched, even if it’s just us watching later. And I—”

She swallowed. “I have this fantasy where you film me riding you, talking me through it, telling me how pretty I look taking your cock, but not letting me come yet. And then we watch it together while you finger me until I do. Hard.”

Silence for a beat. Then Callum let out a low, stunned laugh, half-groan. “Jesus Christ, Em. You’ve been sitting on that this whole time?”

She nodded, mortified but buzzing, hiding her face again.

He cupped her cheek, tilting it up gently. “You serious? You actually want that?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “But only with you.”

He searched her eyes, suddenly serious. “It’s a bigger risk for you than me, love. Once it’s on a phone—”

“That’s why we’re using mine,” she cut in, soft but sure, curling closer until her breasts pressed warm against his chest. “And it’s not a risk if I trust you. Which I do. Completely. Even if this all goes tits-up tomorrow, I flat-out don’t believe you’d ever use it to hurt me. You’re not that guy.”

Callum huffed, a shaky, overwhelmed sound, and pressed his forehead to hers. “Course I wouldn’t. Never.”

She smiled, small and wicked, her hand sliding down between them to wrap around his cock—half-hard again already, thickening fast under her touch. “Well, there you go then.” She gave him a slow stroke, thumb swiping the head. “And let’s be honest—I’ll never look hotter than I do right now. Freshly deflowered, nineteen-year-old body, still sticky from you… I kind of want that preserved forever.”

He laughed, breathless, hips rocking into her grip. “Little exhibitionist, aren’t you?”

Emma didn’t deny it—just grinned, reached for her phone on the nightstand, and pressed it into his palm.

“Wanna take some pictures of your best friend’s tits?” she asked, all innocent eyes and filthy smile, arching her back so they lifted toward him, nipples tight and begging.

Callum’s grin turned downright feral.

“Thought you’d never ask.”

✽✽✽

Emma arched back against the pillows and fixed Callum with a look that was all challenge and heat—big eyes wide and wicked, lips parted on a breath that begged to be stolen. “Go on, then,” she said, voice husky from the cries he’d wrung out of her earlier. “Make me famous. Or infamous. Whatever.”

He swallowed hard, phone steady in one hand—her pink-cased iPhone, unlocked and deceptively innocent-looking—while the other braced against the mattress, close enough to feel the warmth radiating off her skin. “You sure?” he asked, thumb hovering over the shutter, his cock already stirring traitorously against his thigh at the sight of her: bare and bold, legs parted just enough to tease the slick shine between them, small breasts lifted high with every inhale, nipples still flushed from his mouth.

She nodded, slow and deliberate, then reached up—fingers tracing the underside of one breast, lifting it like an offering, thumb circling the peak until it tightened to a needy point.

Click. The shutter snapped soft, digital and immediate, capturing the arch of her back as she thrust her chest higher, the other hand sliding down her stomach in a lazy trail that ended with two fingers dipping between her folds—spreading herself open for the lens, pink and glistening, a deliberate flash of vulnerability that made his breath hitch. “How’s this?” she murmured, biting her lower lip, the innocence in her voice undercut by the way she circled her clit slowly, eyes locked on his through the screen.

“Fuck—yeah, just like that.” Click. Click. He was hard again already, cock thickening heavy against his thigh, the ache pulling tight as she shifted—rolling onto her side now, one leg hooked high to frame the curve of her hip, the other straight to elongate her thigh. She blew a kiss at the camera, playful and coy, then ruined it with a smirk, pinching her nipple hard enough to make her gasp, the sound filtering through the room like smoke.

Click. “You’re—Jesus, Em, you’re a natural. Perfect little model. Look at you, spreading for the camera like a professional.”

She laughed, low and throaty, the sound vibrating straight to his groin as she pushed up onto her knees—back arched deep, arse tilted out just enough to shadow the dimples at the base of her spine, one hand cupping a breast while the other trailed teasing fingers along her inner thigh. “Professional? Nah. I’m just a dirty little amateur.”

Click. She bit her finger then—playful, porn-star coy—eyes going all big and doe-like over the knuckle, but then her hand dipped lower, two fingers sliding inside herself with a wet sound that echoed in the quiet room, thrusting shallow and deliberate. Click. Click. “Bet this is what the scout saw. Me, all desperate and pretty. Wonder if she’d like the full show.”

Callum’s cock was fully hard now, straining up toward his stomach, a bead of pre-come welling at the tip that he ignored—barely—his free hand fisting the duvet to keep from touching himself. “Pretty sure she’d have a heart attack,” he rasped, zooming in on the way her fingers disappeared inside her, slick and shining when they withdrew. “But me? I’m dying happy over here.”

Emma’s gaze flicked down, catching the twitch of him, and her smirk turned downright feral—slow and satisfied, like she’d caught him wanking over her. She crawled toward him on hands and knees, the phone’s lens following every sway of her breasts, every flex of her thighs, until she was close enough to wrap her fingers around his cock—base to tip in one lazy stroke that dragged a groan from his throat.

“Your turn to be in the shot,” she said, voice breathy and bossy, tugging him closer by the shaft until he knelt before her, phone angled awkward in his grip. “Want it documented. My first time with a cock in my mouth. For science.”

