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  Foreword



Welcome to the UFF Starter Pack — four explosive stories from the Urban Fantasy Files: House of Writers.

Inside these pages, you’ll find worlds where passion is dangerous, loyalty is tested, and survival means breaking every rule.

Whether you’re stepping into blood-soaked arenas, chasing forbidden love under stadium lights, fighting for your life on the ruthless frontier, or navigating seduction as a deadly weapon — each book will pull you in and refuse to let go.

These stories aren’t just read… they’re experienced.

So turn the page. Pick your poison. See which one claims you first.







  Preface



This collection brings together four stand-alone series openers, each one delivering a unique blend of romance, danger, and raw emotion:

Killplay – In the blood-soaked arenas of the Flameborn Dynasty, victory is survival, and seduction can be as deadly as the blade.

Caught Under the Lights – A broken boy and his foster sister risk everything for a love that could shatter both their worlds.

Widow’s Creek – In the ruthless Wild West, a woman’s survival hinges on her uneasy alliance with the outlaw she swore to hate.

Danger: The Escort Files – For Bartholomew “Danger” Jackson, sex is business — until his clients’ secrets turn lethal.

Each book stands on its own, but every one of them is a doorway into a larger universe. Consider this your first taste of the worlds we’ve built — and a challenge to see which one keeps you up all night.






I

BOOK 1  Caught Under The Lights











For the ones loving in silence,

for the ones chasing something they ain’t “supposed” to have,

and for the ones who don’t give a damn about the rules.

This one’s for you.

Acknowledgments

This book was built for the women and men who crave stories that hit hard, feel real, and stay raw.

Thank you to the readers who don’t just want romance—they want danger, desire, heartbreak, and the kind of love that ain’t supposed to happen but still does.
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Some kids get saved because they’re lucky.

Some kids get saved because they’re a story worth telling.

And some kids don’t get saved at all—they just get picked.













* * *




Some love stories don’t play by the rules.

This is one of those.

It’s about two people who crossed a line they weren’t supposed to—a secret love between a foster brother and foster sister, hidden behind dorm doors and late-night looks that lasted too long.

It started the day she found him.

Out there in the streets, digging through trash for scraps, wearing the same clothes for days. Her father could’ve kept walking. But she didn’t. She saw him. Talked to him. And by the end of the night, her family took him in.

The system called it foster care.

To him, it just felt like another hustle.

They already lived on the bay side of Magnolia City—the part of town with private schools, gated communities, and parents who hide their problems behind property lines. But when they brought Kam in, they kept him in the same school he’d always gone to. The school on the other side of the city. The rough side.

He stayed there until high school. That’s when the game changed.

Freshman year, they ended up in the same school for the first time. Same dorm halls. Same cafeteria. Same secrets.

And somewhere between being “just friends” and foster siblings, they crossed into something else. Something deeper. Something dangerous.

This is a story about forbidden love, broken boundaries, and crossing lines you can’t uncross.

Once it started, there was no stopping it.
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The cold gets into my bones in a way that never really leaves. Even now, four years into the hustle, it still surprises me how much it can hurt. Not the sharp pain, but the kind that floats under your skin and makes your hands shake, even when you’re clutching at greasy fries that aren’t even yours. My fingers are blue. My stomach, empty since yesterday, shouts at me like it’s got something to prove. I shovel a fistful of fries into my mouth before I even check if they’re moldy.

The trick is you gotta work fast, before the owner or the night clerk sees you on the security camera. Sometimes they chase you off with a mop, sometimes with a bat. I’ve seen one kid get his wrist broken, heard the crunch from two aisles away. That’s why I keep my head down, hoodie up, even though the hoodie’s two sizes too small.

The night air stings. Sirens echo down the block, two, maybe three streets over. It’s Magnolia City, so it could be anything: a fire, a gunshot, a guy on meth screaming at his own feet. My mind takes a snapshot of every shadow, every car that slows even a little too much. The .22 in my waistband is real; the first time I pulled it, my hands shook so bad I dropped the damn thing, but the second time, I hit the guy in the leg. He didn’t even bleed that much.

They call me Little Killa, which is funny, because I’ve never killed anybody. Not yet, anyway.

Tonight, I’m just hungry. I am not a threat, not even a person worth looking at. I was just a kid— all bones and dreads and scared eyes. I don’t make noise when I move, and that’s what makes me good at staying alive.

I’m crouched behind the Quik-Stop on East Monroe, picking at the bottom of a Burger Box when I see the headlights. They don’t flicker; they just sweep over me like a searchlight, pinning me to the pavement. I drop the fries and flatten myself to the dumpster, which is a joke because there’s nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. The car is a black SUV, rims like spinning stars, paint so clean it reflects the busted-out streetlamp above.

The window rolls down, slow and smooth. I brace for a gun, or worse, a cop. Instead I get a face.

It’s a girl, probably my age, but different in every possible way. Her skin is pale, the color of milk, her hair black and wild in two lopsided pigtails. She’s got those big glasses that make her eyes look like moons, and she presses her nose right to the glass, fogging it up.

“Daddy, stop! Look!” she says, her voice almost a whisper at first, like she doesn’t want to scare me.

There’s a dude in the driver’s seat, jaw clenched, knuckles white on the wheel. He’s got that rich guy look: shaved head, Rolex, probably a gun under the seat too. He tries to ignore her, but she’s persistent. “Daddy, he’s just a kid. Look at him.”

He mutters something I can’t hear, glancing in the rearview like he expects backup. But the girl is already halfway out the door. She lands on the curb with a thud, shoes lighting up red, her backpack bouncing behind her like she’s late for a bus.

I freeze. Rule number one: never let them get close.

She stops a few feet away, crouches down to my level. Her breath makes little clouds in the air. Her hands are empty, palms up. “I’m not gonna hurt you,” she says.

