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      Brimstone house is a dark romance series with morally gray heroes who will stop at nothing to get what they want, and what they want is control. There are five books in the series. Welcome to Dark Becca!

      

      Warning: This is a darker romance than usual for Becca Jameson. It could be disturbing for some readers. Please see my website for triggers. It is a stand-alone with an HEA, but the path is dark.
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      Briana

      

      He’s watching me.

      I can feel his gaze on me. Goosebumps rise all over my skin.

      I don’t know how I know. I just do. He’s somewhere in this crowded quad, keeping tabs on my every move.

      My heart is racing. I should be scared out of my mind.

      Instead, I find it thrilling.

      There’s something terribly wrong with me.

      I have a stalker. I don’t know anything about him except the sound of his deep voice and the feel of his hands on me.

      He’s mysterious and dangerous and so dirty.

      He consumes me day and night.

      Controls me. Because I let him.

      If I had any good sense, I would go to the campus police.

      I’m living on the edge. Because I’ve never felt more alive.

      I try to focus on what my housemate is saying. She’s telling an animated story about the party she went to last night. My other housemates are laughing. I’m sure I should be, too, but I’m struggling to focus.

      Because of him.

      It’s sunny out. The weather is perfect, which is why so many people are on the campus quad. Students are taking advantage of the sunshine, tossing footballs, throwing Frisbees, and reading under the shade of huge oak trees.

      I was heading to the library to study when I stopped to catch up with my three housemates.

      But now he’s here, and I’m frozen.

      “Bri…”

      I jerk my gaze to find Taylor laughing and waving a hand in front of my face. “Shit. Sorry. It sounds like it was a fun party.”

      “It was the best. You should come with us next time.”

      “Maybe…” I chew on my bottom lip. Two weeks ago, I would have jumped at the suggestion. It’s my freshman year. This is the first time I’m finally living on my own, sort of. I want to experience everything, go to parties, drink disgusting concoctions at frat parties…

      But then he happened. And now I find myself out of my body, living in a different world. It’s dark and mysterious, and I should not let him consume me.

      A breeze lifts my hair, making my skin tingle. It’s ridiculous. He’s not causing air to blow by me. Is he?

      My friends all lean in for hugs and disperse to whatever their destinations are.

      I turn around and scan the quad before continuing on to the library. I don’t have a choice. I don’t make decisions for myself anymore.

      After glancing at my watch, I pick up my pace. Why? Because I told him I would be at my usual table in the northeast corner of the building on the second floor at two o’clock. He likes punctuality. If I’m not on time, he’ll know, and I’ll be punished for my tardiness.

      It doesn’t matter that I’ve never seen him.

      It doesn’t matter that I don’t know his name.

      I have no idea what he looks like.

      I know he’s broad and strong.

      I know the deep rumble of his raspy voice.

      I know his woodsy scent.

      I know how his rough, huge hands feel.

      I know that he controls me.

      And I let him.
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      Two weeks ago…

      

      Briana

      

      “This is going to be epic,” Taylor shouts.

      I giggle, nearly skipping alongside her to keep up because the universe skimped on me when handing out inches. I’m five foot—if I stand really tall and straighten my spine and elongate my neck to its fullest.

      Desiree loops her arm with mine. She’s not very tall either.

      Ronie is walking backward in front of us down the sidewalk. “Our first official college party.” She rubs her hands together. “Do you think we’ll meet any cute guys?”

      “We have to,” Desiree squeals. “Isn’t that the reason we’re going to college in the first place?”

      I chuckle again. I won the roommate lottery with these ladies. We’re all renting rooms in a house together. It was a crap shoot. I could have ended up with people I didn’t like at all. Instead, as soon as we moved in yesterday, we started talking over one another.

      Relief floods me, and I can’t stop grinning as we continue down the street. It’s not very far to the party. Just a few blocks. We found out about it when one of the guys who lives at the party house stopped by to introduce himself and invite us.

      He probably saw four wide-eyed freshmen and thought we were fresh meat. And he may be right, but we intend to get fully indoctrinated in college life, starting tonight.

      “So we all agree,” Ronie reminds us, “No drinking anything anyone hands us. We arrive as a group and leave as a group. No wandering off to some guy’s room to make out without telling at least one of us.”

      “Agreed,” Desiree says as Taylor and I nod. I’m kind of grateful these gals have some sense of safety. Buddy system. We need to look out for each other. Weird shit happens at these parties. The last thing we want is for one of us to get roofied and end up a statistic. School hasn’t even started yet.

      We can hear the party before we even turn the corner. And we stop in our tracks as soon as we see the chaos unfolding.

      Holy shit. So many people. It’s loud even from the sidewalk. Seems like half the attendees are already drunk.

