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To the exhausted authors who are trying to create during these chaotic times:


You got this!
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Author's Note




Y'all, this year has been a lot… 

When I sat down to write this book, I knew I didn’t have the energy for something heavy or dramatic. What I did have the energy for? A low-angst, high-heat story about an older romance author and a younger horror podcaster falling for each other in the softest and sexiest way possible.

If you’re looking for something tender, grown, and just a little indulgent (sooo much voice-kink), I hope you’ll enjoy this slice of joy.

— Charish R.
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Subject: Narration Cancellation 

Maya,

I know this is short notice, but I’m pulling out. Chris and I are no longer working together—personally or professionally. I won’t drag you into the details, but we can’t start this book in good faith.

I’m sorry. I know this leaves you in a bind. A full refund has been sent.

—Elle

Maya Brooks read the message twice. Then a third time. Then she sat back in her chair, pressed a hand to her lips, and stared at the calendar above her desk. 

It was already Tuesday, June 3rd. 

Four weeks from publication.

A proof copy of Sweat sat beside her laptop, practically vibrating with smugness. She clenched her jaw and let out a low, primal growl, too guttural to be a real scream, but loud enough to summon Simone from the living room.

“What’s wrong?” her assistant asked, skidding into the office.

Maya spun in her chair. “I’m fucked.”

Simone leaned in the doorway, a vision in fishnets, combat boots, and a bleached-blonde buzzcut. “What’s wrong?”

“Elle and Chris are out. No audiobook. No release-day audio. Which means a third of my readers? Gone. Which means a third of my sales? Gone. Which means your paycheck, my mortgage, and this entire operation?” She threw her hands in the air. “Gone.”

Simone’s brows shot up. “Wait—they bailed? On Sweat? That comes out in a month!”

Maya exhaled through her nose. “Exactly. I’m fucked.”

Simone folded her arms. “So what now?”

That was the question, wasn’t it?

“I’m calling Taryn,” Maya said, already pulling up the contact. “Maybe she knows someone.”

Simone arched a brow. “You think a trad author has a narrator who’ll rush an indie job on a budget?”

“Taryn is the only author I know who has used male narrators. Mel only writes one POV and Rhonda writes sapphic…” Maya shook her head. “I think I’m out of options.”

The phone rang twice.

“Hey girl! I saw your cover reveal, gorgeous, by the way. What’s up?”

She skipped the pleasantries. “Elle and Chris are out. I need a narrator. Sexy, available, and affordable. Yesterday.”

“Oof.”

“Yeah. Oof.”

“What happened?”

“Elle didn’t say much, just that she couldn’t read Sweat in good faith.”

Taryn blew out a sigh. “Damn. How many have they done with you?”

“This was supposed to be the fourth, and I finally got Chris to moan without sounding congested. Now? Silence.”

“I’m so sorry. That’s brutal.”

“Know anyone with an opening and hot is enough to melt earbuds?”

Taryn laughed. “I’ll ask around. Sci-fi isn’t exactly smoldering, but I’ll check with my editor.”

Maya groaned. “I’d really appreciate it. Hell, I’d take a semi-decent baritone at this point.”

“Simone might have ideas. She’s scrappy.”

She glanced up to find her assistant still standing in the doorway, scrolling through her phone.

“Are you looking for someone with a hot voice?” Maya said.

“On it,” Simone murmured as her thumbs tapped.

Taryn chuckled. “Worst case? Read it yourself. You’ve got a great voice.”

“For half the book. I need a hero.”

“One of my favorite songs…”

“Don’t start.”

Taryn sighed. “You’ve got room to get creative. I never even hear from marketing before they make decisions. At least you get to call your own shots.”

True. That was the deal with indie: full control, full responsibility. The downside? There was no one else to blame when things went sideways.

“Please ask your editor,” Maya said. “Anything helps.”

“I will. And for the record? If the audiobook’s late, your readers will understand.”