I don’t believe her. I edge my hand to the waistband, fingers brushing the pistol. I never want to use it, but people are less likely to mess with you if they know you’ve got one.

The man gets out, slams the door hard. He towers over both of us, expensive shoes sinking into the mud. “Skylar, get back in the car,” he says, voice cold enough to freeze water.

The girl ignores him. She unzips her backpack and digs around until she pulls out a burger, still in the wrapper. She holds it out to me, arm shaking a little from the cold.

“Here,” she says. “It’s fresh. I didn’t touch it.”

I wait. There’s always a trick. But her eyes don’t lie; they look sad, like she’s seen this before.

The man sighs, and for a second I think he’s going to drag her away. But he doesn’t. He just stands there, maybe thinking about how to explain this later.

My stomach makes the decision for me. I snatch the burger, retreating until my back hits the dumpster. I peel off the wrapper and devour it in three bites, barely tasting the meat and cheese. The bun is warm. I almost cry.

The girl stays crouched, watching me. She doesn’t say anything stupid, like are you okay or where are your parents. She just waits until I finish, then nods, satisfied.

“What’s your name?” she asks.

I swallow, then lick the ketchup off my fingers. “Kam,” I say, because it’s the only name I remember.

She smiles, teeth shining behind braces. “I’m Skylar.”

The man—her dad, I guess—sighs again, softer this time. “Come on, Sky,” he says, but there’s no anger in it. Only tiredness. Maybe he’s used to this kind of thing.

Skylar stands, brushes off her knees. She looks at me like she wants to say something else, but she doesn’t. Instead she zips her backpack and climbs back into the Escalade.

The man hesitates. He digs in his coat pocket, pulls out a crumpled bill, and tosses it onto the pavement near me. He doesn’t meet my eyes. Then he gets in the car, and they drive off slow, taillights fading into the wet dark.

I don’t move for a long time. I stare at the bill—twenty dollars, the most I’ve seen in months—and at the empty wrapper in my lap. My chest hurts, but in a good way, like something cracked open and let the air in.

I tuck the gun deeper into my waistband, just in case. But I keep the burger wrapper, folding it neat and flat. It’s proof that for one night, I wasn’t invisible. Somebody saw me. Somebody cared.

Four years since my mom left me at the gas station, and I still remember the way she hugged me goodbye. Like she was coming right back. Like it wasn’t forever.

But maybe forever is just a bunch of little moments stuck together. Like this one.

I stuff the twenty into my sock, shoulders lighter than before. The world is still cold, still dangerous. But I’m not hungry anymore. Not for tonight.

And I know her name.

Skylar.

——

They must have had a change of heart and they came back to get me, because moments later—the inside of the Escalade smells like new leather and expensive perfume, which is so different from the alley stink I almost gag. I sit in the back, gripping the edge of the seat with both hands, burger still working its way down my throat. Skylar slides in next to me, close enough that I can feel the static crackling off her jacket. She stares straight ahead, but her eyes keep flicking to me, like she’s not sure I’m real.

Her father—Mr. Davenport sits up front, jaw working overtime. His hands clamp the wheel tight, like he’s mad at it for existing. He doesn’t look back, but I can feel his attention, sharp as a box cutter.

The car glides out of the parking lot, all quiet power, not a single rattle. We’re moving away from the Quik-Stop, the only place I’ve ever felt safe, and I have no idea what’s supposed to happen next.

“Daddy,” Skylar says, her voice small but steady. “You wasn’t just going leave him there,were you?”

He exhales hard through his nose. “Sky, this is not our business.”

“But he’s just a kid.”

I flinch at the word. It’s not meant for people like me.

Mr. Davenport sighs, taps the navigation. “There are shelters. I can call one. I’ll drop him off.”

Skylar shakes her head so hard her glasses slide down. “No! He needs to come home with us.”

He finally glances at her in the mirror, his eyes sharp and blue. “That’s not how any of this works.”

“Why not?”

He doesn’t answer, and for a while the only sound is the purr of the engine and the city rolling past in a blur of neon and wet pavement. The glass shows me my own face, ghosted next to Skylar’s—hers pale, mine dark, both of us kids but not the same species.

She leans in, whispers so low only I can hear: “Don’t let him send you away. He’ll listen if

you say something.”

I don’t know what to say, so I stare at my lap and count the holes in my jeans. They’re crusted with filth, and the dirt stains my skin underneath. I feel the weight of the .22 still tucked at my hip. I wonder if I should ditch it, but the thought of being unarmed makes my teeth chatter.

The car slows, then stops under a streetlight so bright it’s like daytime. Mr. Davenport turns around, finally looking me dead in the eye. “Look. I can’t just take you home, okay? There are rules. You need to talk to someone, maybe a social worker—”

Skylar cuts him off, her voice sharp: “Daddy, if you leave him out here, I’m calling Grandpa and telling him you let a ten-year-old die in the cold.”

For a second, I think she’s joking. But she stares him down, and I see something in her that’s more dangerous than any gun. She’s not just some rich girl playing hero; she means it.

Mr. Davenport closes his eyes. Rubs his temples. “Fine,” he mutters. “Just… fine. We’ll figure it out at home.”

The car surges forward, heading out of the city, across the causeway to Magnolia Bay. The bridge lights flicker over the water, drawing gold lines that split the blackness into something almost pretty. The houses here are nothing like the projects—each one bigger than a supermarket, lawns perfect as magazine ads, even in winter. The Escalade fits right in, gliding up the driveway like it owns the place.

I step out, knees buckling under me. The night is colder here, emptier. Skylar grabs my sleeve, leads me to the door. She knows the keycode by heart. Inside, it’s warm, too warm, the air thick with cinnamon and the hum of something expensive.

The foyer is twice the size of any apartment I’ve ever seen. The floor shines like ice. There are paintings on the walls, none of them crooked. I keep expecting somebody to jump out and yell at me, but all I hear is the soft tick of a grandfather clock.