      The truth is, I’ve never even tasted alcohol. Lord knows I’ve smelled it often enough. It’s nasty. I can’t imagine I’ll ever get roofied since I would probably spit that shit out if I tasted it. Maybe I’m wrong.

      I’m suddenly nervous as we finish our approach. My heart is racing, and my palms are sweaty.

      Deep breaths. This is going to be fun. I’m at college. I’ve waited eighteen years for the freedom to go to parties and live without rules.

      That doesn’t mean I intend to do anything I’m going to regret. I worked my ass off to get into Darkwell University. I have grants that are covering my tuition, room, and board. The kind of money that’s available to incredibly poor kids who work hard and get good grades in high school.

      You can’t get any poorer than me. I’ve been in the system. Not a dime to my name. No parents or relatives to help out or send care packages.

      What I do have, however, is an older brother. Seven years older. I didn’t even know about him until four years ago, when he found me in foster care. He also goes to this university. He’s working on his master’s in electrical engineering. I applied to Darkwell University so we could be near each other. Or rather, he insisted because we’re family. The only family either of us has. I know he wants to keep tabs on me. And I appreciate that. No one has ever cared enough to keep tabs on me.

      “So we’re doing this,” Taylor mutters as we reach the foot of the porch.

      “Definitely,” Desiree agrees.

      Inhaling deeply, I mentally pull up my big-girl panties and climb the steps.
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      An hour later, I’m starting to develop a headache. The noise is overwhelming. The bass is shaking the entire house. Every song seems to have the same annoying beat to it. People are shouting, singing, crying, moaning. Every sound imaginable.

      I’ve lost all three roommates, though I know they’re here somewhere. It’s not hard to get separated. I’m in the kitchen, where I planted myself a while ago, hoping I would eventually find one of my friends when they came in to refill their drinks.

      The smell is atrocious. Beer and some kind of nasty alcohol. I keep holding my breath and trying to avoid getting it spilled on me. It’s a lost cause. Four people have already lost the top few inches of their beer as they passed me, most of it splashing on my light-pink blouse.

      The beer is better than the alternative, though. The other main beverage in this kitchen is a giant trash can of something red. People keep dipping their cups into it, scooping it out, and guzzling it. I watched two guys refill the giant black receptacle a few minutes ago. They dumped in gallons of fruit punch and then several giant glass bottles of some kind of clear alcohol. I nearly vomited just from watching.

      It’s blatantly obvious that I’m not like other people my age. I don’t see the appeal of this party so far. Even if some of the guys stumbling around me were attractive sober, they aren’t after several drinks. Their breath stinks, their hair is a mess, their eyes are bloodshot, and their clothes are rumpled.

      As I back up yet again, I suddenly bump into something or someone. Hopefully, the wall.

      But no such luck. An arm comes around me, and I find myself pulled against a hard chest. Before I can twist around to see who’s touching me so intimately, I’m lifted a few inches off the floor and hauled backward.

      It all happens so fast that I’m too stunned to react. Before I can manage to tell myself to scream, I’m in a dark room. I catch a glimpse of shelves of food just before the door is kicked shut by my assailant, enclosing me in total darkness with him.

      A rough hand lands over my mouth, and his lips come to my ear. “I’m not going to hurt you, pretty girl.”

      My eyes are wide, but I can’t see a thing. Fear sends adrenaline pumping rapidly through my body. How can this be happening to me on my first real night as an official adult?

      I’m still not touching the floor. He’s holding me up with one arm under my breasts as if I weigh nothing, and to him, apparently, I do. He’s big. Broad and tall.

      “Shh, shh, shh… I promise you’re safe.”

      He can’t convince me of that. Why would he drag me into a pantry if he doesn’t intend to hurt me or worse? I finally manage to scream, but my voice is muffled by his palm.

      His hand smells clean, like he just washed it. I also don’t detect alcohol on his breath.

      With his nose, he brushes my hair away from my neck before inhaling deeply along my collarbone. “You smell good. Vanilla?”

      My head is spinning. I don’t answer him. How could I? I want to kick out at him. All I can do is reach up and grab his arm with both hands. His forearm is bare, and I dig my nails into him, all ten of them.

      He doesn’t even flinch.

      “Such a naughty girl.” He lowers his hand from my mouth to my thigh and swats me hard. Instantly, my thigh burns. The sting rattles me. I don’t know how he has the leverage to do so. He’s incredibly strong.

      Why did I wear a skirt?

      His voice is eerily calm as he says, “Unless you want me to pull your skirt up, yank your panties down, and spank your pretty ass until you’re crying so hard that snot is running out of your button nose, I suggest you let go of my arm, princess.”

      Panting, I ease my grip. I don’t think I even had the strength to draw blood. I’m shaking too hard. If I live through this, I’ll sign up for the self-defense classes I saw at orientation this morning.