“I know…” Maya spun a pencil between her fingers. “But I like things done a certain way. I like knowing release day is one and done. I just want to move on to the next project.”

“And that’s why you’re brilliant,” Taryn said. “But maybe, just maybe, it’s okay to ease up on the reins a little.”

Maya smirked. “I ride too hard for that.”

“You romance writers. Minds always in the gutter.”

“And you sci-fi writers? Heads in the clouds.”

They both laughed, caught up on Taryn’s slow-moving draft, and discussed Maya’s upcoming tour locations. By the time she hung up, Maya felt steadier, but she still didn’t have a narrator. 

For a second, she wondered… 

She picked up her proof copy of Sweat and flipped to a random Paul chapter. 

“I swiped my fingers through her folds,” she murmured in a growly voice. “Just enough to pull a whimper from her—” 

Maya slapped the book on her desk.

Absolutely not. She might be able to pull off Yvette’s chapters, but Paul? She’d sound like a complete weirdo. 

She tried not to imagine the disastrous audiobook ratings as she stared through her office window. Chicago was already getting warm, and she wished she could be out there, taking a stroll to the park or enjoying the sun.

“I think I have something!” 

Maya swiveled in her chair again. 

Simone entered the office this time, her phone held aloft like an offering. “I’ve got your voice.”

Maya blinked before sliding her reading glasses on. “Yeah?”

“Here’s your hero.” Simone’s grin was way too smug. “Just listen.”

She hit play before Maya could ask more questions. 

“There’s something waiting in the dark. You can feel it, can’t you?”

Deep, masculine, coiled with tension… 

She frowned as she listened closer. A slight rasp, a little vocal fry where it was needed. A measured breath. Then a soft sigh right when the character of this frightening tale thought she was safe. 

Maya’s stomach tightened at that sigh. 

She immediately wondered how it would sound in headphones. Alone in the dark.

Simone kept the phone steady. “That’s from a podcast called Dead Airwaves. His tagline is: ‘Broadcasting fear through every frequency.’”

Maya pulled back slightly. “What is this? Creepy stuff?” She shook her head. “You know I can’t do horror.”

“Yeah, but listen. He’s perfect for Paul. This guy could easily be a boxer with a dark past.”

Maya kept listening. The voice shifted, more intimate now: 

“He doesn’t have horns or hooves. He has a soft laugh. A voice that asks what you need before you realize you’re already saying yes.” The narrator gave a dark chuckle. “Hell is patient. It doesn’t have to chase you. It just waits until you’re too tired to run.”

When she glanced up at her grinning assistant, Maya’s mouth was wide open. “Oh damn…” she murmured. “What do we know about him?”

Simone lit up. “Okay, I’ve only been listening to Dead Airwaves for a couple months, but he’s been posting for the last five years, I think. He’s got a large fanbase. People call him—” she paused for dramatic effect, “Scare Daddy.”

Maya raised a brow. “‘Scare Daddy?’” 

“Well, some of his female fans calls him that. Oh! And he’s got merch and everything,” Simone gushed. “I’m going to get a sweatshirt that says ‘I survived episode 27.’ I listened to it last night, and I literally couldn’t sleep.” 

Maya shook her head. “Don’t tell me anymore about it.”

Simone laughed. “Okay, no more scary stuff. But I did email his rep while you were on the phone with Taryn.”

“His rep?”

“Well, his inbox. His podcast site has a contact form.”

Maya rolled her eyes. “Do we even know Scare Daddy’s real name?”

Simone tapped her phone. “Theo Ward.”

The name hit like a brick.

Maya’s brow furrowed. “Theo… wait. Theo Ward?”

Simone looked up, surprised at her tone. “Yeah. Why?”

Maya stared at her. “I know him.”

A pause.

Simone blinked. “Yeah?”

Maya sat up straighter, heart thudding. “That’s Teddy. My Teddy. Nate’s best friend from high school. He was always at our house. I helped move him into his freshman dorm!”