He nearly fumbled the phone then, the image of her—kneeling for her first ever blowjob, flushed, eyes locked on his like she was starving—hitting him like a freight train. “Em—”

“Shh.” She leaned in, tongue flicking out tentative to lap at the head—salty and hot, the taste of him drawing a soft, surprised hum from her throat. Click. She experimented at first, lips parting to take just the tip, sucking gently, her hand stroking what her mouth couldn’t reach yet. It was messy, unpracticed—teeth grazing once, making him hiss, her cheeks hollowing as she bobbed shallow, eyes watering a touch when she pushed a fraction deeper.

Click. Click. “Sorry,” she murmured, pulling off with a wet pop, strings of saliva connecting her lips to him, her free hand wiping her chin. “First time. Not very good, am I?”

The sight of it—Emma Grace, his princess with the immaculate fringe and the push-up bras, on her knees with her lips stretched around him, mascara-fresh tears pricking from the effort—floored him. History. Actual fucking history, captured in pixels for eternity.

“Not good?” he echoed, voice wrecked, thumb swiping the screen to zoom on her flushed face, the way her tongue peeked out to circle the head again. “Em, this is—fuck, it’s like watching the moon landing. Your first blowjob, and it’s mine. All mine. Look at you—pretty little mouth learning my cock, choking a bit but trying so hard. Hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

She giggled then, the sound bubbling up delighted and dirty, soaking up the praise like sunshine—alternating between sex kitten as she sucked him deeper, hollowing her cheeks with a determined bob, and big-eyed innocent when she pulled off gasping. “Yeah?” she breathed, stroking him slick and steady, thumb pressing the vein underneath. “You like watching your best friend figure out how to suck her first cock? Even if I gag on it?”

Click. “Like it? Princess, I’m two seconds from coming down your throat.” He was—precum beading heavy now, her tongue lapping it up with a hum that vibrated straight to his balls, the unpracticed enthusiasm of it all pushing him perilously close.

She caught the strain in his voice, the way his thighs tensed, and pulled off reluctantly—lips shiny, a string of spit breaking as she leaned back on her heels, spreading her legs wide for the camera, one hand trailing down to circle her clit slow and teasing. “Not yet,” she said, voice soft but commanding, eyes dark and daring through the screen. “Film this now. Me touching myself for you. Watch how wet I get thinking about your cock in my mouth.”

Callum’s hand shook on the phone as he angled it down—capturing the spread of her thighs, the way her fingers dipped inside, thrusting shallow and slick, her other hand pinching a nipple while she moaned his name like a chant. Click. Emma worked herself open steadily, breathless gasps filling the room, her gaze flicking between the lens and his face, all invitation and ache.

“See?” she panted, two fingers curling deep, thumb grinding her clit. “All for you. Your virgin’s playing with her ruined little cunt. Come watch up close, Cal. Come film me.”

Callum’s thumb hit the record button, the little dot pulsing like a heartbeat. He angled the phone lower, slow and deliberate, capturing the way her thighs trembled when she spread them wider for him—knees falling open like she was offering herself to the lens.

“Fuck,” he breathed, the word slipping out unfiltered. “You’re putting on a proper show, princess.”

Emma’s eyes flicked to the screen, pupils blown wide and black, a shy little smile curling her lips even as her fingers kept moving—two slick digits plunging in and out of her pussy with a wet, obscene sound. She arched her back harder than she needed to, breasts lifting high, nipples tight and begging, a breathy moan spilling out that was definitely louder than it would’ve been if the camera weren’t rolling.

She was doing it on purpose, he could tell. Every time her gaze darted to the lens, her hips rolled filthier, her moans pitched higher, like the knowledge that she was being watched—recorded, preserved forever—was winding her tighter than her fingers ever could.

He swallowed hard, cock throbbing in his free hand. “Spread yourself open for me, Em,” he said, voice rough but steady, instinct taking over. “Let me see how pretty that ruined little cunt looks on camera.”

Her breath hitched—half-laugh, half-gasp—and she obeyed instantly, fingers sliding out to part her folds wide, showing off the glistening pink, the way she was still swollen and flushed from him. “Like this?” she whispered, voice trembling with excitement. “Filming your best friend’s ruined pussy… bet you’d love to zoom in on the cream you left inside me. Proof I’m yours now.”

Callum groaned, the phone shaking slightly as he leaned in closer, the lens catching every detail—the slick shine on her thighs, the way her clit peeked out swollen and needy, the faint trace of his cum still leaking from her when she clenched. “Jesus, yes—exactly like that. Look at you, all messy and marked. My perfect little virgin, not so innocent anymore.”

Emma whimpered, hips bucking into her own touch, her free hand sliding up to pinch a nipple hard. “Tell me what else,” she begged, eyes locked on the lens now, pupils blown so wide they swallowed the hazel. “Tell me what to do.”

“Finger yourself deeper,” he ordered, voice dropping into something darker, possessive. “Show me how you’d fuck yourself if I wasn’t here. Pretend it’s my cock stretching you open.”

She did—three fingers now, plunging in with a wet squelch that made his mouth water, her back bowing off the bed as she moaned loud and shameless. “Cal—fuck—it’s not enough, it’s never enough without you—”

“Rub your clit with your thumb,” he growled, zooming in until the screen was nothing but her—puffy, dripping, clenching around her own fingers. “Slow circles. Don’t you dare come yet.”

She whined, high and desperate, but obeyed—thumb circling lazy and torturous, her hips rolling in tiny, frustrated thrusts. “Please,” she gasped, eyes fluttering shut for a second before snapping back to the lens, like she couldn’t bear to look away. “Please, I’m so close—”

“Not yet,” he said again, shifting closer on his knees, phone steady in one hand while the other wrapped around his cock, stroking slow to the rhythm of her fingers. “Look at the camera and tell it who you belong to.”