      “Good girl,” he mutters against my neck. His voice is a deep rumble. It vibrates through me.

      A finger lands on my cheek. “Do I need to cover your mouth again, princess? Or can you be a good girl for me? It won’t do you any good to scream anyway. Not with the number of people at this party.” He strokes his finger down my chin, my neck, and finally between my breasts.

      I struggle futilely. Sexual assault was not on my bingo card for tonight. I should struggle harder or call out for help, but I’m too scared to antagonize him. And he’s probably right. Who would hear me? I do manage to whimper, though.

      “Shhh,” he whispers again. “I meant what I said. I won’t hurt you, princess.”

      What does that even mean? He’s already hurting me. I’m damaged for life. If he let me go right now, I’d be emotionally scarred and need counseling.

      “You don’t fit in at this party, do you, princess?”

      I hold very still, not responding. I’m not even sure what the right answer is.

      “I bet you’re a freshman. Your eyes have been bulging out of their sockets all night. Such a stunning shade of green, too. I don’t know why all the boys haven’t tried to hit on you yet. Probably because most of the kids here are barely adults, stupid, and drunk. They can’t see what a gem is in their midst.”

      It’s hard to focus on what he’s saying, but I force myself to. He might say something that will be helpful if he keeps rambling. For instance, I now know he’s older than most of the people I’ve met tonight.

      His fingers come to my hair. He twirls one around a lock. “Fuck, I love this hair. I’m salivating to fist my hand in the long honey waves and give a strong yank. I bet you’d like that.” He chuckles sardonically. “I’ve shocked you. You’re so vanilla you’ve probably never had a man pull your hair, have you, princess?”

      I don’t know what he means. Vanilla? Before, he mentioned my shampoo being vanilla, and he’s right. But that’s not the context he’s using now. I’m trembling from the idea of him pulling my hair. Why does the idea excite me?

      His hand moves to my thigh, his fingers trailing along the edge of my skirt. “Were you hoping to get fucked tonight, princess?” He says fucked like it’s the dirtiest word on the planet. Or maybe not the word but the implied action.

      I gasp and shake my head.

      “Are you sure? Why did you come to a drunken college party wearing a short, tight jean skirt and a see-through pale-pink blouse if you didn’t want a boy to fuck you?”

      I keep shaking my head. “I don’t,” I manage to whisper.

      He slides his finger along the edge of my skirt, the rough pad of his pointer grazing my thigh. “I bet this outfit isn’t even yours. It doesn’t suit you. No part of it does. I haven’t seen your panties yet. Those might be yours, but nothing else. Am I right?”

      I sniffle and nod. How does he know that?

      “Did one of those girls you came in with lend you this slutty outfit, princess?”

      I nod again.

      “Words, princess.”

      I swallow. “Yes.” My whole body shudders. I’m scared out of my mind, yet he’s mesmerizing me with his voice. It makes no sense.

      “You’re a good girl, aren’t you, princess?”

      “Yes,” I murmur.

      “You’ve never worn a skirt like this in your life, have you, pretty girl?”

      “No.”

      “Mmm. I figured. You’ve been tugging nervously on the hem since you left your house.”

      My breath hitches. He’s been watching me since I left the house. Does he know where I live? He must. I wonder if I would recognize him if I saw his face. “Please, let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this. Just let me go.” I’m still dangling several inches off the floor. He’s still holding me with absolutely no exertion.

      “Mmm. Not yet, princess. I’m enjoying getting to know you.”

      I whimper again.

      “Yesterday, when you moved into your rental house, you had on khaki shorts. They were far less slutty than this skirt.”

      A soft moan escapes my lips. I’m not slutty. I’ve never been called slutty by anyone in my life. I’ve always been the good girl. I dress to blend in. Subdued in high school. Definitely not part of the in-crowd.

      “Tell me about your panties, princess,” he says as if he’s asking me about a homework assignment.

      I purse my lips. My face heats.

      His finger comes back to my neck and down between my breasts. “This bra is lacy and dark pink, but it’s about a cup too big for you.”

      Jesus. He knows so much about me. It’s unnerving.

      “Have you ever owned a lace bra before, princess?”

      “No,” I murmur. It seems like a good idea to humor him.

      His lips come to my ear. “Does it feel good against your nipples?”

      My nipples stiffen at the suggestion, making me shiver.

      He slides a finger along the strap at my shoulder and gives a tug.

      I gasp at the way the stupid bra abrades my swollen bud.

      “Mmm. I think you liked that.”

      Damn him.

      “Do you want me to open your blouse, tug the lace cups down, and play with your ripe little nipples, princess?”

