
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Demonic Desire

Seduced by Darkness

By RT Dixon



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Content Disclaimer

WARNING: This book contains mature content intended for adults 18 years and older.

[image: ]




This story includes:

* Explicit sexual content and graphic intimate scenes

* Supernatural horror elements and violence 

* Themes involving grief, trauma, and psychological manipulation 

* Scenes depicting supernatural coercion

* Strong language throughout

* Dark themes that some readers may find disturbing

* Heavy subject matter including death of a loved one and predatory manipulation

Reader discretion is strongly advised.

If any of these themes or content types are triggers for you, please consider whether this book is appropriate for your reading experience.



Demonic Desire: Seduced by Darkness

Copyright © 2026 by Ron Trentham

Published by Trentham Hicks Publishing LLC

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without written permission from the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Lucas had been having the dreams for weeks. Always the same face showing up in his sleep. Sharp cheekbones that could cut glass. Dark hair that sucked up every bit of light. Eyes that looked straight through him, like they could see every dirty secret he’d ever buried.

The man never said a word in those dreams. Just stared at him. Intense. Heavy. It made Lucas wake up hard and aching for something he couldn’t even name.

The dreams felt wrong in how real they were. He could smell the guy’s skin, clean with some undercurrent that made his mouth water. He could feel phantom hands sliding over his chest, hot trails burning into his skin. And he could taste lips that had never actually touched his, but felt more familiar than his own reflection.

Every time he’d wake up gasping. Sheets soaked with sweat. Cock straining like he’d been with someone real. He’d lie there shaking, heart racing, body begging for someone who didn’t exist.

Lucas told himself it was just stress. That his brain was throwing him scraps to chew on while he dealt with everything else falling apart. Grief made people want strange things. Maybe this was just his mind making up the perfect distraction. Filling the holes left behind.

But the dreams didn’t stop. They got worse. More vivid. More consuming. Each night felt like it reached deeper inside him.

Last night, the stranger finally moved. He came forward with this predatory grace, glowing eyes cutting through the dark. Lucas was shoved against a wall, stone-cold and rough at his back, while heat poured off the body pinning him there.

“You’ve been waiting for me,” the man whispered. Voice like honey poured over broken glass.

Lucas wanted to say no. Wanted to lie. But he couldn’t. Because it was true. He’d been waiting for something, even if he didn’t know what.

“I can give you what you need,” the stranger said, lips brushing his neck. “What you crave. What you’re too afraid to admit.”

“What do I crave?” Lucas asked, barely a breath.

The man smiled, slow and dangerous.

“To be consumed.”

The dream spun darker, hungrier. Hands everywhere, tearing away clothes that vanished like smoke. Lucas was stripped bare, helpless against the wall. The body pressing into him felt human but wrong, something bigger, heavier, not made for this world.

“Look at me,” the stranger ordered.

And Lucas couldn’t do anything else. Those glowing eyes locked him in place while the hands mapped his body with terrifying precision. Every touch set him off. Every graze made him gasp, arch, beg.

When fingers pushed inside him, slick and impossibly hot, Lucas cried out. The stretch was sharp, then perfect. The rhythm unrelenting. He saw stars, his whole body trembling under the assault.

“You were made for this,” the man murmured at his throat. “Made to be taken. Made to be mine.”

Then it wasn’t fingers anymore. It was bigger, thicker, brutal. He was filled past the point of possible, and yet he wanted more. His body opened up, greedy for it, desperate for every inch.

“Please,” he gasped, not even sure what he wanted.

“Please what?”

“Please don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”

The man laughed low, almost a growl, and began to move. Every thrust went deeper, harder. Claiming him. Rewriting him from the inside out. The pleasure was unbearable, too much, too good. Lucas felt like he was being broken down and remade into something else. Something that belonged.

And he loved it. Every single second.

When he came, it ripped through him like lightning. His body shook, spilling out as he clung to the stranger. But the man didn’t stop. He drove Lucas harder, wringing out every drop until Lucas collapsed, undone.

Heat flooded him, searing through his core. And in that blinding moment, he felt whole. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t empty. He was owned.

He woke in the middle of release, sheets wet, his body convulsing from aftershocks that refused to fade. The phantom weight stayed with him. The ache of being filled, possessed, branded from the inside out.

Then came Tuesday afternoon.

Lucas was walking home from the grocery store. Bags heavy with beer and frozen dinners. The same routine on repeat. Work. Store. Home. Repeat. Existing, not living. Sleepwalking.