Her assistant’s face morphed into delighted horror. “No.”

“Oh my God.” Maya dragged her hands down her face. “I helped him put a fitted sheet on his dorm mattress.”

“Scare Daddy is your little brother’s best friend?”

Maya let out a strangled sound. “This won’t work.”

Simone jumped up and down, phone still in hand. “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“You already emailed him?” Maya asked, already out her chair. 

Simone nodded, far too calm for the emotional emergency at hand. “Just the contact form. I kept it super professional. Unfortunately, I did sign your name, which might be weird since he already knows you.”

Maya paced the office. “Simone!”

“What? You were desperate. I saw an opportunity. I took it.”

“That’s not an opportunity, that’s Teddy!” she cried. “That’s Nate’s best friend. He was the little White boy my mom kept feeding.”

Simone’s eyes sparkled. “Okay, but now he says things like ‘Hell is patient,’ and I’m just saying… He doesn’t look very little anymore.”

Her assistant held up the Instagram page for Dead Airwaves. Most of the tiles were spooky images previewing his episodes. Only a handful were pictures of him. 

She tapped on one of the photos. Black and white, him in a recording studio, head bowed slightly, headphones on. One hand cupped around the mic. The other pulling the cord taut near his mouth. His jawline looked like it could cut glass.

She blinked. Hard.

Next photo: A low-lit selfie. Soft shadows, that same black stubbled jaw, full mouth parted just enough to show the suggestion of a smirk. Caption: “Some stories don’t need monsters. Just a closed door and a reason not to open it.”

She made a noise in her throat. It wasn’t cute.

Simone leaned over her shoulder. “Right? He looks like he’d read your heroine for filth, then eat her out so gently she cries.”

“Oh, God… please stop.” Maya groaned.

But she kept scrolling.

There was a photo in his tagged section, shot from the side at some podcast convention. He was in conversation, smiling softly, his profile lit by amber string lights. He wore a black t-shirt and jeans. One hand was curled around a cup of coffee like he’d never held anything so tender in his life.

She tapped to see the comments. Most, were from people who wanted to know when he’d do a live show in their town. Some, made requests for him to read popular Creepypasta stories…

But others, we’re a bit more thirsty:

@quiet_terrorqueen: “He could narrate my nervous breakdown.”

@scaredsweetly: “PLEASE HIDE UNDER MY BED.”

Maya closed the app. “I cannot believe this is him,” she muttered before dropping back into her chair. “I cannot believe I just got turned on by Teddy Ward.”

“I can,” Simone said, grinning. “That voice is criminal. Like, he should have to register it with the state.”

Maya buried her face in her hands. She hadn’t seen Nate’s best friend in years, nor had she any reason to ask about him. Her brother and his peers were a cool fifteen years younger than she. A generational difference if she was honest. 

Simone’s phone buzzed. She checked it, eyes going wide.

“Oh.”

Maya lifted her head. “What?”

Simone looked up slowly. “He responded.”
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Bronzeville Academy’s new media lab still smelled like soldered wires and ambition, but Theo Ward could see the promise spilling from each microphone as his friend took him on the tour. 

Nate Brooks gestured toward the editing bay with a proud little flourish. “We just got this last semester. Real-time feedback monitors, dual-mic setups, and the software is pro-level. The students were freaking out.”

“I love it,” Theo said, weaving between cubicles, fingertips brushing the back of a chair. “Have they been able to play around with the equipment yet?”

Nate grinned. “It’s hard to get some of them to leave. I got two girls working on a true-crime series that’s getting out of hand. I had to sit them down and talk about ethics….”

Theo chuckled. “Hey, it’s what’s hot right now.” He surveyed the space before letting out a breath. “Man, this is different.”

While this was a great opportunity to get out of his small booth and join a community, the media lab made him nervous. High school students were a tougher crowd to impress than the “Horror Bros” who leave annoying comments on his episodes.