      “No. Please…” I squirm against him. My body defies me, though. Some perverted part of me wishes he would do just that. Why is he asking me? He could just reach into my blouse and toy with my nipples without my consent.

      “Then tell me about your panties. If you do a good job, I’ll let you go. If I think you’re lying, I’ll flip on the light, lift your skirt, and see for myself.”

      Another sniffle escapes my nose. “Please…”

      “I’ll have to blindfold you if you want me to turn on the light,” he warns.

      “No, please.” I’m breathing heavily. “I’ll tell you.”

      How is he so calm? It’s eerie. I can’t make sense of any of this.

      “Wait, let me guess first. I bet they’re white cotton bikini briefs. I bet you brought a pack of six with you to college and pulled this pair out of the clear package this morning.”

      My breath catches in my lungs. Has this man been stalking me? Has he been in my room?

      He chuckles. “Am I right, princess?”

      I don’t move.

      “I swear it was just a guess, pretty girl. I haven’t been in your panty drawer…yet.”

      Yet?

      It seems like my heart is beating too heavily in my ears. Pulsing.

      He brings his hand to the hem of my skirt again and starts to lift it.

      I wiggle in his embrace, trying hard to free myself. “Please don’t.”

      “Answer me, princess. Was I right about your panties?”

      “Yes. Yes, you’re right. Please.”

      “Good girl. See? That wasn’t hard, was it?”

      I keep squirming.

      He stops lifting the denim, but his fingers dance along my outer thigh, teasing my skin. “So soft,” he murmurs. “Do you shave your legs all the way up to your pussy, princess?”

      I think I’m going to hyperventilate.

      “What about your pussy? Do you shave that, too?”

      Gripping my thighs together, I purse my lips. My face is so hot. It’s probably bright red.

      He chuckles. “I’m embarrassing you. I bet no one has ever touched this pussy, have they, princess?”

      I shake my head.

      “What about you? Have you touched it? Do you rub your little clit at night until you orgasm?”

      I’m going to die of humiliation.

      His lips come closer to my ear again. “Do you masturbate, princess?”

      “No,” I whisper almost too softly to hear myself.

      “Because you’re such a good girl, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you going to be a good girl if I let you go?”

      “Yes.” My voice is stronger. Is letting me go a possibility?

      “Will you go straight home and get into bed?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “Are you going to wear this skirt again?”

      “No.”

      “Good girl. It doesn’t suit you, and I don’t want to see you trying to attract the wrong kind of attention again. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” I’m feeling hopeful. It’s like he’s going to let me off with a warning. Though this is madness. Who does he think he is?

      “Do you own plain, white cotton bras in a size smaller, princess? I bet your bras are a B cup.”

      “Yes.” I think my face is going to combust. I’ve never had a discussion like this with a living soul, let alone a stranger. And I’m furious that he’s making me feel something I can’t explain.

      My stomach is in knots, and my pussy is swollen, achy. I think wetness is leaking out of me as if I’ve peed myself. But that didn’t happen.

      “Good. I don’t want to see you dressed slutty again, understood?”

      “Yes.” At this point, I’ll agree to anything.

      “Wear your own clothes. The ones you brought to college. I’ll be watching you. I don’t want to see any of your bra straps.”

      I swallow. “Okay.”

      “Are you going to tell anyone about our little chat, princess?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I’m panting, partly from fear, partly from irrational arousal. What kind of a question is that? “Uh… Because I don’t have any idea who you are or what you look like, and no one would believe me.”

      Another deep chuckle vibrates against my neck. “Oh, princess, they would believe you, but you’re right. They wouldn’t know who I am. It’s best we keep this encounter between you and me, don’t you think?”

      “Yes.” This man knows where I live. He’s been watching me. There’s no telling what he would do if I went to the campus police. Maybe he would be angered, break into my house in the night, and…

      “Good girl. I’m going to set you down. Find your housemates and go home.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      He grips me slightly tighter, nuzzles my neck, and groans. “Damn, you smell good.”

      A second later, he bends just enough to set me on my feet. His arm is still wrapped around me. “Are you going to be my good girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m going to turn you around. I want you to face the back of the pantry. Stay in here for one minute, and then come out and go home.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      He spins me to face away from the door. The moment he releases his grip, I feel an odd sense of loss. I nearly stumble forward. My lungs finally expand fully.

      Before I can get my balance, the door opens and closes at my back. It happens so fast, I doubt if I could catch up with him even if I spun around this very second and yanked the door open.

      It doesn’t matter. There’s no way I’m going to disobey him. I wouldn’t dare.
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      Briana

      

      “Oh my God. That was so fucking fun. Did you guys not have a blast?” Desiree asks as we make our way back to our house.

