
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


SECRETS BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

One touch was an accident. Two touches were a mistake. By the third time his hands were on my waist in the dark, I knew we were both screwed. He’s my stepbrother. My rival. My worst enemy.

And now? He’s my dirty little secret.

They hate each other in the light. They devour each other in the dark.

Aria thought moving into the Mercer mansion was her chance at a new life. She didn’t expect Rafe—her new stepbrother, the golden boy of Crestwood Academy, and the most infuriatingly beautiful disaster she’s ever met.

At school, he’s the ice-cold hockey captain who trips her in the hallways and looks at her like she’s dirt. He’s arrogant, cruel, and determined to make her life hell.

But at home? The rules don't apply.

With only a thin wall separating their bedrooms and a shared bathroom that feels like a danger zone, the tension is unbearable. Aria hears him through the wall late at night. Rafe watches her when he thinks she isn’t looking. Every accidental touch scorches through their skin. Every shared glance lasts a second too long.

It starts with a fight. It ignites with a challenge. And it explodes the moment the door locks behind them.

Now, they’re playing a dangerous game. In the hallways, they’re enemies. Behind closed doors, they’re an addiction neither can quit. It’s toxic. It’s forbidden. It’s the kind of chemistry that threatens to burn their whole world down.

But when you crave the thing that ruins you... how do you stop?

He says he hates her. So why does he whisper her name like a prayer when he’s inside her?
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CHAPTER 1
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THE ENEMY LIVES DOWN THE HALL



The Mercer mansion wasn't a house.

It was a statement.

Three stories of white limestone and floor-to-ceiling glass that caught the morning sun like a diamond cutting through flesh. Aria stood at the base of the curved driveway, two duffel bags at her feet, and felt exactly what she was.

An intruder.

The Uber had pulled away ten minutes ago. She'd been standing here ever since—stalling, breathing, trying to convince herself that this was fine. That blending families was normal. That living with a stranger's son wouldn't destroy the fragile peace she'd built over eighteen years of being invisible.

You're overthinking it.

She adjusted the strap of her tank top—black, practical, chosen specifically to say I don't care about impressions—and hauled her bags up the marble steps. The front door opened before she could reach for the handle.

Her mother beamed at her, eyes too bright, smile too wide. The smile of a woman who desperately needed everything to be okay.

"Aria! Sweetheart, you made it!" Helen swept her into a hug that smelled like expensive perfume and desperation. "Let me look at you." She held Aria at arm's length, cataloging every detail. "You're thin. Have you been eating? Of course you haven't—you never do when you're nervous."

"I'm fine, Mom."

"This is going to be wonderful, honey. Richard is so excited to have you here. And Rafe—" she hesitated, just a fraction of a second "—well, you'll meet Rafe. He's... around."

Around.

Like a storm warning.

Aria stepped into the foyer and immediately understood why her mother had been vague. The interior made the exterior look modest. Crystal chandeliers. Art that probably cost more than their old apartment building. A staircase that belonged in a movie about people who inherited kingdoms.

And silence.

The kind of silence that came from thick walls and money.

"Your room is ready," Helen said, already reaching for one of Aria's bags. "Second floor, east wing. Rafe's on the west side, so you'll have plenty of privacy."

Privacy.

Right.

Aria followed her mother up the stairs, her sneakers silent on the carpeted steps. The house smelled like lemon polish and something else—something masculine and woodsy that clung to the air like a presence.

They turned down a hallway lined with doors.

"Here we are." Helen pushed open the third door on the left. "The Rose Room. Richard thought you might like the light."

The room was larger than their entire old living space. Four-poster bed with white linens. A window seat overlooking the manicured backyard. A walk-in closet that could've housed a small family. And—

Aria stopped.

Connected to the room, visible through an open doorway, was a bathroom. White marble. Glass shower. Double sinks.

And another door.

On the far side of the bathroom.

Slightly ajar.

"That door," she heard herself say, "goes where?"

Heresa's smile flickered. "Oh. Well. Rafe's room is... adjacent. Through there." She waved vaguely, as if dismissing an architectural inconvenience. "But don't worry—there are locks on both sides. And we're all adults here. It'll be fine."

Fine.

The word hung in the air like a challenge.