“Follow me,” Skylar says. I trail after her, stepping careful so I don’t get the floor dirty.

She takes me to a small room off the main hall. There’s a bed, a desk, a stack of books with nobody’s name on them. I hover near the door, unsure if this is a trick.

She points to the bed. “You can sleep here. Nobody will bother you.”

Mr. Davenport appears in the doorway, tie already loosened, eyes tired. “There’s a bathroom down the hall. Clean up before bed. Tomorrow, we’ll… figure this out.”

I nod, mute. He watches me a second longer, then leaves. The door closes, not all the way, but enough.

Skylar sits on the edge of the bed, picking at a thread on the blanket. “Are you scared?” she asks.

I want to say no, but the word catches in my throat.

She smiles, but it’s sad. “You don’t have to be. My dad acts tough, but he’s not so bad. He just cares too much about what other people think.”

I move to the bathroom. The mirror above the sink shows a stranger, eyes rimmed red, skin streaked with dirt. I undress and step into the shower, twisting the knob until the water stings my skin. I scrub until the drain runs brown, until I can almost see my real face underneath.

When I come back, Skylar is gone. There’s a set of clean clothes on the bed, soft and new. I put them on, still damp. They smell like detergent and safety.

I check under the pillow before I lie down. The gun is there, hidden. Just in case.

I don’t remember falling asleep, but I dream of hands reaching for me, some gentle, some rough. In the dream, I don’t know which is which.

When I wake up, the house is quiet. But I know I’m not alone. Skylar sits in the hall, knees hugged to her chest, waiting for me to step out.

“Morning,” she says, voice barely above a whisper.

“Morning,” I say back, testing the word. It feels new, not worn out yet.

We sit in silence for a while, the kind that isn’t awkward, just real. I wonder if maybe, just maybe, this is what it’s like to have a home.

Later, Mr. Davenport will call a lawyer, then a school. There will be paperwork, meetings, and questions I don’t want to answer. They’ll want to change my name, but I’ll say no. He nods, like he understands.

“You can keep Isaac,” he says. “It suits you.”

For the first time in a long time, I think maybe I suit me, too.

The gun stays under my pillow for a year, maybe more. It’s not until much later that I stop checking for it every night.

Skylar keeps hovering, always near but never in the way. She lets me be alone when I need it. Sometimes I catch her watching me, like she’s waiting for something. I don’t know what.

One night, she sits at the foot of my bed, silent until I look at her.

“You don’t have to be scared of me,” she says again.

“I’m not,” I say, but this time I almost believe it.

She grins, wide and bright, and for a moment I wonder if she’s the brave one after all.

This is how it starts. Not with a bang, but with a promise, quiet as dawn.

And for the first time since my mother left, I want to see what comes next.

——Present Day——

My first week at Maxwell Magnolia Institute of Higher Learning (Magnolia Bay High) , I learn there are two types of people here: the ones who rule, and the ones who learn to survive under their feet.

The dorms look like old plantation houses, all columns and shiny white paint, but inside they’re a different animal. Every hallway smells like money—fresh paint, real wood, laundry service nothing left to chance. Even the mattresses have the school logo stitched into the corners, like your ass needs a reminder of who’s in charge when you sleep.

I’m assigned a single on the bottom floor. They say it’s for “athletic recruits,” but I know

what it really means. Keep the wild ones close to the exits in case they bolt. The other boys upstairs are third-generation legacies, sons of judges and surgeons, voices polished by debate club and yacht summers. They call my floor “the kennel,” which is almost funny.

My room is the smallest in the building, but it has a window. I can see the football field from my bed. Sometimes I wake up at three a.m. and just watch the mist drift over the end zone, pretending I’m already out there, that none of this is new.

Skylar is in a girls’ dorm two flights up, but the doors are mostly ceremonial. She’s got friends everywhere—stoner girls, theater geeks, kids who hate their parents for not being rich enough. She visits every day, sometimes three times. The first time, she brings a plastic bag full of Skittles and a half-smashed muffin. The second time, she just brings herself, slides down the hallway in rainbow socks and collapses onto my bed like she owns it.

“You hate it, don’t you?” she asks, biting the top off the muffin.

I shrug. “I’m not built for this.”

She laughs, muffled by crumbs. “Nobody is. The trick is to fake it.”

It’s almost the same as faking brave on the street: keep your head up, make the right face, never blink first.

After lights out, the real school comes alive. The rich kids upstairs throw parties with imported vodka, cigarette packs lined up like trophies on the windowsills. The music shakes the ceiling, but down here the walls are thick and the sound just turns to a dull thump in my chest.

I spend most nights on my bed, legs up the wall, headphones blasting Kendrick or game tape from last season. I memorize every route, every cadence, every time the QB chokes under pressure. My new phone—courtesy of Mr. Davenport—never leaves my hand. He calls once a week, tells me to make them proud. He means Skylar, but I know the rules: don’t get caught, don’t get hurt, and don’t embarrass the family.

Sometimes Skylar sneaks in after curfew, hair wild and eyes shining. She wears pajama shorts and her favorite hoodie, the one with cartoon cats all over it. She smells like cherry lip gloss and weed, a mix that’s better than any cologne.

She always asks if I’m lonely. I always say no.

We don’t touch, not really. She lays next to me, close enough to count the freckles on her arms, but her hands are folded tight under her chin.

“You ever miss it?” she asks one night, her voice low so nobody upstairs can hear.

“Miss what?”

“Before.”

She means before I had a bed, before Magnolia Bay, before her family and the rules. I think about it. The answer changes every day.

“I miss knowing what to expect,” I say finally.

She nods, like she gets it.

I ask, “What about you?”

She shrugs. “I used to think there was some magic line you cross, and then you feel like you belong somewhere. But it’s all the same. People just get better at pretending.”