Movement across the street caught his eye. A man walking the opposite way. Tall. Lean. Dark hair catching the late sunlight like black silk.

Lucas froze. His chest went tight. His pulse tripped over itself.

The guy wasn’t handsome in the usual sense. He was beautiful in a way that stopped the world. Sharp lines. Full lips curving into the barest smile. Eyes that seemed to take in everything. He moved like a predator.

But it wasn’t just beauty. It was recognition.

Lucas knew him. Every impossible detail. The jawline. The way he carried himself. The impossible stranger who’d haunted his dreams. The one who whispered promises into his skin.

Their eyes met across traffic. Something electric snapped through Lucas, sharp enough to steal his breath. It wasn’t just attraction. It was like walking into a trap and coming home all at once.

The stranger’s smile widened, teeth too sharp, too white. He tilted his head like he was listening to a sound Lucas couldn’t hear. Those eyes never left his face.

Time bent. Cars rushed past. People walked between them. But Lucas felt frozen, pinned. The stranger’s gaze reached across the distance and touched something inside him. Something buried. Something sleeping.

And now it was awake.

A dog barked loud somewhere nearby, shattering the moment. Lucas flinched, looked toward the noise. When he looked back, the man was gone.

Not walking away. Not slipping into the crowd. Just gone. Like he’d never been there.

But Lucas could still feel him. Could still taste danger sweet on the air.

He stood on the sidewalk, groceries cutting into his palms, heart thundering, skin prickling. His body screamed for touch. For him.

He’d dreamed of this man for weeks, and now he’d seen him in daylight. Either he was losing his mind, or the world had cracked wide open.

Logic whispered it was grief. Stress. Loneliness. That he’d seen someone who looked close enough, and his imagination did the rest.

But his body knew the truth. His chest ached. Heat coiled low in his belly. His hands shook so hard he almost dropped the bags. This wasn’t fantasy.

This was hunger.

When he got home, he caught sight of himself in the mirror. His cheeks flushed. Pupils blown wide. Lips parted like he’d been kissed raw. He looked like a man who’d just brushed against salvation and damnation in one breath.

Maybe he had.

That night, the dream came again. The stranger pressed him into that cold wall. This time, Lucas didn’t fight it. Didn’t speak. Didn’t question.

He opened his mouth and let himself be consumed.

He woke harder than he’d ever been. For the first time, he didn’t feel ashamed of it. He felt ready. Like a hunter.

Not knowing something had already chosen him.

Something that had been watching all along.

Something very, very patient.

And very, very hungry.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: Before I knew
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Lucas didn't mean to go inside.

He'd been walking around downtown for over an hour, trying to shake off the phone call with his mom that morning. Same damn conversation they'd been having for months, her voice getting that disappointed edge when she asked about his "plans" and his "future" like those were things normal people just had figured out by twenty-five.

"You can't just work at that coffee shop forever, honey," she'd said, and he'd wanted to tell her it wasn't forever, it was just until he figured out what the hell he actually wanted to do with his life. But explaining that would've meant admitting he had no clue, so he'd just said "I know, Mom" and hung up feeling like complete shit.

The thing is, Lucas had tried the whole college thing. English lit, because he liked books and thought maybe he could teach or write or do something important with words. Turns out a degree in "I think books are cool" isn't exactly what employers are looking for. Who knew, right?

Four years and forty thousand dollars in debt later, here he was making lattes for teenagers who probably earned more money from their damn TikTok accounts than he did in a month. And his mom wondered why he didn't have his life together. Yeah, real mystery there.

The worst part? He'd actually believed it would work out somehow. Used to stay up late writing stories that nobody would ever read, thinking maybe he'd be one of those people who made it. Maybe he'd write something that mattered. Maybe someone would care about the weird little worlds he built in his head.

Turns out wanting something and being good at it are two totally different things.

The rain came out of nowhere. One second he's walking along feeling sorry for himself, and the next he's getting absolutely soaked. Thick, heavy drops that felt like someone had turned on a faucet in the sky and aimed it directly at him. Cold as hell too. Within seconds his hoodie was clinging to his skin like it was trying to become part of him.

"Seriously?" he muttered, ducking under the nearest awning. His sneakers were making that gross squelching sound that meant they were officially ruined. Perfect end to a perfect day.

He wiped his face with his sleeve and looked around, squinting through the downpour. The street had emptied out fast, everyone else apparently smart enough to check the weather before leaving the house.