Aria set her bags down and walked slowly toward the connecting bathroom. Through the gap in Rafe's door, she could see a sliver of his room—dark bedding, posters on the walls, the edge of a desk covered in what looked like hockey equipment.

Someone lived there.

Someone who didn't know she was coming.

Someone whose territory she had just invaded.

"We'll give you time to settle," Helen said from behind her, voice carefully neutral. "Dinner's at seven. Richard wants everyone together for your first night."

Then she was gone.

The door clicked shut behind her.

Aria stood alone in the Rose Room, staring at the open connection to a stranger's life, and felt something twist low in her stomach.

Anticipation.

Or dread.

She couldn't tell which yet.



Two hours later, she'd unpacked everything—which took approximately twelve minutes, given how little she owned—and spent the remaining time exploring the boundaries of her new prison.

The closet was indeed massive. The bed was indeed comfortable. The window seat offered a view of a pool that glittered like liquid sapphire under the afternoon sun.

And through that bathroom door?

She kept catching herself looking at it.

Kept imagining what—or who—was on the other side.

Stop it. You don't even know him. He's probably some spoiled rich kid who won't give you a second glance. This isn't a romance novel. This is real life, and in real life, step-siblings ignore each other until they're old enough to pretend they were always just family.

She needed a shower.

The decision felt momentous, somehow. Using his bathroom. Sharing a space that would forever after carry the memory of her naked body in a place he also occupied.

Ridiculous.

She grabbed her toiletry bag and marched through the connecting door like she owned the place.

The bathroom was gorgeous, she had to admit. Heated floors. Rainfall showerhead. A tub big enough for two.

Don't think about that.

She turned on the water, let it steam up the mirror, and stripped quickly. The hot water hit her shoulders and she groaned—a sound of genuine relief after six hours in a cramped car.

She was washing shampoo out of her hair when she heard it.

A door.

Opening.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

The bathroom door. His side. The one she hadn't locked because why would she? She'd thought she was alone in this wing, alone in this house, alone—

She yanked back the shower curtain.

And there he was.



Rafe Mercer was not what she'd expected.

She'd imagined someone soft. Someone pampered. Someone whose biggest worry was which luxury car daddy would buy him next.

This boy was none of those things.

He stood in the doorway wearing nothing but a towel slung low on his hips—white terrycloth against skin that looked like it had been carved by someone who understood desire. Water droplets still clung to his shoulders, tracking down the defined planes of his chest, disappearing into the fabric at his waist.

He was tall. Taller than her by a good six inches, and she wasn't short. Dark hair, still damp, falling across a forehead creased in surprise. Sharp jaw. Lips that looked like they knew exactly what to do with a woman's body.

And eyes.

God, his eyes.

Dark brown. Almost black. Fixed on her with an intensity that made her feel like she'd touched a live wire.

For three full seconds, neither of them moved.

She was naked behind this glass. He was nearly naked in that doorway. The steam curled between them like a secret.

Then his gaze dropped—just slightly, just enough—to trace the silhouette of her body through the fogged curtain. Not obvious. Not crude. Just... aware.

Very aware.

"You must be the new wife's daughter."

His voice was lower than she expected. Rougher. Like gravel wrapped in velvet.

Aria's throat went dry. She should cover herself. She should scream. She should do something other than stand here letting him look at her like she was a puzzle he wanted to solve with his mouth.

"And you," she managed, proud that her voice didn't shake, "must be the disappointment."

Something flickered across his face. Amusement? Annoyance? Both?

"Rafe." He didn't offer his hand. Didn't move from the doorway. "And you're in my bathroom."

"It's a shared bathroom, apparently."

"Not while I'm using it."

"You're not using it. You're standing in it. There's a difference."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

"Feisty." He said it like a diagnosis. "I was told you were quiet."

"You were misinformed."

"Clearly."

The silence stretched. The water beat against the tile. Her pulse hammered so loud she was sure he could hear it.

He should leave. Any normal person would leave. But he stayed there, leaning against the doorframe like he had all the time in the world, watching her with those dark eyes that seemed to see straight through the curtain, straight through her skin, straight into the part of her brain that was currently short-circuiting.

"Well?" she finally said. "Are you going to stand there all day?"