She rolls onto her back, hair fanning out over the pillow. We stare up at the ceiling, where the cheap plaster forms constellations if you squint just right.

“You ever wonder what you’d be if you weren’t… you?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “All the time.”

We play that game for a while. Maybe I’d be a chef, or a pilot, or a guy who fixes cars. Maybe she’d run a rescue for old dogs, or be a tattoo artist, or just disappear.

Mostly, though, we talk about the future the way prisoners talk about parole: like it’s not real until you taste it.

When she finally drifts off, I stay awake, listening to the heartbeat of the dorm above. I think about the gun, still hidden in a locked box under my bed. I haven’t touched it since moving in. Some nights, I dream about it anyway.

The next morning, Skylar is gone before dawn, but there’s a note on my desk. Just a doodle

of a rocket ship and the words Don’t let them launch without you.

I smile, fold the paper, tuck it in my wallet.

Upstairs, the world is all blazers and pearls and fake hellos. Down here, the air is heavier, but it’s honest. Every day, I get a little better at surviving, a little better at waiting for my shot.

Every night, she comes back, and it’s almost like home.

Almost.

——

First day of tryouts, the turf is so bright it hurts my eyes. The field is the centerpiece of campus, fake grass so perfect it looks like a billboard for rich kid dreams. The bleachers are empty except for a few parents—power moms with sunglasses and Starbucks, dads in golf shirts already picking out who’s going D1.

I stand at the fifty with the other rookies, watching the upperclassmen circle us like sharks. Everyone here has something to prove, but most of them are just hoping not to screw up. Except Chad Hennington. He’s the one they all watch, even the coaches.

Chad walks like he owns the field. Six-one, sun-bleached hair, jawline sharp as a shovel. His cleats are new, customized with gold stripes, and his gloves have his initials stitched into the wrist. He’s already warming up with his boys, launching passes and laughing too loud.

Coach Lawson is the only adult on the field, but he’s got more presence than a whole army of teachers. He runs drills with military precision, clipboard never leaving his hand. Every time he blows the whistle, you can feel the whole stadium snap to attention.

“All right, let’s see what you got!” he shouts, voice cracking the morning air. “Quarterbacks, line up!”

I line up last. It’s not nerves; I just want to watch how the others choke.

Chad goes first. His dropback is textbook, and the ball fires out of his hand, but he’s showboating. First throw is too high. Second is on target, but the receiver flinches. Third is a duck. I can see him getting pissed, blaming the wind, the balls, anything but himself.

Coach doesn’t say a word, just scribbles on the clipboard.

Next is me. I step up, dreads bouncing under my helmet. The laces feel right in my hand, and the field seems to slow down. I take the snap, roll left, see Showtime breaking free at the hash. I barely have to think—just plant and let it rip.

The ball cuts through the air, perfect spiral, hits Showtime in stride. He hauls it in, spins, and sprints to the end zone, grinning like he won the lottery.

The other players start to notice. Even Chad’s crew stops and watches. I throw again, this time a post route, and Showtime grabs it one-handed, flashing his gold visor.

Coach Lawson grins, just a flash of teeth, but it’s the most emotion he’s shown all morning.

We run more drills. I hear the whispers—Who’s the new kid? Where’d he come from? He’s got an arm. Can he read a defense?

After practice, Coach Lawson calls me over. His handshake is firm, but not like he’s trying to prove something. “You’re raw, kid, but you see the field like you’ve been doing this for years.”

I shrug. “I just don’t like getting hit.”

He laughs, quick and sharp. “You keep making throws like that, you won’t have to.”

He looks me up and down. “You got any questions?”

I want to ask if the team will actually let me lead them, or if they’ll make me run scout team until I give up. But I don’t. I just shake my head.

Lawson nods, satisfied. “Good. Keep your head up. Hennington’s going to test you, but don’t let him get inside your head. Got it?”

“Got it,” I say.

He looks at me like he can see something nobody else does. “You remind me of myself, back when I thought this was all that mattered.”

I’m not sure what to do with that, so I just say thanks and jog off.

In the locker room, Chad corners me by the water fountain. “Nice throws out there,” he says, voice dripping with sarcasm. His buddies linger behind him, arms crossed.

I meet his gaze, steady. “Thanks. You too.”

He smirks. “You know how it works here, right? Legacy starts. Walk-ons hold the clipboard.”

I let the words hang. “Guess we’ll see.”

Chad’s eyes narrow, but he just nods and walks away.

Showtime finds me after, slaps me on the shoulder. “You got a cannon, Kid. First time in a minute I ain’t had to slow down for nobody.”

I smile, can’t help it. “We’ll run it back tomorrow.”

He nods. “Hell yeah we will.”

I find Skylar waiting by the fence, hands jammed in the pockets of her oversized hoodie. She grins, eyes wide behind the glasses.

“Did you win?” she asks.

“Not yet,” I say.

She hands me a granola bar, like she knew I’d be starving.

“Your throws were better than Chad’s,” she says, matter-of-fact.

“You watched the whole thing?”

She shrugs. “Had to make sure you didn’t trip and eat grass in front of everyone.”

I roll my eyes. “Thanks for the faith.”

She bumps her shoulder into mine. “You’re going to be quarterback. They’re all just too scared to admit it.”

We walk back to the dorms together, sneakers scuffing the sidewalk in sync. The sky is orange, fading into blue. For a second, I let myself imagine what it would feel like to run this field under the lights, the whole school screaming my name.

This isn’t the street, but the rules aren’t that different. You keep your head down. You don’t flinch. You make them remember you.

This is my new hustle.

And I’m ready to run it.
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My first game at Maxwell Magnolia isn’t the story people end up telling. The Monarchs lose fifty-eight to zero. We get rinsed so bad the other team benches their varsity starters halfway through, like they’re afraid someone might call Child Protective Services if they keep running up the score. I watch most of it from the sideline, third-string, helmet on, mouthguard half-chewed, waiting for a miracle or a career-ending injury. Neither comes.