Emma’s gaze locked on the lens, tears of frustration and pleasure glistening on her lashes. “I belong to you,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Only you. Your cock ruined me, your cum’s still inside me, I’m your little virgin slut—fuck, please—”

He couldn’t take it anymore. The video was still rolling, red dot glowing, when he moved—kneeling up over her, phone angled down to catch everything as he pressed the slick head of his cock to her forehead. Emma’s eyes fluttered shut on a soft, shocked inhale, but she didn’t pull away—just parted her lips on a shaky breath as he dragged himself slow across her skin, leaving a wet trail of pre-come over her brow, her cheekbones, the bridge of her nose.

“Open your eyes,” he murmured, voice wrecked. “Look at the camera while I mark you.”

She did—big, trusting, humiliated and loving it, tears spilling as he rubbed the head of his cock over her chin, her lips, painting her face in slow, deliberate streaks until she was glistening, soaked in him, the lens capturing every filthy second. Her tongue darted out instinctively, catching a bead at the corner of her mouth, and the broken little moan she let out nearly ended him.

“Mine,” he whispered, thumb smearing the mess across her cheek like war paint. “All mine.”

The video ended with her like that—eyes shut, face wrecked and shining, lips parted on a silent plea, utterly claimed.

Callum hit stop, tossed the phone aside, and kissed her like the world was ending.

✽✽✽

The room was quiet except for the soft rustle of sheets and their breathing, still ragged from everything they’d done. Callum’s arm curled around Emma’s shoulders, pulling her into the warm crook of his body as they settled against the headboard, the duvet tugged up to their waists like a flimsy shield against the world. Her phone lay between them, screen glowing soft in the dim, the video thumbnail waiting—tiny and innocent-looking, a still of her flushed face, eyes wide and wanting.

Emma’s hand trembled slightly as she tapped play.

The video started with a shaky breath—hers—and then the frame filled with her: sprawled on the bed, legs parted, fingers already moving between her thighs. The sound hit first: the slick, wet noise of her touching herself, obscene in the quiet room, followed by her own voice, low and filthy.

Emma’s cheeks flamed hotter than they had all night. “Oh my God,” she whispered, half-laugh, half-groan, but her free hand had already slipped between her legs again, fingers circling slow, instinctive. On screen, past-Emma arched her back, breasts lifting high, nipples tight and begging, and real-Emma mirrored the motion without thinking, thighs falling open under the duvet.

Callum’s breath hitched beside her. “Look at you,” he murmured, voice rough with wonder. “Even with the fringe fucked six ways to Sunday, you’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

She laughed, watery and embarrassed, but didn’t stop touching herself. “I look insane,” she said, eyes glued to the screen as past-Emma spread herself wide, fingers parting slick folds to show the camera everything—pink and swollen, glistening, the faint trace of his cum still leaking out. The sight punched a whimper out of her throat. “God, look at that. Look how ruined I am. You can literally see where you—where you came inside me.”

Callum’s arm tightened around her shoulders, his own hand drifting down to stroke himself slow and lazy, matching her rhythm. “Yeah,” he rasped. “No one would ever believe this is you—straight-A, perfect-posture, teacher’s-pet Emma Grace. On her knees, begging to be filmed while she plays with her freshly-fucked cunt. My good girl gone bad.”

She moaned, soft and broken, hips rolling into her fingers as the video kept rolling—past-Emma plunging three fingers deep, moaning his name, begging for permission she hadn’t earned yet. Real-Emma’s breath hitched in time with her past self, thighs trembling. “I look like such a slut,” she whispered, awed and turned on and a little bit proud. “Your cum dripping out of me, my legs spread for the camera, like I was always meant to do this…”

The video shifted then—his own hand entering the frame, guiding his cock to her forehead, the wet head leaving glistening trails across her skin. Emma’s fingers stuttered between her legs, a sharp cry catching in her throat as she watched him paint her face slow and deliberate, marking her like territory. Her eyes fluttered shut, tears of overwhelmed pleasure pricking hot at the corners, her clit throbbing under her frantic circles.

“Cal—” she gasped, voice cracking as the on-screen version of her knelt there, eyes closed, lips parted, utterly debauched and shining with him. “It’s too much, it’s so filthy, I—”

“Come for me,” he whispered against her ear, his own strokes speeding up, breath ragged. “Come watching yourself get marked, princess. Watch what you do to me.”

She shattered—hard, sudden, a broken sob tearing out of her as her body seized, pussy clenching around nothing, thighs clamping shut on her hand while she shook and shook. Callum followed seconds later, groaning low and wrecked against her shoulder, spilling hot across his fist and her hip, his eyes locked not on the screen but on her real face—flushed and tear-streaked, lips bitten raw, utterly undone.

The video ended on a frozen frame of her face streaked with him, peaceful and filthy and his.

Emma collapsed against his chest, dizzy and trembling, aftershocks rippling through her like echoes. “I can’t believe we just did that,” she whispered, voice small and awed, curling into him like she could disappear inside his skin. “I can’t believe that was me.”

Callum tossed the phone aside, wrapping both arms around her tight, pressing kisses to her sweaty temple, her ruined fringe, the corner of her mouth. “That’s us,” he murmured, voice soft now, reverent. “That’s always gonna be us. You and me, making history in a shitty hotel at five a.m.”