"Thinking about it." His gaze dropped again, slower this time. Deliberate. "It's a good view."

Heat flooded her face. Between her legs. Everywhere.

"Bastard."

"Probably." He pushed off the doorframe, and for one terrifying second she thought he was coming toward her. Toward the shower. Toward her. But he only reached past to grab a bottle of cologne from the counter—close enough that she could smell him. Cedar and something darker. Something male. "Welcome to the family, Aria."

He said her name like he was tasting it.

Then he was gone.

The door clicked shut behind him.

Aria stood under the spray, shaking, and tried to remember how to breathe.



Dinner was worse.

Richard Mercer was charming in the way that wealthy men often were—warm without being deep, attentive without actually listening. He asked about her classes, her plans, her interests, and nodded along to answers he'd forgotten by the time dessert arrived.

Her mother glowed beside him, clearly thrilled to be playing house in a castle.

And Rafe...

Rafe sat across from her and didn't say a single word.

He wore a black henley that stretched across his shoulders when he leaned forward to cut his steak. His jaw tightened when his father mentioned the upcoming hockey season. His fingers drummed once, twice, against the tablecloth—but whenever Aria glanced up, she found him already looking at her.

Watching.

Waiting.

Like he knew something she didn't.

"So, Aria." Richard's voice cut through her spiraling thoughts. "Rafe can show you around Crestwood Academy tomorrow. Help you get settled before classes start Monday."

"I don't need a babysitter."

The words came out sharper than intended. Everyone looked at her—including Rafe, whose expression didn't change but whose eyes went dark.

Wasn't babysitting, princess.*

She almost choked on her water.

"I'm perfectly capable of finding my own classrooms."

"I'm sure you are." He picked up his wineglass—wine, at dinner, like it was normal for teenagers in this house. "Consider it a courtesy. Wouldn't want you getting lost in the wrong parts of school."

There was a threat buried somewhere in that sentence. She could feel it.

I can handle myself.

Can you?

He didn't say it aloud. He didn't have to. The words hung between them anyway, charged and heavy, until her mother laughed at something Richard said and the spell broke.

Dinner ended. Dishes were cleared. Her mother announced she was turning in early—long drive, so much excitement tomorrow—and suddenly Aria was alone in the sitting room with two men she barely knew.

One of whom was looking at her like he wanted to eat her alive.

"I'm heading out," Rafe said, standing. He didn't look at his father. He looked at her. Only her. "Some of us have lives outside this mausoleum."

"Rafe—"

"Night, Dad." He was already moving toward the door. Then he paused, half-turned, and fixed Aria with a look that made her thighs press together under the table. "Sweet dreams, stepsister."

The word dripped with venom.

With promise.

With something that made her want to slap him and climb him simultaneously.

He left.

The front door closed behind him with a finality that echoed through the empty halls.

Aria excused herself shortly after, citing exhaustion. What she really needed was distance—from this house, from these people, from the confusing knot of feelings tangled in her chest.

Her room welcomed her with silence.

She changed into shorts and a t-shirt. Brushed her teeth in that bathroom, hyper-aware of the locked door on the other side. Crawbed into bed that felt too big, too soft, too unfamiliar.

And stared at the ceiling.

This is fine, she told herself. He's just some guy. Some arrogant, annoying, ridiculously attractive guy who happens to live twenty feet away from me. I can ignore him. I can avoid him. I can get through senior year without ever touching him again.

The clock on her nightstand read 11:47 PM.

She closed her eyes.

And then she heard it.

Through the wall.

Through the thin, ridiculous, completely inadequate wall that separated her room from his.

A sound.

Low. Rhythmic.

A man's voice, rough and strained, murmuring something she couldn't quite make out.

Then:

A gasp.

Not pain.

Pleasure.

Her eyes flew open.

The sound came again—clearer now, unmistakable. The creak of bedsprings. A harsh exhale. The wet, rhythmic sound of skin moving against skin.

He was...

Oh god.

He was touching himself.

In there.

Twenty feet away.

And she could hear everything.

Aria pressed her palms against her ears. The sounds muffled but didn't disappear—they burrowed inside her head instead, amplified by her own heartbeat, her own imagination painting pictures she had no business picturing.