Nate turned to him, catching the edge in his voice. “Different in a good way?”

He nodded. “Oh yeah, for sure. It’s just… I don’t want to disappoint the kids.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Nate chuckled. “They’re ready. And the school is excited to use our grant money for something exciting. We got the space and equipment, now we need the guidance.”

“I’m happy to guide so long as you’re there with me,” Theo said, taking the time to really look at his oldest friend. 

Nate looked every inch the thirty-year-old father and History teacher. He was steady, approachable, and had a touch of fatigue behind the eyes. His Bronzeville Academy polo was tucked neatly into charcoal slacks, locs pulled back into a low ponytail with a neat line up.  It wasn’t hard to believe the goofy kid Theo once knew had grown into a mentor for a new generation of goofy kids.

“I’m just pumped you’re back,” he said, with a playful punch to the arm. “Quenton keeps asking for Uncle Teddy’s ghost stories like mine aren’t scary enough.”

Theo laughed. “That’s because they’re not. Even six-year-olds know better.”

He hadn’t been back in Chicago long. Maybe five months. Just enough time to remember how thick the humidity could get, how loud cicadas were, and how Midwestern small talk came with opinions about baseball and ever-changing weather.

Portland had been quieter. Grayer. His last few years there blurred into cold brew, content deadlines, and disassociation. He hadn’t noticed the burnout until he was standing on his too-modern balcony, watching it rain, wondering why nothing felt real.

Quitting his job at Intel had been the first step for improving his mental health, starting his own passion project had been another. But he needed more.

He needed to be back home.

His parents had mixed reactions. His mom, Beth, cried when she saw him—then immediately started cooking pierogies, claiming his gym-toned body meant he was “wasting away without Polish starches.” She was still working erratic hospital shifts, but went right back to feeding him between saving lives.

His dad, Scott, blew in from Florida, unannounced and freshly single, with a six-pack. “Figured you’d want a cold one while you set up,” he said, cracking open a beer. His dad put more effort into complaining about the latest ex-Mrs. Ward than unpacking, but Theo was used to it. He ordered Portillo’s, let him crash on the couch, and by morning Scott was off to Kansas City for a construction job. Theo hadn’t seen him since.

Now, standing in Nate’s media lab, Theo was surprised by how quickly it felt like home. The space buzzed with the same energy that had first pulled him into audio: curiosity, carefully managed chaos, and the low hum of potential.

The same perfect combination that had saved his life.

When Intel got too hard and the panic attacks came too often, sinking into his own horror podcast, Dead Airwaves, had brought him back from the brink. It steadied his nerves. It gave him control over something, even if it was just a lone voice in the dark.

What started as an escapist hobby quickly became a labor of love. And then a business with ads, Patreon bonuses, merch drops, and an endless war with the algorithm. But it was his. He’d built something real, just like Nate was trying to build here.

This lab didn’t have his podcast’s reach, but it had heart.

“Hold on a second…” Nate said, glancing over his shoulder. “These kids look like they want to cut class.”

Before Theo could speak, Nate was already out of the room and barking at students about a hall pass. While he laughed about what a hardass his friend had become, his phone buzzed in his pocket.

He checked it without thinking.

One new email.

From: Maya Brooks

Subject: Potential Collaboration

Theo froze.

Hi, I’m looking for a male voice actor for a dual POV romance audiobook…

No. Fucking. Way.

Maya Brooks.

He knew that name like it was tattooed on the inside of his skull. Nate’s sister. The older woman he’d crushed on like an idiot back when he was all bones and braces.

I’d love to discuss availability and rates. Your voice was recommended to me.

His blood rushed hot in his ears.

He hadn’t seen her since Nate’s wedding. A few glimpses on social media. A viral tweet here or there…

Memories flooded his mind in an instant.

Freshman year. Move-in day at Illinois State University.

Beth was pulling a double shift at the hospital, and his dad was with ex-Mrs. Ward #2. It was Nate’s parents who helped him lug his busted-up duffel bags into that cramped dorm. They sprang into action without hesitation or pity. Just support.

