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Chapter 1




College parties hit different when you’re twenty and built like a linebacker. People assume you walk into a room and own it. Truth is? I walk in and chase the high of noise, lights, and bodies packed into too-small spaces. It drowns out everything else—expectations, pressure, the constant thrum in my chest that I’m not supposed to talk about. 

The house tonight is a classic off-campus disaster: peeling paint, music rattling the windows, the faint scent of stale beer soaked into the walls. It’s perfect. The kind of place you walk into and immediately feel like you’re supposed to be doing something stupid.

I step through the door, the bass thumping under my shoes, and right away someone shoves a red cup into my hand. I don’t even look to see who. I just grin, toss back half the drink, and let the burn coat my throat.

“Elias! Get your ass over here!”

My buddy Chase waves me over from the kitchen where the drinking games always happen. He’s already flushed, shirt half untucked, eyes bright. I push through the crowd and join their circle around the sticky island counter.

Chase slaps his palm on the table. “We’re doing **Rage Cage**. You in?”

I laugh. “You know I’m in.”

For anyone who doesn’t practically live at these parties, Rage Cage is a game designed to ruin your voice, your balance, and your dignity. Cups everywhere. Ping-pong balls bouncing. Everyone shouting. If you’re slow, you chug. If you’re fast, you watch everyone else chug and feel superior.

My competitive side loves it. The rest of me enjoys the way the music vibrates through my ribs while I try to sink a ping-pong ball into a cup with the entire football team yelling in my ear.

We start playing. Cups clatter, balls bounce, and beer sloshes everywhere. I’m good—really good. Years of drills, hand-eye coordination, and darting across a field with two-hundred-pound guys chasing me? It pays off. The table’s chaos, a storm I move through easily.

Chase nudges me as I sink a perfect shot. “Show-off.”

“Jealousy’s a bad look on you,” I shoot back.

The room smells like sweat and spilled beer, but it’s weirdly comforting. Familiar. Like the locker room after a win—everyone loud and pumped, riding adrenaline.

Speaking of the locker room… that’s a whole different issue.

Because I’ve been on the team since freshman year. Two years of showers, towels slung low on hips, steam, skin—too much skin sometimes—because guys get comfortable around each other fast in that environment. And me? I’ve gotten really good at pretending I’m only looking because I’m sizing up the competition.

I’m not.

I’ve noticed shoulders. Thighs. V-lines. Backs that flex when they pull shirts over their heads. I’ve noticed *everything*—and I’ve noticed how dangerous it feels to stare even a second too long.

There’s this guy—Tyler. Wide grin, curls always damp from practice, the kind of body that looks carved rather than built. We’re both twenty, both in the prime of “eat whatever the hell you want because you work out six hours a day.” He’s the first guy I really struggled not to look at. Saw him drop his towel once and nearly forgot how to breathe. I snapped my eyes away so fast I probably looked guilty as hell.

Then there’s Noah. Tall, leaner build, tattoos trailing over his ribs. He stretches after every practice in ways that feel illegal, even though he’s just doing normal athlete stuff. Every time he lifts his arms, just a little, that small strip of skin appears above his shorts. It shouldn’t affect me the way it does. But it does. It always does.

And Chase—God, Chase. Not in a “I want him” way, but in a “he’s too pretty for his own good” way. Blond curls, full lips, the kind of smile that could ruin someone’s GPA. I’ve caught myself looking, not with interest, but with awareness—a reminder that I notice men in ways most of the guys around me don’t.

Not that I’m stupid enough to say anything about it. Football players aren’t exactly known for being open-minded, even if some of them would surprise you.

The crowd cheers as someone—maybe Jaxon—airballs his shot and has to chug. The music changes to something bass-heavy, a song with a beat that crawls under your skin. My blood hums with it.

Rage Cage ends with half the group drunk and the other half pretending they’re not. Chase collapses into a chair, wiping his forehead dramatically. “I swear I used to be good at this game.”

“You were never good,” I say.

He flips me off without looking up.

I wander into the living room, the lights dimmer here. Bodies sway together, couples grinding, friends laughing too loud. I lean against the wall and sip what’s left in my cup.

That’s when I see him—**Dante**.

He’s not a student. He’s older. Mid-twenties maybe. He’s here because someone on the team knows him—cousin of a cousin, something like that. He’s leaning on the windowsill, dark hair falling over his forehead, eyes heavy-lidded as he watches the room like he’s analyzing everyone in it.

I’ve noticed him before. Hard not to. He’s got this quiet confidence, the kind that pulls your eyes to him without him ever trying. Broad shoulders under a worn black T-shirt. Hands scarred with old knicks and cuts—mechanic hands. The kind that say he knows how to build something and break something with equal skill.

I take another drink, feeling heat low in my belly.

I like guys my age well enough. But older guys? Older guys hit different. More self-assured. More grounded. More aware of what they want.

And Dante… he feels like a storm I want to step inside, even if I’m not sure I’d make it out.

He glances my way. Just a small shift of his eyes. But it hits like a direct impact. I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry. He holds my gaze for a second—maybe two—and the corner of his mouth curves like he knows exactly what kind of thoughts just raced through my head.

I look away. Fast. Too fast. My face burns, and I down the rest of my drink like it’ll put out the fire.

A chant starts somewhere behind me—*chug chug chug*—and I push off the wall, pretending I’m joining the noise so I don’t have to think about the way my chest tightened when Dante looked at me.

I weave back toward the kitchen. Someone starts **Flip Cup**, which is safer because it’s team-based, and no one pays attention to where your eyes wander. I end up on the edge of the lineup, shoulder-to-shoulder with teammates.

Flip Cup’s simple: drink, flip the cup, move down the line. Loud, fast, chaotic. Perfect for distraction.

As the game starts, Noah bumps my arm. “Man, you’re off tonight,” he says.

I shrug. “Just tired.”

Lie. I’m not tired. I’m wired. Overheated. And way too aware of the older guy in the corner of the house who keeps glancing my way when he thinks I’m not looking.

We lose the first round. Then the second. Chase accuses me of sabotage, and I flip him off while everyone laughs.

But under the noise, under the alcohol warming me from inside out, there’s this low hum in my chest. A restless need I can’t shake.

I glance over my shoulder.

Dante is still there.

Still watching.

And when our eyes meet again, this time he doesn’t look away.

Something electric cracks in the air between us.

I exhale shakily. I’m not new to lust. I’m not new to noticing guys. But I am new to being noticed back like *that*—steady, unbothered, knowing.

The game fades out. The noise blurs. The only thing sharp in the haze is Dante’s gaze on mine, like he’s waiting for me to make a move I’m not sure I’m brave enough to make yet.

Tomorrow I’ll blame the alcohol. Or the music. Or the way the night wrapped itself around me.

But right now?

Right now I know the truth:

I want him.