She laughed, wet and shaky, clinging to him like he was the only solid thing left in the world. “Love you,” she whispered into his neck, the words muffled against his skin.

“Love you more,” he said, and meant it with every wrecked, aching bone in his body.

✽✽✽

Emma snuggled deeper into his chest, her fingers tracing lazy circles over his heart, the afterglow still humming warm and soft between them. She pressed a kiss to his collarbone, then tilted her head up, eyes bright with mischief.

“Your turn,” she said, voice low and teasing. “I spilled my filthiest one. What about you? What’s a fantasy you’ve had about me that you never thought you’d get?”

Callum huffed a sheepish laugh, cheeks going pink even in the dim light. “Well… I always wanted to fuck you in one of those tiny towels after a shower. Hair wet, skin damp, towel barely holding on. Thought about it way too many times.” He grinned, brushing a knuckle over her cheek. “Kind of got that one for free tonight, though.”

Emma bit her lip, delighted. “And the filming?”

“Never dared hope,” he admitted, voice rough with awe. “But that one just shot straight to number one. We’re absolutely doing that again. A lot.”

She laughed, soft and wicked, then propped her chin on his chest. “Give me another one, then. Something else.”

Callum’s grin turned sheepish, cheeks pink even in the dim lamplight. He scratched the back of his neck, suddenly shy. “Alright… I’ve always wanted to fuck you in a ponytail and glasses.”

Emma blinked, then bit her lip to hide the delighted smile that threatened to split her face. “My revision look?”

He huffed a laugh, ears red. “Exactly. High ponytail, those little black frames you wear when we’re cramming in the library. You bite the arm of the glasses when you’re thinking, and it’s… yeah. Been a problem for ages.”

She laughed, soft and fond, propping her chin on his chest. “That is ridiculously sweet. Ponytail I can definitely do.” She reached up, gathering her damp hair and twisting it into a messy knot on top of her head, strands already escaping. “But my glasses are in the bag I left at the hotel. Sorry.”

Callum’s grin widened, slow and smug. He rolled over, rummaged in his overnight bag on the floor, and came up triumphantly holding her spare pair of black frames.

Emma’s mouth fell open. “You stole them!”

“Borrowed,” he corrected, crawling back to her and sliding them gently onto her face, adjusting the arms behind her ears like he’d done it a hundred times. “You always forget them when we go to the cinema. Easier than listening to you squint and complain for two hours.”

She stared at him, the room suddenly sharp and bright through the lenses, his face close and bright and a little bit nervous. Something warm and huge swelled in her chest.

“You kept my spare glasses,” she whispered, pretending to sound stern even as her voice wobbled. “In your bag. Like a proper boyfriend.”

Callum shrugged, cheeks pink, but his eyes didn’t leave hers. “Well… yeah. I like looking after you.”

Emma’s lip trembled. She gave him the filthiest, sweetest smile she could muster through the glasses.

“Well,” she said, voice husky, “revision look achieved. Your move, boyfriend.”

Callum’s fingers threaded through the messy ponytail, giving it a gentle, experimental tug—just enough to tilt her head back, enough for her to feel the pull at her scalp—and watched her pupils blow wide behind the lenses of her glasses.

“Em,” he said, voice low and careful, like he was handling something fragile and priceless, “can I… use this? To guide you?”

Emma’s breath caught, a shiver racing down her spine and pooling hot between her legs. She nodded, quick and eager, lips already brushing the head of his cock. “Yeah. Just… be gentle with me?”

He started slow—his fist wrapping the base of the ponytail like a makeshift leash, guiding her down with the lightest pressure. She sank willingly, mouth opening to take him in, tongue flattening along the underside as she bobbed shallow and careful. The stretch in her scalp was soft at first, a sweet sting that made her moan around him, the vibration pulling a ragged groan from his chest.

But then he tugged a little harder—testing, watching her face—and the sting sharpened into something electric. Emma’s eyes fluttered shut, a muffled whine vibrating around his cock as heat surged through her, sudden and startling.

Fuck. She liked that. She really, really liked that.

“Harder,” she whispered, the word garbled around him, lips stretched and slick.

Callum froze, hips jerking once in surprise. “What?”

She pulled off just enough to speak, saliva shining on her chin, glasses slightly fogged. “Harder,” she repeated, louder, more certain, then deliberately sank down again—slow, teasing—until he tightened his grip and yanked her back up.

The pull was sharper this time, a delicious burn that made her scalp tingle and her pussy clench on nothing. She moaned outright, the sound vibrating straight through him, and took him deeper—messy, eager, letting him set the pace with every tug of her hair. He wound the ponytail tighter around his fist, guiding her up and down, slow at first, then faster, rougher, until the room filled with the wet, filthy sounds of her mouth on him and the soft slap of his thighs against her chin.

Emma’s hands clutched his hips for balance, nails digging crescents into his skin as he used her ponytail like reins—pulling her off when she got too greedy, pushing her down when she tried to tease the head with little licks. Every tug sent sparks down her spine, straight to her clit; every time he forced her deeper, she felt herself get wetter, filthier, more desperate.

This was rougher than anything she’d ever imagined liking—her throat fluttering, eyes watering behind the glasses, mascara probably running again—and yet she couldn’t get enough.

Maybe she wasn’t as vanilla as she’d always thought.