And then there was Maya.

She showed up like a small hurricane.

Striding in with two storage totes of snacks and bed risers, her hair in a pineapple puff, hoop earrings swinging like weapons. Angela Davis’s face was emblazoned on her t-shirt, and her denim cutoffs were perfection. She immediately started reorganizing their dorm setup because “Y’all clearly didn’t plan this out.”

She bossed them around for an hour, made Theo promise to keep his socks off the floor, then handed him a candy bar and said, “If anyone gives you shit this year, talk to me. I know people in the English grad program.”

She was painfully pretty. The kind of pretty that made his eighteen-year-old brain short-circuit.

And older, already in her thirties. 

A full-grown woman, doing full-grown things. She had a real job with real bills… and a real boyfriend who probably had a five-year-plan.

She wasn’t just Nate’s older sister. She was in another league entirely.

And Theo?

He was a nerdy kid with bad skin and a duffel full of tangled cords and hand-me-down hoodies.

So he watched from the sidelines. Listened when she gave him and Nate unsolicited life advice. Stored her voice in the back of his mind like a song he couldn’t stop humming.

When he saw Maya at Nate’s wedding, she was elated for her little brother, beaming in family photos, and laughing loudly during the reception speeches. She floated through the party in a wine-colored dress that clung to every curve like it had been made for her, glass of champagne in hand.

But there was something sad underneath her smile. A hollowness in her eyes when no one was looking. The way her laugh sometimes caught like it had to clear a lump in her throat first.

Theo had noticed.

Probably because he couldn’t take his eyes off her all night. 

At one point, he’d been brave enough to ask her for a dance. She looked up at him with those large brown eyes, took in his outstretched hand, and smiled.

“You’re not gonna step on my toes, are you, Teddy?”

“I’ll try not to.”

She slid her hand into his, and that alone nearly wrecked him.

They moved slowly at first, to something mellow on the speakers. He was suddenly aware of how close they were. The press of her palm. The warmth of her perfume.

She swayed naturally, eyes flicking past him for a second before she murmured, “You ever been to a wedding solo?”

Theo shook his head. “This is my first wedding, but I guess it’s okay to be alone if I’m the best man. Your mom is trying to set me up with someone.”

“That sounds like Mom…”

She said it lightly, but something bitter clung to the words.

“Your boyfriend couldn’t make it?” he asked cautiously.

“No, he couldn’t,” she replied. “We broke up this week. I wasn’t going to miss Nate’s wedding, but God, I hate showing up to a wedding single.”

Theo had nodded sympathetically before switching gears. “You still writing?”

That made her smile, faint but real. “Always.”

“I’m actually starting something, too,” he offered, surprised by his own vulnerability. “I’m thinking about quitting IT to get into podcasting. Horror stories, mostly. Creepy stuff.”

He didn’t tell her about the panic attacks he’d suffered at work, or the sick leave he’d needed to take just to hide a meltdown. It felt safer to stick to the podcast idea.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

“You always were quiet, but I didn’t peg you for spooky.”

“Quiet and spooky might be my thing.”

That made her laugh. She tilted her head, studying him like she was trying to picture it.

“Well,” she said, “take it from someone who quit her PhD program for romance novels: go with your gut. If you’ve got a story to tell, you’ll eventually have an audience, Teddy. People will know your voice soon enough.”

Teddy.

She called him that all the time, but that night—it sounded different. Soft and certain. Like she already believed something he hadn’t even proven to himself yet.

And just like that, the dance ended. Someone tapped her shoulder, and she drifted away with a quick squeeze of his hand and a smile that hadn’t quite reached her eyes.

But her prophetic words stayed.

They stayed when he launched Dead Airwaves with nothing but a pilot episode and a Reddit thread.

They stayed through the first sponsor, the first viral bump, the first horror convention.

People did know his voice now.