Edison's Books. That's what the faded sign said, hand painted letters that looked like they'd been there since before he was born. Green and gold paint peeling at the edges, but somehow still welcoming. Through the foggy windows, he could see warm yellow light and shelves crammed with books. A little bell hung above the door like it was daring him to come in.

Lucas hesitated. He didn't really like bookstores anymore. They reminded him too much of who he used to think he was, back when he believed reading could change his life and maybe he'd write something that mattered. Before he figured out that dreaming about being a writer and actually being able to write were two completely different animals.

But he was soaked, pissed off, and the wind was picking up. Getting pneumonia on a Tuesday seemed like a stupid way to die, even for him.

He pushed open the door. The bell jingled like it was genuinely happy to see him, which was more enthusiasm than he'd gotten from anyone in weeks.

Warm air hit him immediately and he actually groaned with relief. Then the smell knocked him over completely. Paper and dust and cinnamon, coffee brewing somewhere in the back, old wood and something faintly sweet that made his chest ache in a way he couldn't name. Like walking into the world's coziest library where nobody was gonna judge you for being a dripping mess.

The place looked like it had been there forever and planned to outlast everything else. Creaky hardwood floors that probably had stories to tell if you knew how to listen, shelves leaning slightly under the weight of too many books, paperbacks with cracked spines sitting next to hardcovers that looked like they'd survived multiple wars. Soft jazz played from somewhere in the back, the kind that didn't demand attention but made everything feel a little more civilized.

Lucas stood there dripping on the welcome mat for a minute, not really sure what he was supposed to do now. He wasn't here to buy anything, didn't have money for books anyway. Just wanted to stop feeling like a drowned rat and maybe pretend for five minutes that his life wasn't a complete disaster.

"You look like you got hit by a freight train," a voice said from behind the counter.

He looked over and saw this older woman with silver hair pulled back in a messy bun, paint stained fingers wrapped around a coffee mug. She was smiling at him like soggy twenty somethings wandered into her store every day and she thought it was charming.

"Yeah, the weather kinda ambushed me," he said, pushing wet hair off his forehead. "Sorry about the puddle."

"Honey, you're not the first person to get caught in a surprise storm, and you won't be the last. There's a bathroom in the back if you wanna dry off a bit. Clean towels on the shelf."

"Oh, I don't wanna mess up your stuff"

"Sweetie, you're creating a small lake on my floor. Go dry off before you catch something nasty and I have to explain to your mother why I let you stand there dripping."

Lucas found himself smiling for the first time all day. "Thanks. I really appreciate it."

The bathroom was tiny but spotless, with actual cloth towels that smelled like lavender fabric softener. He dried his hair as best he could and tried to wring out his hoodie in the sink, watching dirty water swirl down the drain. Still looked like hell when he was done, but at least he wasn't actively flooding the place anymore.

When he came back out, the woman had disappeared, probably dealing with actual paying customers or inventory or whatever bookstore owners did when they weren't rescuing idiots from the rain. He wandered toward the back, past hand written section signs that looked like they'd been made by someone who actually cared about organization. Sci-Fi. Gardening. Self-Help (which he avoided like it had cooties). Romance. Mystery. Horror.

That last one made him stop. He'd always been drawn to scary stuff, even though it freaked him the hell out. Something about being afraid of fake things felt better than being afraid of real stuff, you know? Like practice for actual terror, except the monsters in books couldn't actually hurt you.

He reached for this beat up Stephen King paperback, one he'd read before but might read again because sometimes familiar fear was better than feeling nothing at all. The cover was so worn you could barely make out the title, and the pages were yellow around the edges from age and too many hands.

"Don't start with that one," someone said behind him.

Lucas spun around fast, not expecting company in the dusty back corner of a bookstore on a Tuesday afternoon.

Holy shit.

The guy standing there looked like he'd walked off the cover of some magazine Lucas couldn't afford. Dark hair that looked messy on purpose but actually took effort to achieve, sharp jaw with exactly the right amount of stubble to be interesting without looking homeless, arms covered in tattoos that disappeared under the sleeves of a black t-shirt that fit him in ways that should've been illegal in public spaces. Fitted jeans that hung low on narrow hips and made Lucas forget what he'd been thinking about.

But it was his eyes that really got him. Deep blue, not soft blue or sky blue, but sharp blue. Electric blue. Like lightning right before it hits you and fries every circuit in your brain.