Rafe's hand. Rafe's chest. Rafe's head thrown back against pillows that probably cost more than her car.

Stop. Stop thinking about it.

But she couldn't.

Her body betrayed her completely—heat pooling low, skin flushing, breath coming faster. She squeezed her thighs together, trying to relieve the pressure building there, but it only made things worse.

On the other side of the wall, the rhythm increased.

Faster.

Harder.

A low groan vibrated through the plaster—through her bones—through every nerve ending she possessed.

And then:

Silence.

Heavy. Absolute.

Followed by a single, shaky exhale that sounded almost like...

Her name?

No.

Impossible.

She was imagining things. Projecting. Desperately lonely and confused and reading meaning into random sounds because her brain couldn't accept that her new stepbrother was jerking off while she lay awake listening to it like some kind of pervert.

The wall stayed silent.

Minutes passed. Or hours. Time had become unreliable.

Eventually, exhaustion won. She drifted into a restless sleep filled with dark eyes and low voices and hands that weren't hers touching places they shouldn't.



When she woke, sunlight streamed through the windows.

The house was quiet.

Normal.

As if last night had been a fever dream.

Aria lay still for a long moment, staring at the ceiling, trying to convince herself that she'd hallucinated the entire thing.

Then she heard his door open.

Footsteps across his room.

A pause.

And through the wall, so clear it could have been whispered directly into her ear:

"Morning, princess. Sleep well?"

Aria's blood turned to ice.

To fire.

To something in between that would define everything that came after.

She threw off the covers and stood on shaking legs.

Somewhere on the other side of that wall, Rafe Mercer was smiling.

She could feel it.

And God help her, she couldn't wait to find out what he'd do next.
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CHAPTER 2
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FIRST DAY OF WAR



Aria had prepared for many things on her first day at Crestwood Academy.

She'd prepared for getting lost. For being stared at. For the inevitable whispers that followed the new girl—the scholarship kid, the charity case, the one who didn't belong in a school where tuition cost more than most people made in a year.

She had not prepared for him.

Rafe Mercer stood at his locker like he owned the building—because he probably did—and the entire student body orbited around him like planets around a cruel, beautiful sun.

He wore a fitted Crestwood hockey jacket over a white tee that clung to shoulders she'd seen bare and wet just yesterday. Dark jeans hung low on his hips. Sneakers that probably cost her monthly rent. His hair was artfully messy, like he'd rolled out of bed looking like a magazine ad.

Girls clustered nearby, pretending not to watch him while absolutely watching him. Guys laughed too loud at jokes he hadn't made. Teachers nodded respectfully as they passed.

And Rafe?

Rafe ignored all of them.

His attention was fixed down the hallway.

On her.

Aria felt it before she saw it—that prickling awareness that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up. She looked up from her schedule, scanning the crowd, and found him immediately.

Staring.

Not hiding it. Not pretending. Just... looking.

Their eyes met across the chaos of morning traffic.

Something flickered across his face. Recognition. Heat. A promise that made her stomach flip.

Then his expression went blank.

He turned away.

Started talking to a blonde girl who appeared at his elbow like she'd been summoned—tall, polished, clearly important. Laughed at something she said. Touched her arm in a way that looked easy. Practiced.

Like he'd never stood in a bathroom doorway watching Aria shower.

Like he'd never moaned her name through a wall at midnight.

Asshole.

Aria tightened her grip on her backpack and forced herself to walk past them. Past him. Not looking. Not acknowledging. Just another face in the crowd.

She felt his gaze follow her anyway.

Burning a hole between her shoulder blades.



Homeroom was unremarkable, except for the desk arrangement.

Alphabetical by last name.

Mercer, R. Montgomery, A.

Directly behind her.

She'd just settled into her seat when she felt it—the subtle displacement of air, the presence of someone too close behind her. He didn't say anything. Didn't touch her. Just sat there, existing in her space, close enough that she could smell cedar and darkness if she breathed too deep.

The teacher droned about syllabus expectations.

Aria stared straight ahead, hyper-aware of every sound he made. The creak of his chair when he shifted. The tap of his pen against the desk. His breathing—slow, deliberate, almost theatrical.

He's doing this on purpose.