But Maya Brooks had been the first person to tell him it was possible.

“All right, man,” Nate said, returning to the room. “I gotta lock up and get to sixth-period study hall. You know how to find your way back to the front?”

Theo nodded. “Yep. I can’t wait to see what we put together in the fall,” he said, clapping his friend on the shoulder.

“The kids are gonna love you. If I can get the boys off that manosphere shit and into some actual storytelling, you’ll be saving my ass,” Nate muttered, lowering his voice as they headed into the hall.

Theo chuckled. “I’ll do my best, but I’m not a miracle worker.”

When he got back to his car, Theo opened the email again and tapped out a message before he could chicken out. 

Subject: Re: Narration Inquiry

Maya,

Got your message.

If you’re still looking for someone, I’m available. Feel free to send over a chapter or two if you want a sample. No pressure if you’ve found someone else.

That said…

I’m excited to read your words.

Let me know.

—Theo

As soon as he emailed her, he immediately googled her for a recent photo. In the five months he’d been back, he’d seen everyone but Maya. Her mother, Nadine, said that she was busy finishing her latest book. 

The first photo he landed on was from a book event in Madison, Wisconsin. Sometime last summer…

Jesus, she was stunning.

Not in the polished, surface-level way people usually meant it. This wasn’t ring-light-and-contour stunning. This was the gravity he remembered. Like she took up space on purpose, and you were lucky to be caught in her orbit.

Her brown skin had the same deep, golden warmth he remembered, rich like molasses and sun. She’d gained weight since Nate’s wedding, and it suited her just fine… Her figure was all soft curves and quiet power, wrapped in a green dress that made him forget what he’d been trying to look up in the first place.

Her hair was huge. Beautiful. A halo of curls that had a personality all their own.

And her smile? God. That smile could level a man. Wide, dimpled, and just secretive enough to make you wonder what she wasn’t saying.

She looked like she knew exactly what she was doing. Like she wrote about sex for a living and didn’t blush easy. Like she’d ask him to read her words into a mic and not worry about the fallout.

Theo exhaled and locked his phone.

Oh, God. There would be fallout.
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Long after Simone left her condo, Maya had poured herself a glass of white wine and walked several laps though her living room while re-reading Theo’s message. Even after two glasses, she stared at the email like it might change if she blinked hard enough. 

I’m excited to read your words.

Her stomach dropped and fluttered at the same time.

Absolutely not.

She walked to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and stared into the void for a full thirty seconds before closing it again.

Her fingers hovered over her phone.

She still had his number. Nate had passed along his Portland contact ages ago. At the time, she couldn’t quite figure out why her brother felt the need to share it, but she saved it anyway. Their parents had practically adopted the kid: perhaps they wanted to keep an eye on him.

After that, she never thought to delete it. Never thought to use it, either.

She opened a new text thread and typed:





Hey. It’s Maya. Just read your email. Do you want to come by the house tomorrow and test the setup?



She paused before deleted the message. 

Maya didn’t have any audio equipment. And she didn’t necessarily want this guy in her home. 

She didn’t even know if he could cross genres on short notice like this. Sure, she’d heard his voice tell scary tales. For a moment. But what if he didn’t have the gravitas romance needed? Not every narrator was built for sex scenes. Oh Lord, the sex scenes in Sweat were plentiful.

She deleted the whole message before trying again.



Hey. It’s Maya. Just read your email, thank you for the quick reply. I can send some sample pages. Just to see if it’s something you’re comfortable reading.



She paused. 

Then, because it felt strange not to add more…



Also, it’s been a while. Hope you’ve been well. No pressure either way. This one’s… a little high-heat.



Maya stared at the message.

The last time she’d seen him was at her brother’s wedding. Right after she broke up with Julian. He was only in his twenties, and the best man… They’d danced, but that was about it.

Now she was asking if he wanted to read a scene where her heroine orgasms against a mirror.

Goddamn.

She hit send.

Then immediately regretted it.