Lucas didn't know his name yet, but something about this guy felt different. Like meeting someone you were supposed to find, even if you didn't know you were looking. Which was ridiculous because Lucas wasn't looking for anything except maybe a dry place to stand for ten minutes.

The guy pointed at the book in Lucas's hand with fingers that had calluses on them, like he did more than just flip pages for a living. "Dreamcatcher's garbage. Trust me on this one."

Lucas blinked, still trying to process that someone who looked like that was talking to him. In his experience, guys who looked like underwear models didn't usually strike up conversations with guys who looked like they'd been fished out of a storm drain. "What?"

"Aliens. Butthole monsters. Regret. In that order." The guy's mouth quirked up in this half smile that should've come with a warning label. "It's like King had a fever dream and decided to share it with the world."

Lucas stared at him. "That's... that's your professional literary review?"

"Pretty much." The smile turned into a full grin, and Lucas felt his stomach do something acrobatic. "I work here. Part-time. When I'm not saving people from terrible life choices."

Lucas almost smiled back. Almost. But he was still too busy trying to figure out if this was actually happening or if he'd hit his head on something when he fell off the disappointment wagon. "You profile all your customers or just the wet ones?"

"Just the ones who look interesting."

"And I look interesting?"

The guy tilted his head, studying him like he was a book he was thinking about buying. "You look like you read sad poetry and punch walls when nobody's watching."

Heat crept up Lucas's neck. Was he that obvious? Could this stranger really read him that easily, or was he just making lucky guesses? "Wow. Okay. That's... specific."

"Am I wrong?"

Lucas considered lying, but what was the point? "I don't punch walls."

"But you read sad poetry."

"Sometimes." Lucas felt heat rise up his neck and he felt his cheeks burning. "So what? Everybody's got their thing."

The guy turned to the shelf and grabbed a different book, held it out without breaking eye contact. "Try this instead. The Fisherman. Creepy as hell, but it won't make you wanna throw it across the room and question your life choices."

Lucas took it, their fingers brushing for half a second. The guy's skin was warm, which was weird because the bookstore was pretty cold. "You always this bossy with strangers?"

"Only when I'm right." The guy shrugged, and it did interesting things to his shoulders under that shirt. "Which is most of the time, unfortunately."

"That's pretty arrogant."

"It's only arrogant if it's not true."

Lucas found himself actually smiling, which was weird because he hadn't done much of that lately. His face felt rusty, like he'd forgotten how the muscles worked. "What if I like aliens and butthole monsters?"

"Then we can't be friends, and I'll have to ask you to leave immediately."

"Who says I wanna be friends?"

The guy's grin turned wicked, like he knew exactly what he was doing to Lucas's pulse rate. "Nobody. But you're still standing here talking to me instead of buying the King book and leaving."

Damn. He had a point there.

Lucas looked down at The Fisherman. The cover was creepy but subtle, not like the in your face horror of some books. Just a simple image that made you feel uneasy without really knowing why. "What's it about?"

"Two guys who lose everything and go fishing to forget. Then they catch something that's been waiting for them." The guy leaned against the shelf, casual as anything, like having this conversation was the most natural thing in the world. "It's about grief and guilt and things that hide in deep water. Stuff that pulls you under when you're not paying attention."

"Sounds cheerful as hell."

"You've got that look."

"What look?"

"Like you're carrying something heavy and don't know where to put it down."

Lucas stared at him. Nobody had ever read him that easily before, especially not within five minutes of meeting. It should've been uncomfortable, should've made him want to run, but instead it felt... seen. When was the last time someone had actually looked at him instead of through him?

"Maybe I just look tired."

"Maybe. Or maybe you're tired because of what you're carrying around."

They stood there for a moment, and Lucas became very aware of how close this guy was standing. Close enough to smell his cologne, something clean and warm that made him want to lean in and breathe deeper. Close enough to see the little scar through his left eyebrow, the way his lips curved even when he wasn't smiling.

"So," Lucas said, because the silence was getting loaded and he didn't know what to do with that kind of tension. "You really work here?"

"Three days a week. Rest of the time I pretend to be an artist and try not to starve."

"Pretend?"

The guy's expression shifted slightly, became more real and less performed. "Paint portraits mostly. Commission work. People want pictures of their dogs or their dead relatives or themselves looking better than they actually do in real life."

"That sounds kinda cynical."

"Only because it's true." He ran a hand through his hair, messing it up even more. "But sometimes I get to paint something that matters. Something real."

"Like what?"

"I'll show you sometime, if you want."