When it’s finally over, the stands empty before the clock even runs out. Coach Lawson doesn’t yell or throw stuff; he just stands on the field with his clipboard, face blank, as the other team shakes hands and jogs off. I can see his jaw working, like he’s biting back every cuss word in the book. He doesn’t even look at us when he says, “Locker room. Now.”

Inside, it’s chaos. Showers blast on full heat, steam rising like smoke from a mass grave. Showtime does a full sprint down the row, towel flag flying, while Big Jay takes up two benches just trying to peel off his jersey. Hennington sits by his locker, picking at his fingers, not even sweating.

I keep to the edge, invisible by force of habit. But the others—these boys who’ve played together since kindergarten, whose parents tailgate together and sleep with each other’s wives—start to notice me. It’s the way I move, I think. The way I don’t flinch when someone chucks a towel at my head, or when a Gatorade bottle explodes at my feet. I grew up around guys who shot at you for less.

Haley Maddox notices too. The first thing I see is the red: fire-bomb hair, still shiny even when wet, leaking orange onto her white cheer top. Her eyes are green, not the friendly kind but the kind that seems to cut you out of a crowd. She’s standing in the doorway, holding a water bottle and a single blue pom-pom, talking with one of the JV girls. When she sees me, she smirks, lips splitting over braces with bands the same shade as her hair.

She disappears. I start stripping off my gear, pads clattering to the floor. The showers roar so loud I can’t hear my own heartbeat, but I feel it, pulsing hard in my neck. I know what happens to losers: they get hazed, ridiculed, forgotten. But I know what happens to ghosts, too—they survive.

I keep my eyes down as I walk to the showers, grabbing my towel from the rack. I don’t see her at first. She’s behind the open door, one foot braced on the tile, arms crossed. She waits until I’m nearly on top of her before she says, “You gonna shower with your pants on, Kam?”

I freeze, which is the worst thing you can do around a predator.

She grins wider, stepping in so we’re both hidden by the door. I can smell the shampoo in

her hair, citrus and chlorine. “I heard you’re a virgin,” she whispers, voice not even trembling. “Is that true, or are the guys just messing?”

I look down at her, into those lizard-bright eyes, and my brain blanks out. On the street, you learn to spot a lie in the first syllable. I don’t see any lie in her face, just hunger.

“Why you care?” I ask, trying for cold but landing on shaky.

Haley reaches for the waistband of my shorts, bold as anything. Her nails are blue, one chipped. She doesn’t pull, just lets her fingers rest there. “You’re cute, Kam. I think I want to be the one.”

There are thirty other guys on the other side of the wall, plus two coaches and a janitor. All it would take is one voice, one open door. My skin goes hot-cold, every nerve buzzing, but my arms won’t move. Haley stands on tiptoe, lips to my ear, and says, “You don’t have to say yes. But you don’t have to say no, either.”

She lets her hand drop and ducks out, just as quick as she came. Her perfume lingers—a sharp, wild scent, all chemicals and maybe flowers, but more dangerous than anything from a bottle.

In the shower, I scrub myself raw, like maybe I can peel off the look she gave me. Every time my eyes close, I see her—cheer skirt, bruised knee, mouthful of teeth like a bear trap. I try to think of something else, anything else, but there’s nothing. My old life is gone, and this new one is coming at me faster than I can run.

When I come out, dressed and barely dry, she’s leaning against the trainer’s table, arms folded, legs crossed at the ankle. The room is empty except for us and the hum of the soda machine. Haley pats the table next to her.

I obey. There’s no point in pretending she hasn’t already decided.

She doesn’t say a word, just slides her hand up my thigh, fingers light as fishing line. The shorts are mesh, nothing between us but air and expectation. My heart thumps so hard I swear it moves my whole body. I wait for the laughter, the gotcha, but it never comes.

“Relax,” she says, and her voice is nothing like the girls on the street or the rich girls in class. It’s deeper, smokier, like she’s lived two lives and decided this one is for fun.

She pulls herself onto the table, all muscle and grace, straddling me with knees on either

side. My hands have nowhere to go, so I let them hover in space. Haley grabs my wrists and plants them on her hips.

“Not gonna break,” she says, teeth flashing.

Her mouth is on mine, sweet and soft, but the rest of her is all sharp edges. She bites my lip, just enough to sting, and I jerk in surprise. She giggles. “See, I knew you weren’t soft.”

It doesn’t feel like I expect. It’s not the porn I watched in the locker room or the moans I heard through the walls of the group home. Haley Maddox smells like sweat and coconut and something new. She pushes herself against me, grinding slow, until I’m so hard it hurts. My brain goes blank. I let her do what she wants, which seems to be everything.

She tugs my shorts down just far enough, then positions herself, one hand guiding, the other on my chest. When she slides onto me, it’s slow, almost torturous. Her eyes go wide for a second, and she sucks in her breath so fast it whistles.

“Fuck,” she says, low and drawn out. “You’re bigger than I thought.”

I want to say something, but my mouth is dry as salt. All I can do is watch her—her skin flushed, her chest rising and falling, the way her hands grip my shoulders as she starts to move. She sets the pace, hips rolling, deliberate and smooth. Her hair brushes my face, wet and cool. The first time she bottoms out, she clamps a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming.

Every sound echoes in the empty room. The slap of skin, the wet hitch of her breath, the squeak of the vinyl under our bodies. It’s desperate, messy, more real than anything I’ve ever had. I grip her hips like I’m going to drown, holding on for dear life. Haley leans in and bites my neck, harder this time, and I feel blood rise to the surface.

“Don’t finish,” she whispers, voice ragged. “Not yet.”

She rides me, slow then fast then slow again, never losing control. My legs go numb. My hands ache from how hard I’m gripping her. The room starts to tilt and spin, and it feels like if I close my eyes I’ll just fall right off the planet.