Not the message itself, it was fine. It was neutral and professional.

Okay, maybe “a little high-heat” was a bold choice, but she hadn’t dropped any mirror sex spoilers. She’d held back.

She checked the text thread a second later.

Read. 7:41 PM.

Oh no.

She froze.

Then locked her phone like that would undo time.

Paced the living room once more. Then opened her laptop, stared at the blinking cursor in Scrivener like she desperately needed to edit something, and promptly forgot how the English language worked.

He saw it. He saw it and didn’t respond.

Not yet, anyway.

This was fine. Totally fine. He was probably busy. Or thinking. Or deciding whether he wanted to read romance written by the best friend’s older sister.

Maya decided to break up her wine-spiral with sparkling water, but she opened it too fast and sprayed half the can across the counter.

“Jesus,” she muttered, wiping it up with the sleeve of her hoodie. “Get it together.”

By the time she sat down again, her phone was still silent. Still staring at her.

It read 7:46.

Her phone buzzed.

She nearly dropped it.




It’s good to hear from you. I’m doing well… glad to be back home


Send the pages. My studio is already set up and I can get started ASAP


If it’s anything like your other stuff, I’ll survive




Theo continued typing…



And for the record? I’m not afraid of “a little high-heat.” Can’t wait



She blinked before going back to the first message. 

If it’s anything like your other stuff, I’ll survive.

Her stomach did something strange. 

How would he know about her “other stuff”? And what does he know about some “high-heat”?

She leaned back in her chair, heart racing in a completely new way.

It wasn’t just his slick tone. It was the possibility that Theo Ward had already been reading her books.

That thing her stomach was doing? It was a mix of nausea and excitement and danger. She hadn’t felt that potent energy in a long time.

Not since Julian Hampton.

Things had started out beautifully with her ex-boyfriend. They were two lit nerds in graduate school, trading annotated copies of The Fire Next Time and arguing over craft beers about whether Zora or James had the sharper pen. Maya had sworn she knew what love was when they moved in together. He was magnetic, brilliant, and dreaming of tenure. He zoomed through his PhD while she sputtered along, constantly chasing new literary fascinations.

Her advisers kept telling her to nail a subject down, to make her writing less floral, to stop straying from scholarly texts. But after her comprehensive exams, Maya left the doctoral program. No longer interested in dissertation work, she wanted to return to the writing that had once made her happy: short stories, poetry, romantic travelogues to Peoria, of all places…

She started reading outside her scholarly background, too. Romance paperbacks littered the floor on her side of the bed, their dog-eared, busted spines stacked nearby in case she needed inspiration.

Then she sat down to write one.

The first cracks in their relationship began soon after.

At first, Julian admired her discipline, even teased her gently when she stayed up late outlining scenes. But once she self-published her first romance novel, the cracks deepened.

He had called Embers a cute little side project.

He’d said it with a smile, but never once asked to read it or her second book.

By the time her third book, Miss Me?, started gaining traction with bigger sales and real buzz, his compliments turned clipped. He’d make jokes at dinner parties, wondering aloud when she’d return to “serious” work. 

“You’re too smart for that stuff,” he once said. “All that… smut.”

Maya never forgot how his voice curled around that word, like it tasted bitter.

The more her stories resonated with readers, the more he recoiled. He claimed to love Black literature, but only a particular kind. Never joy. Never softness. Never sex.

Their fights had been loud, but eventually the silence between them got louder.

Luckily for Maya, their lease was about to end.

She took that time to quietly get her funds together and find a new place in another part of the city. Nate and his wife, Sammy, helped her move the heavier things, mean-mugging Julian the whole time. Maya had stopped fighting with him, stopped begging him to see her worth. She’d simply dipped.

It was a depressing few months when she’d barely wanted to eat, and leaned on Nate and Simone more than she should have… But she pulled herself out of a hole and kept writing.

She’d been single ever since.