The offer hung between them, casual but somehow weighted with possibility. He felt his pulse speed up. "Is that your standard line for customers?"

"Nah. That's my line for customers who look like they understand why art matters, even when it's not pretty."

"And I look like that?"

"You look like a lot of things. Most of them interesting."

Lucas blushed, heat spreading across his cheeks like he was fifteen instead of twenty-five. He wasn't used to this, wasn't used to someone looking at him like he was worth flirting with. Most days he felt invisible, just another face making coffee or standing in line at the grocery store. But this guy was looking at him like he was something worth seeing.

"I should probably..." Lucas gestured vaguely toward the front of the store.

"Buy the book?"

"Yeah. Buy the book."

They walked to the counter together, and Lucas was hyperaware of every step, every accidental brush of their shoulders. The older woman was back, sorting through a stack of invoices with reading glasses perched on her nose. She looked up when they approached and smiled like she'd been watching the whole thing.

"Find what you were looking for?" she asked Lucas.

"Something like that," he said, not looking at the guy behind the register.

"Eli's got good taste in books," she said, going back to her paperwork. "You can trust his recommendations."

Eli. So that was his name. Lucas rolled it around in his head, liking the way it sounded. Simple but somehow perfect.

Eli moved behind the register like he belonged there, fingers quick on the keys. "First time in here?" he asked, sliding the book into a paper bag.

"Yeah. I don't usually..." Lucas trailed off, not sure how to finish that sentence. Don't usually what? Go into bookstores? Talk to attractive strangers? Feel like someone might actually want to talk to him?

"Don't usually get caught in surprise rainstorms?"

"Don't usually stay in bookstores." Lucas handed over a twenty, trying not to notice the way Eli's fingers brushed his when he took it. "They make me remember stuff I'd rather forget."

"Like what?"

"Like thinking I might actually be good at something someday."

Eli leaned forward on the counter, bringing them closer together. Close enough that Lucas could see flecks of green in those blue eyes. "What if you still are?"

"Good at something?"

"Good at whatever you thought you'd be good at. What if giving up on it was the mistake, not trying it in the first place?"

Lucas stared at him. This guy didn't know anything about him, didn't know about the failed writing attempts, the stories that went nowhere, the rejection letters he'd stopped reading after the first few lines. But something in Eli's voice made him want to believe it anyway.

"You don't even know me."

"No. But you picked up a Stephen King book and put it back when I told you not to buy it. Most people would've just bought it anyway, especially if they thought I was being pushy. You listened. That says something."

"Says I'm easily influenced?"

"Says you're open to other perspectives. That's rarer than you think."

The rain had slowed to a drizzle outside, and Lucas knew he should leave. Go home to his empty apartment and his instant ramen and his stack of unfinished stories that nobody would ever read. But something about this place, about Eli, made him want to stay a little longer.

"I should go," he said, but he didn't move.

"Should you?"

"The rain's stopping."

"Is it?" Eli glanced toward the window, then back at Lucas. "Looks like it's still coming down to me."

Lucas looked too. Yeah, it was still raining. Not as hard, but steady enough to be an excuse if he wanted one. And God, did he want one.

"I don't wanna keep you from work."

"You're not. It's Tuesday afternoon, nobody else is gonna come in here for hours." Eli came around the counter, moving with the kind of casual confidence that Lucas envied. "Besides, I was getting bored reading the same page of inventory lists over and over."

"And I'm entertainment?"

"You're something." Eli stopped close enough that Lucas had to look up slightly to meet his eyes. "Question is, what kind of something are you?"

Lucas's mouth went dry. This was definitely flirting. Real, actual flirting, and he had no clue how to handle it. The last time someone had flirted with him, he'd been so shocked he'd just stared at them until they walked away in confusion.

"I don't know," he said honestly. "Still trying to figure that out myself."

"Well," Eli said, and his smile was softer now, genuine instead of teasing. "Lucky for you, I like mysteries."

Oh. Oh.

"I'm Eli, by the way," the guy said, sticking out his hand. "Figured I should probably mention that at some point."

"Lucas." He took Eli's hand, warm and steady and calloused in interesting places. "Nice to meet you."

"You too."

They shook hands longer than was probably normal, and when Eli let go, Lucas felt the loss of that warmth immediately.

"So, Lucas," Eli said, and hearing his name in that voice did something stupid to his stomach. "You hungry?"

"I... what?"

"Food. Sustenance. Basic human requirement." Eli's eyes were sparkling with amusement. "I get off in like ten minutes, there's a coffee place down the street that doesn't completely suck. Their sandwiches are halfway decent too."