She looked up at him through damp lashes, glasses slightly crooked, lips stretched wide around his cock, and saw the moment he realised it too—his eyes dark and stunned, mouth parted on a silent curse as he watched his perfect, straight-A best friend choke herself on him because he pulled her hair exactly the way she needed.

“Fuck, Em,” he rasped, voice wrecked, hips rolling to meet her on the next tug. “You love this. Love me using your pretty little ponytail to fuck your mouth.”

She moaned in agreement, the sound vibrating around him, and took him deeper still—until her nose brushed the base, until the pull on her scalp burned sweet and perfect, until she was dizzy with it, tears streaking her cheeks and glasses fogging completely.

She wasn’t vanilla at all, Emma realised.

She was just getting started.

Callum’s fist tightened in her ponytail and he pulled—slow, deliberate, relentless—until her mouth slipped off him with a wet, filthy pop. Emma gasped, the sting in her scalp blooming sharp and sweet, her lips swollen and shining, glasses fogged and slightly crooked on her nose. She stared up at him, chest heaving, eyes wide and glassy behind the lenses, a thin string of saliva still connecting her bottom lip to the flushed head of his cock.

“Handjob,” he rasped, voice raw and wrecked, guiding her hand to wrap around him—hot, slick, throbbing in her grip. “Use your hands, princess. Please.”

Emma’s fingers curled obediently, stroking him slow and firm, twisting just under the head the way she’d learned made his thighs tremble. She looked up at him through the black frames, the lenses catching the lamplight, and saw the desperation in his eyes—pleading, reverent, completely undone.

“Please,” he begged again, voice cracking, hips rocking shallow into her fist. “Talk dirty to me. Need your voice, Em. Need you to ruin me.”

She bit her lip—playful, coy, the perfect library-girl mask slipping into place even as her hand kept moving, slick and steady. “Oh, Callum,” she sighed, prim and scolding, like she was sitting cross-legged in the library with a stack of Austen and he’d just slid into the chair opposite with that stupid grin. “Here I am, trying to revise for my Romanticism exam, and you come along with this—” she gave him a slow, deliberate pump, thumb swiping over the head to spread the pre-come pooling there—”this absolute nuisance between your legs, demanding attention.”

He groaned, head dropping back against the headboard, but his eyes stayed locked on hers, pupils blown wide.

“I’m supposed to be annotating Northanger Abbey,” she continued, voice light and teasing, even as her grip tightened, stroking him faster. “My exam’s tomorrow, and yet I’m here, on my knees, dealing with your cock like it’s the most important thing in the world.” She leaned in, tongue flicking out to lap at the underside—slow, deliberate, tasting salt and him—before pulling back just enough to speak again. “You’re such a distraction, Callum. Always have been. Interrupting my revision with this—” another lick, long and wet, from base to tip—”this ridiculous, gorgeous, impossible thing you keep in your pants.”

“Fuck, Em—” His hips jerked, cock twitching in her hand, but she didn’t let him thrust, just kept that steady, maddening rhythm, her other hand cupping his balls gently, rolling them in her palm.

“I should be writing about Gothic ruins,” she murmured, voice dropping lower, filthier, as she licked a stripe up the vein on the underside, “but instead I’m thinking about how you ruined my innocent little cunt last night. How you took my virginity and turned me into this—” she sucked the head into her mouth for a heartbeat, hollowing her cheeks before popping off again—”this desperate little slut who can’t stop drooling over your cock. I’m supposed to be analysing themes of naïvety, but all I can think about is how naïve I was yesterday, before you stretched me open and made me yours.”

Callum’s breath was coming in ragged pants now, his hand fisting the sheets, the other still tangled loosely in her ponytail like he was afraid to pull too hard and end it too soon.

“You’re such a nuisance,” she scolded again, playful and prim, even as she licked him from root to tip like he was her favourite flavour. “Always interrupting my revision with this perfect, filthy cock. I should be highlighting passages about propriety and decorum, but instead I’m on my knees, glasses fogging up because I can’t stop drooling over you. Look at me, Callum—straight-A Emma, top of the class, reduced to this because you can’t keep it in your trousers.”

She stroked him faster now, twisting her wrist on every upstroke, her tongue darting out to tease the slit, lapping up the fresh beads of pre-come. “I’m never going to pass this exam,” she sighed, mock-exasperated, even as her own thighs clenched with how wet she was getting just from this—from him, wrecked and gasping above her. “Not when all I can think about is how good you feel in my mouth, how you’re going to come all over my glasses and ruin them completely. My nice, sensible glasses. You’re going to make a mess of me, Callum. Again. And I’m going to let you. Because I’m not a good girl anymore. I’m your girl. And your girl needs you to come all over her face so she can taste you while she finishes her revision.”

That did it.

Callum’s hips snapped up, a broken groan tearing from his throat as he came—hard, sudden, the first thick rope splattering across the lenses of her glasses, streaking white over the black frames, the second hitting her cheek, her lips, dripping slow and obscene down her chin. Emma kept stroking him through it, milking every last drop, her tongue darting out to catch what she could, eyes locked on his the whole time—behind the ruined glasses, innocent and filthy and utterly his.

When he finally sagged back, spent and trembling, she let go with a soft, satisfied hum, licking her lips clean.

“Reading’s going to be impossible now,” she said, voice prim and perfect even as come dripped from her lashes. “You’ve ruined my glasses, Callum. How am I supposed to read Austen like this?”