      I’m shaking violently and looking in every direction. Scared out of my mind. Unnerved beyond belief. Is he following me? Lurking in the shadows?

      Luckily, I’m not required to answer. The three of them prattle on and on about the guys they flirted with, the fruit punch, and the dancing. They don’t seem to notice I’m two seconds away from losing my composure.

      “Oh, hey,” Ronie suddenly interjects, twisting around in front of us to walk backward like she did on the way to the party. “Did you guys hear about the freshman prank?”

      “No. What prank?” Taylor asks.

      Ronie’s face lights up as she starts talking. “So, supposedly, there are these guys who like to scare freshman girls at the beginning of every school year. Like, I heard they grab them, pull them into a dark corner or behind a bush, and say filthy things to them. Some girls end up peeing themselves out of fear. Nobody’s ever caught the guys.”

      Desiree gasps. “Holy fuck. That would scare the shit out of me. Can you even imagine?” She glances first at Taylor and then at me.

      I shake my head. I have no idea how I school my face, but I must do a good enough job because none of them seem to notice my distress.

      “How do they know it’s more than one guy?” Desiree asks.

      Ronie shrugs. “Rumor has it that it happens at multiple locations on random days during the first few weeks. I guess they’ve pieced together enough information to know it’s not always the same guy.”

      My teeth are chattering, but it’s not cold out here. I just want to get home, go to my room, and shut myself inside. I need to be alone.

      I consider telling them that the rumor is true because it happened to me, but I don’t feel like talking about it. I’m too shaken up. Exhaustion is tugging at me. The last thing I want to do is answer fifty questions from my housemates about every detail. And what if they insist I tell the police?

      No. Bad idea. He made it clear that I was not to talk about our “chat,” as he called it. I’m going to obey him.

      Apparently, not everyone does, though, if there are enough rumors of these incidents that it’s common lore.

      And who am I kidding? It’s not lore. I just experienced it.

      The good news is, hopefully, it was a one-time thing. He grabbed me, scared the fuck out of me, and let me go. Ronie didn’t mention it ever going any further than that. If anyone had been seriously harmed, it would be widespread knowledge.

      Taking deep breaths, I remind myself it’s over. I hate that it happened to me, but it’s over.

      Except I’m struggling to believe I’ll never encounter him again. He didn’t pick me at random. He stalked me. He knows where I live. He knows what’s in my fucking underwear drawer. Granted, that part was a guess. It wasn’t an unreasonable guess, either.

      It shouldn’t surprise me that I look innocent. I am. The fact that it’s written on my face isn’t shocking.

      I’m beyond relieved when we enter the house. Ronie locks the front door. “Should we eat ice cream?”

      I shake my head. “I’m exhausted. I’m just going to go to bed.”

      “Okay. I hope you had fun. You’ve been really quiet,” Taylor points out.

      I force a smile. “I had a great time. I’m just tired.”

      Desiree gives me a quick hug. “See you tomorrow.”

      As soon as I’m inside my room, I close the door, lock it, lean against it, and slide to the floor. There’s a good chance my legs weren’t going to hold me up much longer. I’m shaking violently. Even this long after I left the pantry, I still feel like I might hyperventilate. Granted, it’s only been about twenty minutes. The guy told me to go home immediately, and I wasn’t about to disobey his order.

      No one noticed me coming out of that dark space. When I stepped out, the house seemed louder, the people more drunk, the music more annoying. Somehow, I managed to find my roommates quickly in the front room, and thank heavens, they were all ready to leave.

      I’m grateful that the house we’re renting has four separate bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. If I had to go to a shared bathroom to pee and brush my teeth right now, I might not be able to maintain my tenuous composure.

      After sitting on the hardwood floor for a long time, I finally manage to stand and make my way on wobbly legs to my bathroom. I don’t turn the light on because I can’t stand the idea of seeing my face right now. There’s enough light coming in from a small window above the shower for me to pee and put toothpaste on my brush. A street lamp outside sends bright streams of light through that window at night.

      Shaking as if I’m freezing, I strip out of the clothes I borrowed from Desiree and drop them into the hamper. I’ll wash and return them to her. I’m sure as hell never wearing them again.

      It pisses me off that some man has shaken my world to the extent that I’ll never dress provocatively to go to a party. Hell, I can’t imagine ever going to another party. Or stepping out of this house to go to class. Or being able to sleep.

      I’m traumatized. How the hell am I going to get over this? Wearing nothing but the cotton panties my assailant guessed I had on, I hurry to my dresser, pull out a long T-shirt, and shrug into it.

      When I climb into bed, I’m still trembling badly. Also, my mouth is dry. I never drank anything all evening. After pushing to sitting, I grab the stainless-steel bottle I keep on my nightstand and suck down half the water through the straw. At least I won’t wake up with a dehydration headache.