Twenty minutes into class, a folded piece of paper landed on her desk.

Her heart stuttered.

She shouldn't look. Shouldn't engage. Should leave it there until the bell rang and pretend she'd never seen it.

Instead, she unfolded it under the safety of her desktop.

Stop squirming. I can see your neck turning red.

Heat flooded said neck immediately.

She crumpled the paper without responding.

Behind her, she heard a soft exhale. Almost a laugh.

Prick.



The incident happened at lunch.

Aria had grabbed a tray of food she couldn't afford—scholarship included meal plan, thank God—and scanned the crowded cafeteria for an empty seat. Any empty seat. Preferably in a corner where she could eat in peace and mentally prepare for her afternoon classes.

There.

By the windows. A table with only one occupant, some guy buried in his phone. Perfect.

She wove through the chaos and slid into the seat across from him. He glanced up, nodded politely, returned to his screen. Normal. Civilized. Exactly what she needed.

She was three bites into her sandwich when the energy shifted.

Conversations dying mid-sentence. Heads turning. That strange, collective holding of breath that preceded something significant.

Aria looked up.

Rafe stood at the end of the table, flanked by two guys who looked like offensive linemen and the blonde from this morning, whose hand was curled possessively around his bicep.

He wasn't looking at them.

He was looking at her.

"That's my seat."

His voice carried. Quiet, but somehow audible above the din.

Aria set down her sandwich. "I don't see your name on it."

"It's where I sit every day." He stepped closer, and the crowd around them went still. "Every single day. For three years."

"Maybe it's time for a change."

The blonde—Chloe, Aria heard someone whisper—giggled nervously. "Babe, it's fine, we can sit somewhere else—"

"No." The word came out hard. Final. "It's not about the seat."

Then what is it about?

They both knew. Everyone in this room probably knew, even if they didn't understand what they knew. Something was happening here. Some invisible thread being pulled taut between the new girl and the king of Crestwood Academy.

Aria stood up slowly.

She was shorter than him. Smaller. Outnumbered. Every instinct screamed at her to back down, apologize, find another table.

But his eyes were daring her.

And she had never been good at walking away from a dare.

"If you want the seat so badly," she said, voice steady, "take it."

She didn't move.

Neither did he.

The cafeteria held its breath.

Then Rafe smiled—not a nice smile, not a warm smile, but something sharp and dangerous that made her core tighten involuntarily.

"Interesting," he murmured, just loud enough for her to hear. "You've got more spine than I expected."

"I've got lots of things you don't know about."

"I'm counting on it."

He turned and walked away, his entourage trailing behind him like loyal dogs. But before he disappeared into the crowd, he looked back over his shoulder.

Just once.

Long enough for her to see the heat in his gaze.

Long enough for her to understand that this war had only just begun.



Fourth period: Advanced Placement English.

Aria loved literature. Loved the way words could be dissected and reconstructed, the hidden meanings beneath surface-level text. It was the one place where her scholarship brain actually felt like an asset instead of a liability.

She arrived early, claiming a desk near the window where she could watch the courtyard below while the room filled.

Students filtered in. The usual whispers when they noticed her—the new girl, the Mercer stepsister, the one who'd confronted Rafe at lunch.

She ignored them all.

Opened her book. Started reading ahead.

The door opened ten minutes before class, but she didn't look up. Wasn't interested in whoever was entering, wasn't curious about the footsteps approaching her desk, wasn't—

"You're in my seat."

That voice.

Again.

Aria's eyes lifted from her page. Rafe stood beside her desk, arms crossed, expression unreadable.

"This isn't the cafeteria," she pointed out. "There are no assigned seats."

"There are unspoken seats." He leaned down, placing one hand on her desktop, crowding her space. "This one's mine. Has been since freshman year."

"Then you should have gotten here faster."

Something flashed in his eyes. Annoyance. Respect. Desire, quickly suppressed.

"You're pushing your luck, Montgomery."

"Maybe I like living dangerously."

Their faces were inches apart. Close enough that she could count his eyelashes if she wanted. Close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating off his skin.

Close enough to kiss.

The thought came unbidden, unwanted, undeniable.

What would happen if I just—

"Mr. Mercer. Ms. Montgomery."