He laughed, breathless and wrecked, pulling her up into his arms and kissing her stupid—tasting himself on her tongue, not caring one bit.

“You’re not,” he murmured against her mouth, smudging the mess across her cheek with his thumb. “You’re going to sit there, covered in me, and think about how you’re mine. Every time you push those glasses up your nose, you’ll remember who ruined them.”

Emma grinned, slow and filthy, and kissed him again.

“Deal.”

✽✽✽

The room settled into a hush, the kind that only comes after everything has been said with bodies instead of words. Outside, the streetlamp still glowed soft gold, the motorway a distant lullaby of tyres on wet tarmac. Callum’s breathing slowed first, then Emma’s, until they were matched—slow, deep, tangled together under the duvet that smelled faintly of hotel detergent and them.

He shifted first, easing onto his side so he could look at her properly. Emma lay on her back, glasses still crooked and gloriously ruined, come cooling in slow streaks across the lenses and her cheeks. Her fringe had surrendered completely; damp, wild curls stuck to her forehead and temples. She looked like a girl who’d been thoroughly, perfectly loved, and the sight cracked something open in his chest all over again.

“Hey,” he whispered, brushing a knuckle gently under one lens to catch a tear she hadn’t realised had leaked out. “Come here.”

She turned into him without hesitation, burrowing close until her forehead rested against his collarbone. He reached for the duvet’s edge and tugged it higher, tucking it around her shoulders, then wrapped both arms around her—careful, like she was made of something precious that might still bruise. One hand settled between her shoulder blades, the other cupping the nape of her neck, thumb stroking slow circles over the faint red marks his fingers had left.

Emma let out a shaky little sigh that fluttered warm against his skin. “I’m all sticky,” she mumbled, half-laugh, half-apology.

“I know,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to the crown of her head. “Love you sticky.”

He eased away just long enough to grab the box of tissues from the nightstand, then settled back, pulling her with him so she was half-draped across his chest. Carefully—tenderly—he cleaned her face: first the lenses of her glasses, wiping them on the hem of his discarded T-shirt until she could see again, then the soft streaks on her cheeks, her chin, the corner of her mouth. When he reached the faint smear on her lower lip, he paused, brushed it away with his thumb, and kissed the spot instead—soft, lingering, tasting himself and her and everything they’d just become.

Emma’s eyes fluttered shut, lashes dark against her flushed skin. “You’re being so gentle,” she whispered, voice small and wondering.

“Least I can do,” he said against her mouth. “Especially after I’ve been a complete animal.”

She laughed softly and curled tighter into him, one leg sliding between his, her hand finding his heartbeat and resting there like it belonged. He tucked the duvet more securely around her shoulders, then reached down to pull the spare blanket from the foot of the bed, draping it over them both until they were cocooned in warmth.

For a long while they just breathed. He traced idle patterns along her spine—slow figure-eights, circles, her name spelled in invisible ink across her skin. Every so often he dropped a kiss: to her temple, her ear, the little spot behind it that always made her shiver happily. When her breathing evened out and he thought she might be drifting, he whispered, “You okay, princess?”

She nodded against his chest, then pressed a sleepy kiss over his heart. “More than. Just… don’t let go yet.”

“Never,” he promised, voice rough with truth. He shifted them both carefully until she was fully on top of him—her weight a perfect, grounding thing—his arms locked around her waist, her cheek pillowed on his shoulder. One hand slipped up to cradle the back of her head, fingers combing gently through the wrecked ponytail, easing the elastic free so her hair spilled loose and cool across his skin.

Minutes—or maybe hours—passed in the quiet. The motorway hum faded to background noise, the bedside lamp clicked itself off on a timer, and the room settled into soft dark. Callum kept stroking her back, her hair, the curve of her shoulder, until the last of the tension melted from her body and her breathing went deep and even.

Only then did he let his own eyes close, her warmth anchored to his chest, her scent in his lungs, the faint taste of her still on his tongue.

“Love you,” he whispered into the dark, so quietly he wasn’t sure she’d hear.

But she did. A sleepy hum, a squeeze of her arms around his ribs, and the softest answer against his skin:

“Love you too.”

And in the hush of that ordinary hotel room, with the taste of them both still lingering and the promise of tomorrow waiting gentle on the horizon, they finally slept—wrapped up in each other, safe, whole, and utterly content.


AFTER

The studio lights were merciless—big, hot, white suns that lit up every inch of skin. Emma stood on the seamless white backdrop in a set of blush-pink lace which left little to the imagination: balconette bra lifting her small breasts into soft, gentle curves, high-cut knickers that framed the dimples at the top of her thighs, a suspender belt clipped to sheer stockings that made her legs look endless. She felt incredible and terrifying all at once.

“Chin down a touch, gorgeous—yes, exactly,” the photographer called, clicking away. “Give me that little half-smile again. Perfect.”

Abby, the make-up artist—twenty-four, bubble-gum pink hair, the kind of effortless cool Emma envied—leaned in between bursts to dab a bit more highlighter along Emma’s collarbones. “You’re killing it,” she whispered, grinning. “I’ve worked with girls who’ve done this for ten years and they don’t move like you.”

Emma managed a shaky smile. “Thanks, Abs. Just… trying not to think about the fact that half the country’s going to see my arse in 4K.”

Abby winked. “Own it. You’ve got the cutest bum in London.”