      But who am I kidding? Waking up would require me to fall asleep first. That isn’t going to happen. I pull the covers to my chin and stare blankly at the ceiling.

      My room would be darker if I shut the bathroom door. Leaving it open gives me the stream of light from the tiny window. I’m not sure I can tolerate total darkness. My anxiety was already high from the move and life changes, and it just multiplied by a hundred tonight.

      Taking deep breaths, I try to calm myself. It’s not possible. I keep hearing his voice in my head.

      “You’re so vanilla you’ve probably never had a man pull your hair, have you, princess?”

      “Were you hoping to get fucked tonight, princess?”

      “Tell me about your panties, princess.”

      “I bet no one has ever touched this pussy, have they, princess?”

      He won’t stop taunting me. I roll onto my side and pull my knees up. His words were so filthy. He said things I’ve never imagined anyone saying to another human being.

      He said them to scare me. I understand better now that I’ve heard the rumor. Rumor, my ass.

      I can still feel his fingers teasing my thigh. In fact, I can still feel the slight burn from where he slapped my leg. I reach for it now and rub the spot. Why does the memory of him touching me make me feel tingly?

      Even squeezing my eyes shut doesn’t block out the multitude of sensations he evoked. His fingers grazing my neck and down to my cleavage. His lips on my ear. His warm breath hitting my skin. His arm banded tightly around my waist, his forearm pressing the underside of my breasts.

      But what stands out the most is his rough fingertips against my thigh, so close to my sex. My pussy. I shiver at the way he said the word pussy. So dirty.

      Stop it, Briana. He’s getting to you. It was just a prank. You were in the wrong place at the wrong time. You’re lucky it was only a stupid freshman joke. You’re not hurt. He didn’t touch you intimately. Not really. It was a game. A stunt. It’s over.

      Rolling to my side, I pull open my nightstand drawer and grab the bottle of melatonin. I try not to use it too often. I worry about growing dependent on it, but it does help me sleep. I pop one in my mouth, down some more water, and slide under the covers.

      What I need is sleep. But I need my mind to stop racing so I can accomplish that. I’ll figure out the rest tomorrow.
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      I’m breaking all the rules.

      I never break the rules. Rules exist for a reason.

      They maintain order. Avoid confusion.

      We have an agreement—the guys and I. Every year we stick to the program. This year, I’m deviating from the plan, and even worse, I’m lying about it. By omission. But, same thing.

      She’s driving me crazy. I have no idea why.

      This has never happened to me.

      I don’t get close to people, especially girls. They’re loose cannons. They fuck with people’s minds.

      If I crave a good fuck, I get out of Darkwell, pick someone up, and get what I need. More often than not, it’s easier to find some porn and use my hand. When I’m done, I don’t have to sneak out or hold someone or lie about calling them sometime.

      I haven’t had sex since I met her.

      Briana.

      Why do her friends call her Bri? It sounds ridiculous. Her name is Briana. Why does she let them shorten it?

      Briana is in class, as she should be. So are all her housemates. I know because I’ve learned every one of their schedules. I’m nosy. It’s fucking easy to hack into the school system and find anyone’s schedule.

      Also easy? Breaking into this house. It’s old. I only had to do it once, though. I got lucky. Ronie—another stupid nickname. I know her name is actually Veronica—ran out to class the other day without taking her keys or locking the door. I used them to make a duplicate, and now I can enter whenever I want without a problem. The same key even works for the back door.

      I’m in my girl’s room. I come here a lot. I like to wander around her things, sit on her bed, and rummage through her belongings. I have no idea why this girl is under my skin. She has been since I first spotted her.

      That was a coincidence. I happened to be out jogging the morning these four girls moved in. Briana caught my eye. Maybe it was her rather prim outfit—khaki shorts that reached mid-thigh, a white polo shirt, and white sneakers. Maybe it was her long, thick, honey-blonde hair, the waves up in a high ponytail. It could have been her laugh as she joked with her new roommates. It seemed kind of fake. Forced. Like she was uncomfortable and trying to fit in.

      I gathered all of that in the time it took me to jog past her.

      Briana didn’t notice me. She was too focused on helping one of her roommates unload her car. Briana doesn’t have a car. That’s not odd. She also doesn’t have anything in her room to indicate where she’s from. No pictures of her family. No journal. What girl doesn’t keep a journal? I didn’t see her move in, so I don’t know who brought her or how she got here.

      My girl is mysterious. Maybe that’s one of the things that attracts me to her. I need to get Briana out of my system. I shouldn’t be stalking her. I can’t help myself. She’s like a magnet. A mysterious one I want to understand better.

      If I could just learn more about her, I’m sure I would find something that totally turns my stomach, and then I could walk away.