Haley gets louder. She bites down on her own knuckles, tries to muffle it, but the sound comes out anyway—a whine, then a low moan, then a string of cuss words so inventive I almost laugh. Her body tenses, every muscle drawn tight, and for a second I think she’s going to break in half.

Then she goes limp, shoulders shaking, eyes wet and wild. She collapses onto my chest, catching her breath, the hair on her neck sticky with sweat.

I hold her, not sure what else to do. She stays there, breathing hard, for what feels like an hour.

Finally she rolls off, pulls her shorts up, and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. She grabs a towel from the stack and wipes herself, then throws it in the hamper like a basketball shot.

“Don’t catch feelings,” she says, voice back to normal. “I just wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

I nod, even though I know that’s not how it works. I already feel different, like something got turned on inside me that I won’t ever be able to shut off.

She leaves without looking back.

I sit on the table for a long time, staring at the ceiling, feeling the sting where her teeth bit me. The memory of her—wild hair, green eyes, mouthful of metal—burns itself into my brain. I know it’s nothing, not the start of a love story, not even a hookup worth bragging about. But it’s mine.

That night, I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling, waiting for the sleep that never comes. I touch the bite on my neck, the bruises on my hips, the sore in my chest that feels like a real, live heart.

I don’t catch feelings. Not really.

But I don’t forget, either.

——

A week goes by. Not much changes. The bruises from the game fade, the bite mark on my neck turns yellow, and the story about me and Haley gets whispered through the team, growing a little with each telling. By Friday, I’m the exotic toy everybody wants to play with, and Haley isn’t even pretending to keep her distance. She winks at me across the lunch room. She throws a Skittle at my face in the hallway. She doesn’t even flinch when Chloe Davenport stares her down with eyes that could curdle milk.

Skylar finds out, of course. I don’t know how—maybe from one of her stoner friends, maybe from the look on my face when she asks how practice went and I stutter. Girls always find out.

She doesn’t say anything right away. She just gets quiet, the kind of quiet that hums just below the surface. Instead of showing up three times a day, she comes by my room once, maybe twice. She sits on my bed, legs folded, hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands. Her hair is messier than usual, and her glasses hang crooked on her nose.

I’m coming back from a late study hall when I find her waiting. The air in my room smells like lemon candy and old books. She’s reading some paperback with the cover half torn off, but she’s not really reading. She’s waiting for me.

I close the door and lean against it. “Hey.”

Skylar dog-ears the page and looks up. Her eyes are soft, not sharp, and that scares me more than if she’d started screaming.

“So,” she says. She pushes her glasses up, then lets them slide back down. “Haley, huh?”

I freeze. The only thing I can think to do is suck on my lip ring, which I don’t even have anymore, so I just bite my lip instead.

“It wasn’t—” I start, but the words crash and burn before they make it out.

She tilts her head. “It wasn’t what?”

I shrug. “It wasn’t like that.”

She watches me for a long time, eyes unblinking. Then she sighs, long and heavy, like she’s trying to get rid of all the air in her lungs so there’s room for something else. “You could have told me,” she says, voice flat.

I don’t know how to answer that, so I don’t. I sit next to her on the bed, careful to leave space.

Skylar pulls her knees to her chest, wraps her arms around them. For a minute, I think she’s going to start crying, but she just stares at her shoes, the way the laces are frayed at the ends.

Finally, she digs into her hoodie pocket and pulls out a joint. She rolls it between her fingers, then lights it with a pink lighter that has a chipped unicorn sticker on the side.

She takes a hit, holds it, then lets the smoke curl out slow. She offers it to me.

I take it. The tip is warm from her lips. I draw in, hold it too long, then cough it out in a sharp bark.

She laughs, a real one, and the sound makes my chest go tight.

“Look,” she says, “I’m not your mom, I’m not your parole officer, I’m not even your girlfriend. I just—I thought we were honest with each other.”

I nod. The words are jammed in my throat.

She takes another hit, then passes it back. Her hands shake a little, but she covers it by tucking them back into her sleeves.

“I don’t care if you hook up with every girl in this school,” she says, voice small. “Just don’t lie to me, okay? Ever.”

I meet her eyes, and for the first time since the night we met, I feel like I’m not invisible. I feel seen, and it’s terrifying.

I nod again, even though my chest feels like it’s about to cave in.

She finishes the joint and stubs it out on the window ledge. She stands, stretches, and grabs her backpack.

“See you tomorrow?” she asks, hopeful but not demanding.

“Yeah,” I say. “Always.”

She smiles, and this time it reaches her eyes.

After she’s gone, the smoke lingers, wrapping around me like another secret I don’t know how to keep.

I lie on my bed, staring at the ceiling, and wish I could tell her everything. But I don’t even

know where to start.

——

Friday night under the stadium lights, and Magnolia Bay is buzzing. You can feel it as soon as you step off the bus—the cold slap of air, the blast of the band warming up, the smell of grilled sausage and vape clouds drifting from the student section. I’d never been to a real high school football game before. Back in the city, it was mostly pickup or banged-up rec leagues, where the only fans were your cousin and whatever neighborhood dogs got loose.

Here, it’s different. The bleachers are packed, and everyone’s wearing Monarchs purple, even the teachers. The cheerleaders line the sideline, stunting and flipping like they’re auditioning for a music video. There are spotlights on the field, and the sound system is so loud you can’t even hear the ref’s whistle.

I spend the whole first half on the bench. It’s supposed to be a test—Coach Lawson wants to see if I can handle the pressure, or maybe he just wants to let Chad dig his own grave before pulling him. Either way, I watch as Hennington, the golden boy, bombs his first two drives. First possession, he underthrows Big Jay on a screen, and the linebacker from Eastlake snatches it like he’s picking an apple. Second drive, he gets sacked, loses the ball, and just lays there, staring at the lights.