It was going well. It really was. Until the nerves crept in again—quiet, insidious, whispering the same old rubbish: too small, too plain, what if they zoom in on the stretch marks on my hips? The lights felt suddenly too bright, the room too big, and her skin prickled with embarrassment. She needed…

She needed Callum.

Between sets she slipped off the backdrop, belting a silk robe around herself, and padded down the corridor toward the little dressing room they’d given her. Inside: complimentary popcorn bowl half-empty, beanbag dented in the exact shape of her boyfriend’s arse, controller abandoned mid-game on the carpet.

He wasn’t there.

Then she heard it—his laugh, low and easy, drifting from somewhere further away.

She followed the sound. It didn’t take long.

There he was, leaning against the wall in his usual jeans and faded band tee, hair a glorious mess, talking to a girl who could’ve stepped straight off a Victoria’s Secret runway—six foot, honey-blonde, legs for days, and a smile aimed at Callum like a heat-seeking missile. She was laughing too, head tilted, one hand resting on his forearm like it belonged there.

Something hot and jealous flared in Emma’s chest.

She marched straight up, slipped her arm through his, and tugged. “Sorry, need to borrow him,” she said brightly to the girl, who blinked in polite confusion. “Fringe emergency.”

Callum’s eyes danced with amusement, but he let her drag him away without protest. “Fringe emergency?” he echoed under his breath.

“Shut up,” she muttered, pulse racing, cheeks flushed under the powder. They were almost back to her dressing room when she heard Abby’s footsteps, just around the corner.

“Emma? Five minutes, babe! Are you in there?”

Emma’s pulse spiked—nerves, adrenaline, possessive heat. She yanked Callum sideways, shoved open the nearest door (a narrow storage cupboard lined with spare backdrops and light stands), pulled him inside, and locked it behind them.

The space was tiny, dark, smelling faintly of canvas and warm bulbs. She pushed him against the wall and kissed him like she was drowning.

“Need you,” she gasped against his mouth, hands already fumbling with his belt. “Need to remember who I belong to before I let strangers look at me in my knickers all day.”

Callum groaned, spinning them so her back hit the wall, robe falling open as he hiked her up by the thighs. “Say no more.”

It was fast and messy and perfect: robe shoved open, knickers tugged aside, his cock hard and hot in her hand as she guided him in. He lifted her easily—her legs wrapping his waist, back pressed to the wall—and thrust up hard, filling her in one stroke that punched the air from her lungs.

“Mine,” he growled against her neck, fucking her in short, sharp snaps of his hips that rattled the light stands. “This cunt, this body, this heart—mine, Emma. Every inch of you already belongs to me.”

She was close—so close—tears pricking her eyes from the intensity, the love, the sheer overwhelming rightness of it. He slowed just enough to lift the little silver moon necklace that hadn’t left her neck since the morning he’d fastened it there, thumb brushing the pendant.

“You’re the moon and the stars to me,” he whispered, voice rough with truth, eyes locked on hers. “Always have been. Always will be.”

The orgasm crashed over her like a wave—silent, shattering, happy tears spilling as he kissed her like the world was ending, swallowing every cry, holding her tight while she shook apart in his arms.

“Fringe emergency resolved?” he finally murmured, lips brushing hers.

Emma laughed, watery and perfect, reaching up to smooth the few strands that had escaped. “Completely.”

He kissed her once more—soft, reverent—then set her gently on her feet, helping her right the bra, the robe, the remnants of her composure.

“Go be brilliant,” he said, thumbing away the last tear on her cheek. “I’ll be right here when you’re done.”

She swayed toward him, still half-dizzy, and let her forehead rest against his for a second. A grin tugged at her mouth, husky and teasing. “So you can give your mate a lift home, yeah? Cause we’re still just friends?”

Callum cupped her face, eyes steady and certain.

“Never were,” he said, and kissed her.
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Snowed In with a Movie Star: a Christmas celebrity billionaire romance

What happens when the world’s most unattainable leading man crash-lands in the middle of your worst Christmas ever… and decides you’re the only present he wants to unwrap?

Penny Hale is having the holiday from hell: grounded in a tiny Nebraska airport on Christmas Eve, phone dead, family drama waiting on the other end of a cancelled flight. So when a private jet skids in through the blizzard and out steps Chris Oakshaw (absurdly gorgeous, movie superhero, face on every billboard in America), the last thing Penny expects is for him to head straight for her little band of stranded misfits.

He’s funnier than his movies. Sweeter than he is on-screen. And when the airport shuts down for the night, he does the most ridiculous thing imaginable: he pays for Penny’s room at the only hotel with power left in town.

One problem: there’s only the honeymoon suite left.

One bed. One outdoor jacuzzi still bubbling in the snow. And two people who’ve spent years convincing themselves they hate Christmas… suddenly very grateful for a whiteout.

What starts as survival turns into the best worst idea either of them has ever had: truth or dare in a hot tub, secrets spilled between flurries, and a kiss that tastes like hot cocoa and bad decisions. Because Chris isn’t just looking for a holiday fling – he’s looking at Penny like she’s the first real thing he’s touched in years. And Penny? She writes about disastrous dates for a living, but nothing in her columns ever prepared her for the moment a superstar kissed her mid-sentence.

Funny, steamy, and heart-meltingly romantic, Snowed In with a Movie Star! is a forced-proximity festive fever dream full of blistering banter, sizzling chemistry, and the reminder that sometimes the best gifts come wrapped in a six-foot-two movie star who blushes when you tease him.