Lucas blinked. "Are you asking me out?"

"I'm asking if you wanna get coffee and maybe some food. Whether that's a date or just two guys hanging out and complaining about the weather is entirely up to you."

Lucas thought his heart was doing something acrobatic. When was the last time someone had asked him to do anything? When was the last time someone had looked at him like he was worth spending time with instead of just the guy who made their morning latte?

"I don't wanna impose"

"You're not imposing. I'm asking." Eli's voice was gentler now, like he could sense Lucas's uncertainty. "Unless you've got somewhere else to be?"

Lucas thought about his empty apartment, his stack of unpaid bills, his complete lack of plans for... well, anything. "No. I don't have anywhere else to be."

"Good. Give me ten minutes to close up and pretend like I actually did some work today."

So that's how Lucas found himself twenty minutes later, sitting outside some hipster coffee place that was trying way too hard to be cool but had decent espresso and sandwiches that didn't taste like cardboard. They sat at a wobbly table with mismatched chairs, knees bumping underneath, and Lucas couldn't stop staring at the way the late afternoon light caught in Eli's hair.

"So," Eli said, unwrapping his sandwich, "tell me something interesting about yourself."

"I'm probably the least interesting person you've ever met."

"I doubt that. Everybody's got something."

Lucas picked at his turkey club, suddenly nervous about eating in front of someone who looked like a magazine cover. "I used to want to be a writer."

"Used to?"

"Yeah, well. Turns out wanting to do something and being good at it are different things."

"What kind of writing?"

"Fiction. Short stories, mostly. Nothing anybody would want to read."

Eli leaned back in his chair, studying him. "Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"When you say nobody would want to read it, do you mean you've actually shown it to people and they said it was bad, or do you mean you've decided it's bad without letting anyone else judge for themselves?"

"I don't know what you mean." Lucas said as he felt his cheeks get red.

"I think you do." Eli took a bite of his sandwich, still watching him. "I've met a lot of creative people, and most of them think everything they make is garbage. Even the ones who are actually talented."

"And you think I'm talented?"

"I think you're probably your own worst critic. Most writers are."

Lucas stared into his coffee, not sure how to respond to that. Nobody had ever suggested that maybe the problem wasn't his writing but his expectations. "Doesn't matter anyway. Haven't written anything in months."

"Why not?"

"Because what's the point? I'm not gonna be the next great American novelist. Hell, I'm not even gonna be a mediocre American novelist. So why waste time pretending?"

"Maybe because it makes you happy?"

Lucas looked up. "What?"

"Writing. Does it make you happy when you're doing it?"

He thought about it. About the feeling of finding the right word, the satisfaction of a sentence that flowed just right, the way time seemed to disappear when he was deep in a story. About how everything else fell away when he was creating something, even if it was just for himself. "Yeah. It does."

"Then that's the point."

"That's not how the world works, Eli. You can't just do things because they make you happy."

"Why not?"

"Because you have to pay rent and buy groceries and be a functioning adult who contributes to society."

"And you can't do both?"

Lucas opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. Because honestly? He'd never really tried to do both. He'd just assumed it was impossible and given up before even attempting it.

"It's complicated," he said finally.

"Most good things are."

They finished their food as the sun started to set, painting everything in that golden light that made even ugly buildings look pretty. Eli told stories about weird customers at the bookstore, the guy who came in every Tuesday looking for time travel books because he was convinced he was from the future, the woman who tried to trade her cat for a first edition Hemingway. Lucas found himself laughing more than he had in months, and when Eli laughed back, it felt like winning something he hadn't even known he was competing for.

"So what's your story?" Eli asked, stirring sugar into his coffee for the third time.

"My story?"

"Yeah. What do you do when you're not wandering into bookstores during rainstorms and getting literary advice from pushy employees?"

Lucas made a face. "Make overpriced coffee for people who treat me like furniture."

"That sounds awful."

"It is. But it pays rent, mostly." He picked at his cup lid. "What about you? When you're not saving people from Stephen King's questionable choices?"

"Paint, mostly. Try to convince people that art is worth paying for. Fail spectacularly at being a responsible adult." Eli grinned. "The usual starving artist routine."

"Do you like it? The painting?"

"Love it. Even when it drives me crazy." Eli's expression got more serious. "There's something about creating something that didn't exist before, you know? Taking all the messy stuff in your head and making it into something other people can see and maybe understand."