The crowd gets restless. People start yelling, then booing. I catch a glimpse of Chloe Davenport—Skylar’s big sister, Chad’s girlfriend—standing on the sideline near the cheer block. She’s got her phone out, not even pretending to watch the game, just texting and rolling her eyes every time the Monarchs screw up. Her hair is perfect, not a single strand out of place, even though the wind’s blowing sideways.

By halftime, we’re down by thirty. Coach doesn’t even look at me in the locker room. The pep talk is short: “Play better.” That’s it. Chad spends the break throwing up in the bathroom and blaming the line. Showtime sits in the corner, headphones on, eyes closed, like he’s somewhere else.

Third quarter starts, and Eastlake scores again, quick and easy. The stands start to empty out—parents dragging kids by the hand, old people shaking their heads. I figure this is it, another long season on the bench, watching someone else blow it.

But then, with six minutes left, Coach Lawson walks over. He kneels down, clipboard on his knee, and gives me the look.

“Ready?” he asks.

I nod.

He pats my helmet. “Go make them remember your name.”

The huddle is a mess—nobody’s paying attention, half the receivers are arguing about who gets the ball, and the o-line is already joking about where they’re eating after. I step in, voice louder than I mean it: “Listen up. We’re running 88 power. I want the left guard to pull and hit the backer. Showtime, you cut hard at the numbers. Jay, pick up the blitz if you see it.”

They all stare at me, then at each other, then at me again.

Showtime grins. “About time, Kid.”

We break. I jog to the line, scanning the defense, and the Eastlake boys are already trash talking, calling me “JV” and “Benchwarmer.” I don’t care. The ball comes up, I take the snap, fake the handoff, and look up. No one’s open. The pocket collapses, and for half a second, I want to just go down, let the clock bleed.

But instinct kicks in. I spin left, duck under the tackle, and take off. It’s pure muscle memory—juking the first defender, stiff-arming another, keeping the ball tight. The sideline opens up, and suddenly I’m running. Not just running—flying. The noise from the crowd goes from dead silence to a roar, and I realize they’re not cheering for the uniform. They’re cheering for me.

I get thirty yards before someone clips my ankle. I hit the ground hard, but I hold onto the ball. When I get up, the huddle is different. The line is slapping my helmet. Showtime bumps my fist. Even Big Jay grins.

We don’t win—hell, we barely score twice. But in the last drive, I throw a perfect slant to Showtime, and he takes it all the way. The crowd goes wild. Coach Lawson just watches, a tiny smile on his face.

When the whistle blows, I walk off the field, helmet in hand, sweat freezing on my skin. The stands are almost empty now, but I see Skylar in the distance, standing with her arms crossed, smiling with her whole face.

Back in the locker room, the guys are different, too. Chad doesn’t say a word—just slams

his locker and storms out. Showtime gives me a towel snap to the thigh. “Told you, man. You run this shit.”

As I peel off my gear, I realize something: It isn’t about winning. Not here, not yet. It’s about being seen.

By Monday, everybody knows my name. And for the first time, I think maybe that’s enough.

——

After the game, the locker room smells like defeat—sweat and rubber. Most of the team is already gone, vanished to the parking lot or some house party on the bay. There’s nothing left in the air except for the steam from the showers and the echo of the scoreboard still burning in my brain.

I sit on the bench, helmet at my feet, pads dumped in a sad heap. My jersey is streaked with dirt and grass. I can’t stop staring at the cracks in the tile floor, like maybe if I look long enough, I’ll see some secret everyone else has missed.

Showtime walks over, wearing nothing but a towel and his gold chain. He’s still got the adrenaline in his eyes, the kind that never shuts off, even after a loss.

He slaps my back so hard I almost fall off the bench. “Don’t trip, bruh. That starting spot is yours now.”

I don’t say anything for a second. The compliment feels too heavy, like it might crush me if I move wrong.

Showtime grins, leans down so we’re eye-to-eye. “You ain’t gotta play scared, Kam. Not here. Just run it like you always do.”

I nod, but I don’t trust my voice yet.

Showtime puts a fist to my shoulder, gentle this time. “You’re one of us now. For real.” He flashes that conductor smile, the one that could sell out stadiums, then heads for the showers, whistling as he goes.

I breathe out, the ache in my body starting to give way to something lighter. Maybe even hope.

I’m the last one out. I strip down, let the water scald the bruises off my skin, and stare up at the cracked ceiling. The roar of the crowd, the shock of the run, even the hurt—all of it starts to feel real, like this is my life and not some trick being played on me.

When I finally get dressed, the stadium is almost empty. Only a few cars left in the lot, their headlights washing the field in weird, flickering patterns. I grab my backpack and walk through the tunnel, the echo of my footsteps bouncing ahead of me like they’re racing to escape.

That’s where I find Skylar.

She’s waiting, back against the wall, hoodie pulled up, hair in a messy knot. The cold has turned her cheeks pink, and her glasses keep fogging up every time she breathes. She doesn’t say anything at first, just looks at me with that strange, soft intensity.

I walk up, stop a foot away. For a second, neither of us moves.

Then she steps in, presses her lips to my neck, just below the spot where Haley bit me. Her hand slides under my jersey, fingertips hot against my ribs. Her nails scratch, slow and gentle, and the feeling cuts through the numb like a wire through clay.

“You’re gonna be the king of this place,” she whispers, breath warm and shaky. “But you’re still mine first.”

Her words knock the wind out of me. Not because they’re true, but because I want them to be.

I close my eyes and let her hold me, just for a minute.

She pulls back, gives me a smile I’ve never seen before—possessive, proud, a little dangerous. “Don’t get cocky,” she says, smirking. “You’re not that special.”

I laugh, and it comes out raw but real.

We walk out together, sneakers squeaking on the concrete, our shadows stretching all the way to the parking lot.