The teacher's voice cut through the moment like a knife. They sprang apart—Rafe straightening, Aria jerking her gaze back to her book—as Mrs. Castellan regarded them with knowing eyes.

"Whatever territorial dispute you're having, please resolve it outside my classroom. Or better yet, don't resolve it at all. I find interpersonal drama terribly tedious."

Rafe smirked. "Yes, ma'am."

He moved to the desk next to hers—the one she now realized had indeed been empty every time she glanced this direction during the first week of syllabus review—and dropped into his seat like nothing had happened.

Class began.

Aria tried to focus on the lecture about Wuthering Heights. Tried to absorb anything about Catherine and Heathcliff and destructive passion that transcended social boundaries.

But she couldn't.

Because under the cover of their desks, Rafe's hand had migrated to the space between them.

His pinky finger rested against hers.

Not grabbing. Not holding. Just... touching.

A point of contact so small it could be accidental.

Except it wasn't.

Every few seconds, his finger would move. Stroke. Trace an invisible pattern on her knuckle. Send tiny shocks of electricity racing up her arm.

She should pull away.

Should shift her hand. Make it clear that this—whatever this was—wasn't going to work.

Instead, she let her finger curl around his.

Just slightly. Just enough.

His breath caught—she heard it, barely audible—and for the rest of the period, they sat in silence while their hands learned each other beneath the desk.

No one else in the room had any idea.



The library happened by accident.

Or at least, that's what Aria told herself.

She'd gone looking for a reference book for her history paper—a real book, not a digital source, because old habits died hard. The Crestwood library was massive, three floors of shelves and study nooks and that particular hush that came from generations of academic tradition.

She found her section on the second floor.

And she found him.

Rafe stood between two rows of shelving, partially obscured by a rolling ladder and a display of new acquisitions. He wasn't reading. Wasn't browsing. He was just... standing there.

Watching her.

"How long have you been there?"

"Long enough." He stepped out from his hiding spot, hands in pockets, posture deceptively casual. "You're predictable, you know that? Same time every day. Same sections. Like clockwork."

"Unlike you, some of us are here to learn."

"What makes you think I'm not?"

She laughed—an actual laugh, surprised out of her. "You? Academically inclined? Should I alert the media?"

Something shifted in his expression. The mask slipped, just for a moment, revealing something raw underneath.

"You don't know anything about me, Aria."

The use of her name—her actual name, not 'princess' or 'new girl' or whatever dismissive nickname he'd adopted—caught her off guard.

"Then tell me," she heard herself say. "Help me understand why you're acting like a complete asshole when we both know—"

"We don't know anything." He closed the distance between them, backing her against the shelf behind her. Books pressed into her spine. His chest brushed hers with each breath. "We don't know shit about each other. What happened last night—"

"Didn't happen."

"—was a mistake."

"So we agree on something."

His jaw tightened. "You heard me."

"I heard something." She refused to look away, even though proximity was making her dizzy. "I have no idea what it meant."

"What do you think it meant?"

That you were thinking about me. That you wanted me. That whatever this thing is between us goes both ways.

"I think," she said carefully, "that you enjoy torturing me."

"Torturing?" His hand came up, bracing against the shelf beside her head. Caging her in. "Is that what this is?"

"What would you call it?"

He didn't answer.

Instead, he leaned closer—close enough that his lips nearly grazed her ear.

"This," he breathed, "is called restraint."

His other hand found her hip. Pressed her harder against the books. Held her there while his mouth hovered near her throat, not quite touching, just threatening to.

"Do you have any idea—" His voice was rough now, strained. "Do you have any idea how hard it is to sit behind you in class and smell your shampoo? To watch you bite your lip when you're concentrating and wonder what it would feel like under mine?"

Aria's breath hitched. Her hands, traitors that they were, found his chest—intending to push him away, somehow ending up fisted in his shirt instead.

"Then stop sitting behind me."

"Can't." He pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. "Told you. That's my seat."

"This is insane."

"Completely."

"We're going to get caught."

"Probably."

He still hadn't moved his hand from her hip. Still hadn't released her from the cage of his arms. And god help her, she didn't want him to.

"Rafe..."

"Say my name again."

"What?"