      But that hasn’t happened, and I’ve been digging around in her life for the last ten days. I’ve invaded her privacy in so many ways it’s not funny. I smirk as I glance at the tiny hole in the upper corner of her room. I didn’t want to install a camera directly on the wall. Surely, she would have noticed it. Instead, I installed it in the back of her closet and drilled a hole so only a small lens sticks through.

      I’ve done other things to her room, too. It’s really hard for me not to organize her belongings. She has no system. Her shoes are just tossed on the floor of the closet. Sometimes, they don’t even make it through the opening. She almost never closes the closet door.

      She doesn’t own many clothes. Just the basics. They aren’t arranged in any sort of fashion that makes any sense. They’re hanging haphazardly on hangers or stuffed into drawers. She doesn’t even fold anything.

      I was right about her clothes. She doesn’t own anything slutty. I don’t know anything about her background, but she’s led a prim-and-proper life until now. Wearing that short denim skirt and nearly see-through blouse was an anomaly, not her norm.

      I smirked when I first saw her underwear drawer. I’d been correct about that, too. She had a package of white bikini panties in there. She hadn’t even opened it all the way. She’d simply torn one end and tugged out a pair. The thought makes me shudder. She didn’t wash them first.

      Her bras are the same. 32B. White. Functional. Nothing special. They make me salivate, just like her panties. My cock gets hard when I hold them, especially the little bikinis. I’ve even stolen a pair. Not from the drawer but from her hamper.

      Her bathroom drives me bonkers. Her clothes barely make it into her hamper. Half the time, they’re on the floor next to it. Though I try not to leave my mark on her rooms, I haven’t been able to resist picking up her clothes, inhaling her scent, and putting them in the basket where they should be.

      Her sink is a disaster. Granted, she doesn’t own many toiletries. She’s not a fussy girl. Very minimal makeup—mascara and lip gloss are her main items. They have a drawer, but it’s usually open, and the contents are on the vanity instead.

      I approve of her toothpaste. It’s one of my favorite brands, though I suspect she doesn’t care. It’s just what landed in her cart that day.

      Her shampoo and conditioner are cheap but vanilla scented. That explains the first inhale I got from her when I hauled her into the pantry. It suits her. Now I can’t get it out of my head. I don’t think I’ve ever paid attention to how a woman smells before. Why would I ever care?

      But this one… She’s under my skin.

      I wander back to her desk and straighten her pencils and pens. She needs a mug or pencil holder to put them in. I’m itching to grab something from the kitchen. But that would be too obvious.

      When I turn around, I wince at her bed. Unmade, of course. She tosses the covers off when she gets up and leaves them however they fall all day. It’s probably her most annoying habit. Who wants to get into an unmade bed at the end of the day?

      She keeps a bottle on her nightstand. That’s good. I like that she drinks plenty of water. I hate that she sometimes pops pills before going to sleep. I’ve looked. The pills are relatively harmless. Melatonin. She probably needs them because of me. I still don’t like it. I’ve considered flushing them, but then she’d just buy more, and I don’t get the impression she has much money.

      Who is funding your extras, Briana?

      I know she has grants that cover her tuition, room, and board. She even has one for books. That tells me she grew up in poverty. In fact, I wonder if she even has any living parents since there is no evidence of relatives anywhere.

      I glance at my watch. I’ve permitted myself thirty minutes in her room. I need to get out of here now. Before I do, I head for her closet, thumb through her shirts, and remove two. I hate them. They’re too revealing. I consider taking them with me, but decide to stick them in her suitcase in the back corner.

      Hopefully, she won’t notice them missing. Out of sight, out of mind. But if she does, and she searches for them, at least she’ll eventually locate them and feel less crazy.

      I chuckle. I kind of like the idea of her being a bit off-kilter. In fact, I decide to take a risk and make her bed, too. Maybe she’ll get the hint and start doing it on her own. Will she think she did it herself this morning? Or will she go into a panic? Either way, I’ll be watching and waiting for her reaction.
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      Briana

      

      As I stare at the ceiling in the near darkness, my brain is racing. I can’t shut it off. I think I’m losing my mind. It’s been ten days since school started. Ten days since the mysterious man hauled me into that pantry and upended my world.

      I can’t get him out of my head. I feel like he’s always watching me. He knows where I live, so it’s possible. I’ve researched the lore of the freshman prank at Darkwell University. It seems to be real, but the details are vague. I get the feeling not many women have reported the incidents. As one of them, I can see why.

      There’s no mention anywhere of repeat performances or stalking, so I have to assume it’s all in my head. There’s no way he’s following me. And it’s ludicrous to think he’s been in my room. Touched my things.