The Nudist Office: Season One - a sexy new series set in a clothing optional workplace

She was his best friend. His work wife. The one woman he could never have.

...Until the clothes came off.

In 2029, Matt and Alysha are co-leads on a groundbreaking new VR game that feels more real than reality itself. They finish each other’s code, steal each other’s coffee, and try to pretend the heat between them is strictly professional.

Then an eccentric Swedish billionaire acquires their studio and introduces an optional workplace nudity program.

For Matt, the policy is pure torment. Watching the brilliant, beautiful women he works alongside—women he’s respected, teased, and secretly desired—choose how much skin to show turns everyday coding sessions into electric battles of restraint.

Especially when Alysha, his brilliant, blonde, fiercely competitive best friend, turns it into a dare: “If I strip, you strip.”

Funny, filthy, and achingly tender, The Nudist Office is a scorching slow-burn exploration of friendship on fire, where going bare means finally facing what—and who—you’ve always wanted.

Season One delivers five interconnected, pulse-racing episodes, each spotlighting one woman’s journey into vulnerability and desire.

Step into a studio where nothing is off-limits… and everything is on display.

A Lady’s Ruin: a scorching and scandalous Regency historical erotic romance

Lady Georgiana—bold, beautiful, and deliciously ruined by pleasure—has spent the summer tangled in the arms of James, the brooding stablehand whose rough hands know every secret inch of her. Their nights are wildfire: raw, breathless, and gloriously improper.

Then comes Charles Brandon, the handsome Duke of Norfolk—polite, powerful, and quietly obsessed with the vivacious creature her letters have painted in vivid, wicked color.

One tender kiss beneath lantern light. One reckless night in the duke’s vast bed. One shattering betrayal witnessed in the hayloft’s golden haze.

Now desire has teeth.

Charles believes he has claimed his future duchess.

James believes he has lost the only woman he ever loved.

And Georgiana? Georgiana stands at the center of the storm, pulse racing, realizing she may have ruined them all… or finally found the two men capable of ruining her in return.

Anne Boleyn: Naked Ambition! (Penny Dreadfuls)

Anne Boleyn knows exactly what she wants: the crown, the king, and every last drop of pleasure Henry Tudor can wring from her willing body. When a feigned “affliction” grants her a secret audience in the king’s private chambers, Anne wastes no time.

Skirts fall. Breath catches. And the most powerful man in England discovers that the dark-haired French girl who haunts his dreams is even more intoxicating in the flesh.

But royal audiences are never private for long.

Sweet, wide-eyed Jane Seymour stumbles upon their tangled bodies—and instead of fleeing, finds herself drawn inexorably closer. Anne, ever the generous mistress, decides the shy beauty might prove useful… especially when pretty Isabelle, her loyal and innocent lady-in-waiting, is summoned to join the game.

Witness Anne’s raw, naked ambition—bare skin, bared souls, and the breathless morning she seizes a kingdom one shattering climax at a time.

Nell Gwyn: Bare on the Boards! (Penny Dreadfuls)

Pretty, witty Nell Gwyn, the darling of the Drury Lane boards, has dazzled London with her saucy charm and unapologetic fire. Now she stars in a twice-banned play that dares to dramatize the King's own infamous dalliances—playing the saucy mistress who conquers the monarch while the Queen is conveniently away.

But on premiere night, His Majesty Charles II slips into the theater in secret, his eyes fixed on the woman who has long held his heart (and warmed his bed). In the heated interval, he whispers a delicious command: perform the scandalous bedchamber scene completely nude, just as nature—and desire—intended.

Nell obeys, her flawless skin glowing under the lights as she seduces the King beneath silk drapes. The crowd roars in ecstatic shock, devoured by the sight... until the outraged lords threaten riot.

Then Nell delivers the coup de grâce: the actor beneath those drapes? Replaced mid-act by the real Charles himself—his royal face hidden, his identity deliciously concealed. Who dares object when the King commands the stage?

This is no demure drawing-room tale. This is a performance like no other, a monarch enthralled, and one audacious actress proving that nothing—nothing—ruins a reputation quite like royal approval.

Get Your Hands Dirty: How to Write Romance that Hits Hard and Sells Big!

Feel like trying this yourself? Ready to craft sexy, addictive romances that make readers stay up all night—and actually climb the bestseller charts?

Juliette Jaysen pulls back the curtain on the craft that’s made her readers fall hard. No fluff. No gatekeeping. Just battle-tested tools, real examples, and the kind of straight-talking advice that feels like a late-night chat with your sharpest writer friend.

Inside, you’ll discover:
  ●  Why you already know more about story structure than you think (and how to harness it)
  ●  A flexible beat sheet that keeps your romance breathing while giving it unbreakable bones
  ●  How timeless classics like Pride & Prejudice and steamy modern hits follow the same hidden blueprint
  ●  Tropes that never die—and how to twist them until they feel brand new
  ●  Writing intimacy that sizzles with emotional truth (without veering into cringe)
Titles, blurbs, and KDP secrets to get your book in front of eager readers fast
This isn’t about following rigid rules. It’s about arming yourself with techniques that work, then breaking them when your story demands it. Juliette shows you where the magic lives—and how to bottle it.

Whether you’re drafting your first kiss or your tenth launch, Get Your Hands Dirty will remind you why you fell in love with romance in the first place… and give you the confidence to make readers fall just as hard.

Grab your laptop and dive in. It’s time to get your hands dirty. 
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