Lucas nodded. "That's how writing feels. When it's working, anyway."

"Maybe you should try it again."

"The writing?"

"Yeah. What's the worst that could happen?"

Lucas laughed, but it came out bitter. "I could suck at it and confirm that I wasted four years of college and forty thousand dollars on a useless degree."

"Or you could be good at it and realize you gave up too early."

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, watching people walk by on the sidewalk. Office workers heading home, couples holding hands, teenagers being loud and obnoxious in the way that only teenagers could manage. Normal people living normal lives, and for the first time in months, Lucas felt like maybe he could be one of them.

"Can I ask you something?" Eli said eventually.

"Sure."

"Why did you really come into the bookstore today? And don't say it was just the rain."

Lucas thought about it. "I don't know. I was feeling sorry for myself, I guess. My mom called this morning and reminded me that my life is a disaster, and I just... I needed to be somewhere that felt safe for a while."

"And bookstores feel safe?"

"They used to. When I was a kid, I'd spend hours in them. Made me feel like there were all these possibilities, you know? Like maybe I could have any kind of life I wanted." He shrugged. "Stupid, I guess."

"Not stupid. Hopeful."

"Same thing, sometimes."

Eli leaned forward. "What if it's not? What if hope is exactly what you need right now?"

Lucas looked at him, really looked, and saw something in those blue eyes that made his chest tight. Not pity, but understanding. Like maybe Eli knew what it felt like to be lost and pretending you were fine.

"I should probably head home," Lucas said, even though he didn't want to.

"Should you?"

"I have to work in the morning. Gotta be there at six to open up and pretend I care about other people's caffeine emergencies."

"Right. Responsible adult stuff."

Lucas laughed. "Something like that."

They walked out together, and the evening air was cool and damp, smelling like rain and possibility. The streetlights were just starting to flicker on, casting long shadows across the wet pavement.

"This was nice," Eli said when they reached the corner where they'd have to go different directions.

"Yeah. It was."

"We should do it again sometime."

"Yeah?" Lucas tried to keep the hope out of his voice. "You sure you want to hang out with someone whose life is a complete disaster?"

"Your life isn't a disaster. It's just... in progress."

Eli stepped closer, and Lucas's breath caught. He'd been wondering all evening if this was a date date or just two guys being friendly, but the way Eli was looking at him now made it pretty clear.

"Can I kiss you?" Eli asked, voice soft enough that Lucas had to lean in to hear him.

"Yeah," Lucas managed, his heart doing something impossible in his chest. "Yeah, you can."

Their first kiss happened under a streetlight with the smell of rain in the air and the sound of traffic in the distance. Soft at first, tentative, like Eli was giving him a chance to change his mind. But when Lucas kissed him back, really kissed him, Eli's hands came up to frame his face and suddenly nothing else existed except the warmth of his mouth and the way he tasted like coffee and something indefinably sweet.

When they broke apart, Lucas was breathing hard and Eli was smiling like he'd just discovered something amazing.

"Damn," Eli said softly.

"Yeah," Lucas agreed, because complex thoughts seemed optional at the moment.

They kissed again, longer this time, and when they finally pulled apart for real, Lucas knew, or thought he was floating six inches off the ground.

"I should really go," he said, but he didn't move.

"Should you?"

"If I don't, I'm gonna do something stupid like invite you back to my place and then panic about how messy it is."

Eli laughed. "Your place can't be messier than mine. I've got paint everywhere and I'm pretty sure something's growing in my sink."

"That's... both disgusting and oddly comforting."

"I aim to please."

Lucas smiled, feeling lighter than he had in years. "Can I... can I text you? Or call you? I don't really know the protocol here."

"There's no protocol. And yes, you can definitely text me. Or call. Whatever you want." Eli pulled out his phone. "Here, give me your number."

They exchanged numbers, fingers brushing when Eli handed back his phone, and Lucas tried not to read too much into the way Eli smiled when he saved the contact.

"Text me when you get home," Eli said. "Let me know you made it safe."

"It's like six blocks."

"Humor me."

Lucas found himself grinning. "Okay. I'll text you."

"Good. And Lucas?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for getting caught in the rain today."

Lucas walked home with a stupid smile on his face, feeling like the universe had decided to throw him a bone for once. When he got to his apartment, he texted Eli immediately: Made it home alive. Thanks for saving me from Stephen King and terrible life choices.

Eli texted back within minutes: Anytime. Sleep well. Tomorrow's gonna be better than today.