      But something is off. When I returned home today, my bed was made. I never make my bed. Why bother? I’m just going to climb back into it later. Most of my foster parents insisted we make our beds in the morning, but now that I make my own decisions, I’ve stopped taking the time. And yet…

      For the millionth time since I got home, I run through the events of the morning in my head. I remember getting up after hitting my snooze three times—as usual. I set my alarm for fifteen minutes before I really need to get out of bed. It gives me a chance to ease into consciousness. I’ve done it for years. It started in high school when I shared a room with another teenager. We used her alarm. It was her habit, and I picked it up. I had no other choice.

      I remember stumbling into my bathroom, brushing my teeth, and peeing. I remember returning to my room in my panties to grab a bra and then jeans and a T-shirt—my usual college outfit of choice.

      That’s my routine most days. Why the hell would I have stopped to make my bed? Did I take too much melatonin last night? Maybe I took it twice and it has left me confused and out of sorts this morning.

      No matter how hard I try to recall, I don’t come up with a plausible explanation for finding my bed made. Could one of my roommates have done it? That’s more logical than where my head is going. To a mystery man whom I’ve convinced myself is stalking me.

      Batshit.

      I’m not going to fall asleep. Again. So I sit up, grab the stupid pills, and pop one in my mouth. After downing it with water, I drop back onto the mattress and resume staring at the ceiling.

      It seems like minutes later that something brushes against my arm. I jerk awake, opening my eyes, but I can’t see anything. And then suddenly, a hand comes over my mouth, and all the blood drains from my body.

      I’m aware of someone sitting on the edge of my bed. It’s dipped and leaning that direction. When I try to lift my arms, I discover they are trapped at my sides under the covers. I’m pinned between this man’s hip and his other hand planted firmly against my other side.

      It’s him.

      I know it all the way to my bones. I can smell him. His woodsy scent fills my nose with every inhale.

      I thought I had experienced the worst kind of panic the night he pulled me into the pantry, but I was wrong. My panic is much more intense this time. He’s in my bedroom. In the middle of the night.

      “Do you know what a ball gag is, princess?”

      My entire body jerks, but I can’t move an inch.

      “I bet you’ve never seen one. You’re far too innocent to have researched bondage or sadism, aren’t you?”

      I take sharp breaths in and out through my nose. Why can’t I see? My eyes are open. I’m blindfolded…

      He continues, “A ball gag is exactly what you’re probably picturing. It’s a rubber ball attached to a strap. When it’s inserted into someone’s mouth, it holds their jaw wide open to prevent speech. The strap is secured at the back of the head. The wearer ends up slobbering down their face because they can’t swallow their saliva properly. Would you like me to put a ball gag in your mouth, princess?”

      I’m not sure how much of that I grasped, but it was enough to shake my head slightly.

      “That’s what I figured. Lack of education doesn’t mean you won’t turn out to be an adorable little masochist. I’m not sure you’ll be capable of satisfying the sadist in me, though.” He sighs as if he’s disappointed by this notion. “The point is, I’m wondering if I can remove my hand from your mouth without you screaming? Can I, princess?” He has the same deep, gravelly voice he used in the pantry.

      I nod because what else can I possibly do? I need him to remove his hand. It’s making me feel like I can’t breathe.

      Slowly, he pulls his palm away before tapping my lips with one finger. He slides that hand down to my neck and places it over my throat, giving me a new reason to freak the fuck out. He could cut off my airway and strangle me. It would be sometime tomorrow before anyone found my dead body.

      “That’s a good girl. I don’t want to hurt you, princess. I just want to talk to you, get to know you better. How does that sound?”

      I swallow. What the hell is happening to me? “Why?” My voice squeaks.

      “Shhh. Whisper, princess. You don’t want to wake anyone up.”

      I nod.

      “Why? I wish I knew. There’s something about you that intrigues me. I can’t seem to get you out of my system, so I’m here. I guess I’m kind of hoping you’ll say or do something that will turn me off and help me purge you from my thoughts.” He speaks so candidly, but his words are total madness.

      I’m trembling violently.

      His hand slides over the comforter from my throat to the middle of my chest. “I don’t usually fall for the girls. It’s never happened before.” He leans in closer. “You smell so good, and you’re so pretty. I love how pure and innocent you are. Like a blank slate waiting to be trained and molded into a perfectly well-behaved girl.”

      A whimper escapes me. My heart is racing. Trained and molded?

      “You’re very messy, princess. Your room is always so untidy. How can you live like this?”

      Always…? So he has been in here before. “Did you make my bed this morning?” I ask, my voice as soft as I can get it.

      “You noticed. I wondered if you would. It was hard to restrain myself. I wanted to organize your closet and clean your bathroom, too. Now that you’ve caught me, I think I will. Would you like that, princess? Would you like me to help you get organized?”
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