"My name." His thumb traced circles on her hip bone through her uniform skirt. "The way you just did. I want to hear it."

"This is crazy."

"Crazy's never felt this good, has it?"

She couldn't argue with that.

The library remained silent around them—oblivious students, distant librarians, a world that kept spinning while they stood frozen in this moment that was rapidly spiraling out of control.

His head dipped lower.

Lips brushing her jaw now. Feather-light. Testing.

Aria—

Footsteps.

They sprang apart like the other person had thrown cold water on them. Rafe turned away,假装 examining a bookshelf. Aria grabbed the nearest volume and stared at it blindly as a student walked past, headphones in, completely unaware of what he'd just interrupted.

When the coast was clear, she looked up.

Rafe was watching her again.

"That was close," she whispered.

"Too close." He ran a hand through his hair—a gesture that looked almost nervous. "I shouldn't—I need to go."

He left.

Just like that.

No explanation. No goodbye. No acknowledgment of the fact that they'd been three seconds away from something that would change everything.

Aria stood alone in the stacks, heart pounding, body aching with disappointment she had no right to feel.

What the hell just happened?



The note was waiting when she returned to her locker after final period.

A small white envelope, tucked into the vent slot. No return address. No postage.

Just her name, handwritten in bold black letters:

ARIA

Her fingers trembled as she opened it.

Inside, a single card. Thick paper. Expensive. The kind people used for formal invitations and very serious threats.

In the same handwriting, four words:

Stay away from what's mine.

She read it three times before the meaning sank in.

What's mine.

Possessive. Territorial. Completely unhinged.

And underneath those words, written smaller, like an afterthought—or maybe like the real message entirely:

You have no idea what you're doing to me.

Aria's knees went weak.

She braced one hand against the locker, breathing hard, trying to process the storm of emotions crashing through her system.

Fear. Yes. Definitely fear.

Excitement. More than she wanted to admit.

Desire. God, desire—curling low in her belly, making her press her thighs together in the empty hallway.

He was watching. He'd been watching all day. Every glance, every brush of fingers, every moment of eye contact across crowded rooms—it had all been leading to this.

To a warning that sounded exactly like a promise.

To a threat that felt exactly like foreplay.

Aria folded the note carefully and tucked it into her pocket.

Then she pulled out her phone, opened a new contact, and typed the number she'd memorized from the family emergency list her mother had given her.

To: Rafe Mercer (Cell)

Message: If what's yours includes the ability to form a complete sentence without being an arrogant dick, then sure. I'll stay away.

Send?

Her thumb hovered over the button.

Don't engage. Don't escalate. Don't give him the satisfaction.

She hit send anyway.

Three dots appeared immediately.

Rafe Mercer: Come home, princess. We need to talk about your attitude problem.

Aria: Come make me.

The response came fast. Too fast. Like he'd been waiting for this exact exchange.

Rafe Mercer: Careful what you wish for.

Aria stared at her screen, heart hammering, blood singing.

Somewhere in this building, Rafe Mercer was smiling.

And somewhere deep inside herself—in the part that had been awakened by midnight sounds through thin walls and bathroom encounters she couldn't forget—something answered.

Game on.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE BATHROOM TRUCE



6:47 AM.

Aria's alarm hadn't even gone off yet when she became acutely aware of one fact:

She needed to pee.

Badly.

And between her and relief stood a door. A connecting door. Behind which probably waited a stranger who had made it abundantly clear yesterday that he wanted to ruin her life—or at least occupy every corner of her thoughts until she couldn't remember what life felt like before him.

Just go. It's a bathroom. You're both adults.

She threw off the covers and padded barefoot across the cold floor, wearing an oversized t-shirt that hit mid-thigh and nothing else. Her hair was a disaster. Her face probably looked like it had lost a fight with her pillow. She did not care.

Nature called. Nature would not be denied.

She eased open the connecting door, wincing at the creak of hinges that sounded deafening in the pre-dawn silence.

Empty.

Thank god.

The bathroom was exactly as she'd left it last night—marble gleaming, towels hanging neatly on their racks, his cologne still faintly present in the air like a ghost she couldn't exorcise. She used the toilet quickly, washed her hands, and was reaching for the handle back to her room when—
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