And lying in bed that night, staring at the ceiling with his phone on the nightstand, Lucas actually believed it might be true.

Over the next few weeks, they fell into an easy rhythm. More coffee dates, more conversations that lasted until way too late, more of that electric chemistry that made Lucas feel like he'd found something he didn't even know he was looking for. They'd made out on Eli's couch, hands wandering but never going too far, both of them dancing around what they both wanted.

They didn't talk about sex. Not directly. But the tension was always there, simmering under every kiss, every touch.

Lucas had never told anyone he was a virgin. Not because he was ashamed, just didn't see the point in announcing it. Nobody had ever felt worth it before.

Eli made him feel safe. Not rushed. Not like it was something to get over with. Just... known.

The night it happened was quiet. No candles or dramatic music or big romantic speeches. Just them on Lucas's couch, kissing slow and deep, hands exploring skin they'd only touched over clothes before.

"You sure about this?" Eli asked, voice rough against Lucas's neck.

"Yeah," Lucas whispered, even though his heart was pounding so hard he thought it might explode. "I want this. With you."

Eli pulled back to look at him, searching his face. "We can go slow. As slow as you need."

Lucas nodded, not trusting his voice. He'd thought about this moment for weeks, wondered what it would feel like, wondered if he'd be any good at it. But looking at Eli now, seeing how careful he was being, some of that nervousness faded.

Eli kissed him again, soft and patient, hands moving slowly over his chest, his stomach, mapping every inch like he was memorizing it. When his fingers found the button of Lucas's jeans, he paused.

"Still okay?"

"Don't stop," Lucas managed.

Clothes came off piece by piece, no rushing, no fumbling. Eli's hands were steady, sure, like he'd done this before but never with anyone who mattered this much. When Lucas's jeans hit the floor, he felt exposed but not judged. When Eli's came off, Lucas's mouth went dry.

Holy shit.

He'd seen dicks before, obviously. Locker rooms, porn, whatever. But seeing Eli naked, really naked, right there in front of him? That was different. That was eight inches of thick, hard reality that made Lucas's stomach flip with want and terror in equal measure.

"Jesus," Lucas breathed, not meaning to say it out loud.

Eli paused, suddenly self conscious. "Too much?"

"No, it's just..." Lucas swallowed hard, his eyes traveling the length of him. "You're huge."

Eli's cheeks went pink. "We don't have to"

"I want to," Lucas said quickly. "I'm just... I don't know how that's gonna fit."

"It'll fit," Eli said softly, stepping closer. "I'll make sure it fits. We'll go slow, use lots of lube, and if you need me to stop at any point, just say the word."

Lucas nodded, not trusting his voice. When Eli finally touched him, when those warm hands mapped every inch of his skin, Lucas was shaking with anticipation and nerves.

"Fuck, you're beautiful," Eli said, voice thick with want.

"I'm not"  Lucas said.

"You are." Eli's hands traced down his sides, thumb brushing over his hip bone. "Every damn inch of you."

When Eli knelt between his legs with the bottle of lube, Lucas's heart was pounding so hard he thought it might burst. He'd never felt so exposed, so vulnerable, so completely at someone else's mercy.

"Relax," Eli murmured, slicking his fingers. "I'm gonna take care of you."

The first finger was weird more than anything else. Foreign, intrusive, but not painful. The second made him tense up, and by the third he was gripping the sheets and trying to breathe through the stretch.

"You okay?" Eli asked, fingers moving slowly inside him.

"Yeah, just... it's a lot."

"Wait until you feel my cock," Eli said, and the words sent a shiver down Lucas's spine.

When Eli finally pressed against him, the head of his dick nudging at Lucas's entrance, Lucas held his breath. He was slicked up and stretched, but nothing could have prepared him for the reality of Eli's size.

"Breathe," Eli whispered, pushing in just the tip. "Just the head first, okay?"

Lucas bit his lip so hard he tasted blood. Even just the head felt impossibly big, like his body was being split open. His whole body tensed, and for a second he thought he might tell Eli to stop.

"Holy fuck," he gasped. "You're so big."

"I know. You're doing great." Eli's hand found his, fingers threading together. "Just breathe. Let your body adjust."

It took forever. Inch by inch, Eli worked himself inside, pausing whenever Lucas tensed up, whispering encouragement against his ear. By the time he was fully seated, Lucas felt like he'd been turned inside out.

"How are you feeling?" Eli asked, voice strained with the effort of holding still.
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