Five dry-ass years…

But writing had kept her fed, kept her housed, kept her driven. The only people she had to satisfy were her readers. They devoured her work like the starved, giving her hope that she’d made the right decision: that upturning her life, and shedding a snob, had been for the best. 

Her fingers shook when she attached the file for Sweat to an email. In the body of the message, she pasted the back cover copy for context:


SWEAT

Yvette swore she’d never come back to this town, or to the ghosts she left behind. But her late-uncle’s gym pulls her home, and suddenly she’s living above the ring where sweat, grit, and glory cling to the walls.

Paul was once its brightest star. A devastating injury stole his title shot, but not his drive. Now he trains the next generation of fighters, burying his own hunger until Yvette walks back into his life.

She remembers the boy who could make her pulse race with a single look. He remembers the girl who left him aching for more. Now the heat between them burns hotter than any fight night, impossible to ignore when they’re breathing the same charged air.

Every glance is a dare. Every touch is a round they can’t afford to lose.

And when the gloves come off…someone’s going down swinging.



Aided by a white wine buzz, and her best “I-don’t-give-a-fuck” attitude, she sent the email and followed it with another text:



I'm sending the manuscript now



A few minutes later, he replied…



Received
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Hours later, Maya was on her couch, drifting between consciousness and sleep.

Her favorite comfort show murmured from the television, something British, culinary, and gently competitive. The kind of show where no one raised their voice and even the judges apologized. The wine bottle was mostly empty. Her blanket had half-slipped off her leg. She was warm, drowsy, and finally not thinking about Theo Ward.

Until her phone buzzed.

A soft ping. Not a text, an email.

Subject: Sample

Her thumb hesitated over the screen. Theo hadn’t just read the sample pages. He’d sent her a recording.

Maya sat upright, the blanket falling to her waist. The wine buzz in her blood was replaced with sudden alertness. Her thumb trembled slightly as she tapped the file.

The waveform loaded. She hit play.

Silence.

Then—

“Chapter Seventeen,” Theo said, low and smooth, like a slow pour of something expensive. “Paul.”

Maya’s stomach flipped. Chapter Seventeen?

She had assumed he’d start with the opening chapter, something safe. The introduction to Yvette coming back to her hometown, moving into the apartment above her late-uncle’s old boxing gym.

But no.

This man had gone straight for the filth.

And not just any filth. The scene in the gym. With the rain. And the bench press. And Paul going down on a woman he thought he hated.

Her mouth went dry.

Theo’s voice was calmer than it had any right to be. Too measured and confident. Not performative like some overly breathy romance narrators. But still intimate. Like he meant every filthy word.

She gripped the arm of her couch as he read:

“‘I said don’t look at me like that,’ I rasped, pinning her wrists above her head with one hand.

‘Like what?’

‘Like you don’t know I’d burn this whole goddamn gym down just to taste you again.’”

Theo didn’t stumble. Didn’t flinch. He lingered on that last line. And somehow, it sounded even dirtier in his voice than it had on the page.

Maya pressed a hand to her chest. Her pulse was absolutely not normal. Her breath was shallow, and when Theo cursed under his breath in character, her toes curled like she’d touched a live wire.

She should have stopped listening.

She didn’t.

Instead, she pulled the blanket over her lap like that would protect her from the heat crawling up her thighs. She bit down on her thumbnail. She closed her eyes and just listened.

It was absurd. 

It was dangerous.

It was the sexiest thing she’d heard in her life.

Not because it was technically perfect. Not because he had some polished narration voice, though his audio quality was clearly professional.

It was him. Teddy. The kid who her mother said had stuttered when he asked for a second helping of spaghetti at her parents’ house. The man who now read sex scenes like he’d lived them.

Maya’s heart hammered.

This was a mistake.

This was absolutely going to end with her in shambles.

She listened to the sample again.

Then she turned her phone face down, got ready for bed, and tried very hard not to dream about the sound of his voice wrapped around her dirtiest words.
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