“See you Monday, superstar,” she says, voice daring me to believe it.

She gets in the car, door slamming behind her, and drives off into the dark.

I stand there for a while, letting the cold bite at my skin, feeling the shape of her hand still pressed to my side.

I don’t know what’s coming next. But for the first time, I think maybe I’m ready.
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The locker room always smells worse after a win. Sweat, plastic, some sour aftertaste of adrenaline. The hot water makes it worse; the whole place steams up like a trash fire. Guys throw towels, slap backs, yell like they’re still trying to drown out the crowd. I tune it out and head for my locker, headphones already back on, the world dialed down to whatever’s left in my Spotify recommendations.

By the time I reach my dorm, my skin’s still wet, the sweat not quite gone. My knuckles ache. I keep replaying the run—the feel of the turf, the snap of the safety’s shoulder against my ribs, the cold air burning my lungs. It’s not the pain I notice, but how alive it makes me.

When I open the door to my room, she’s there. Skylar. Curled up on the narrow bed, knees hugged to her chest, hoodie pulled tight around her like she’s hiding inside it. But it’s not her own hoodie. It’s mine—the one with the bleach stains, the busted zipper, and the hidden pocket sewn into the lining for when I needed to stash a dime bag or a backup blade. She looks like she was born in it.

Her eyes are red around the edges. No glasses tonight. Her hair’s down, a black river across my pillow, wild and soft at the ends.

For a second, neither of us says anything. I kick the door shut with my heel, drop my bag, and just stand there, dripping onto the tile.

Skylar breaks first. She sits up, pushing her hair behind her ears, and I can see the color in her cheeks. She wipes her eyes with her sleeve, tries to play it off, but I know that move. I’ve used it my whole life.

“You okay?” I ask, because what else do you say?

She nods, but it’s a fake one—mechanical, the kind people give when the real answer’s too heavy to lift.

I cross the room, dropping onto the edge of the mattress, and the springs creak under my weight. My body is still buzzing from the game, but my chest feels hollow, like I left my lungs somewhere on the fifty-yard line.

Skylar doesn’t look at me. She picks at the frayed cuffs of my hoodie, rolling the thread between her fingers. The silence stretches, a live wire between us.

“Rough night?” I ask, trying to keep it light.

She snorts, then shakes her head, hair tumbling over her face. “You could say that.”

I nod, not pushing. Sometimes the best way to get a story is to let it sit.

Finally, she says, “Chloe called. She wants me to move in with her after winter break.” She makes a face, like the words taste bad. “Says I need to stop ‘slumming it’ with the Davenports. Like they’re a halfway house, and I’m supposed to graduate or something.”

I bite my cheek, searching for the right comeback. Chloe Davenport: perfect GPA, perfect eyeliner, the kind of girl who probably schedules her breakdowns two weeks in advance.

“You gonna do it?” I ask.

She shrugs, knees pulled tighter. “Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe I’ll just live in your bed forever and eat all your snacks.”

I try to smile, but it comes out crooked.

“I don’t have any snacks,” I say.

She finally looks at me, eyes a little less red, a little more focused. “Yeah, but you’ve got good taste in hoodies.”

We sit there, not touching, not talking, just breathing the same air. The radiator clanks on, hissing and sputtering like an old man clearing his throat.

She breaks the silence again, this time softer: “I saw Haley in the hall. She said you two are ‘just friends.’”

The words hang in the air, heavier than anything else.

“Yeah,” I say. “We are.”

Skylar sniffs, brushing her nose with her sleeve. “Good. She seems like the type to bite.”

I almost laugh, but instead I look down at my hands, bruised and raw. “You ever feel like you’re just… waiting for something to go wrong?”

She doesn’t answer right away. She turns, sitting cross-legged now, and stares at the window, the city lights bleeding through the blinds.

“Every day,” she whispers. “But right now, I’m tired of pretending.”

She slides across the mattress, closing the gap between us. Her arms wrap around my shoulders, and she buries her face in my neck. The smell of her hair—cheap shampoo, cinnamon gum, the faintest trace of weed—cuts through everything.

I freeze, not because I want to, but because I don’t know what to do. This is the part nobody tells you about: not the sex, not the drama, but the sheer terror of being held for real.

I let my arms fall around her, loose at first, then tighter when I realize she’s not going anywhere. Her breath is hot on my collarbone. Her fingers twist the fabric at the back of my shirt, and I can feel her trembling.

“It’s okay,” I say, but I’m not sure if I’m talking to her or myself.

She laughs, a shaky sound, then pulls back just enough to look me in the eye. Her lashes are still wet, her cheeks streaked with old tears.

“Do you like me?” she asks, voice barely there.

The question cracks me open.

“Yeah,” I say. “I do.”

She smiles, small but real, then presses her lips to my jaw. It’s not a kiss, not really, just a touch. A claim.

We stay like that for a long time, holding on, clothes still on, hearts beating so loud I’m sure the guys next door can hear. The fear doesn’t go away, but it’s quieter now, muffled under the weight of her arms and the heat of her skin.

After a while, she falls asleep, head heavy on my chest. I stare at the ceiling, listening to her breathe, and try to believe that this—this moment—is mine to keep.

Tomorrow, there’ll be questions and rumors and maybe another fight, but right now there’s just the two of us, tangled up in a twin bed, pretending for once that nothing can touch us.

And for the first time, I want to stay.

——

For a while, I tell myself I’m done with it. The deals, the old numbers in my phone, the taste of paranoia mixed with cheap weed. I try to be the guy Skylar thinks I can be: clean, safe, always home before midnight.

But there’s a restlessness that comes back every time I’m alone, a static in my veins that makes the walls feel like they’re closing in. The school’s too quiet at night. My bed, even with her in it, is too soft. So I text someone. Then I text another someone. After that, it’s easy.

Hakira hits me up first, late on a Tuesday, the kind of week that drags its feet like it’s wearing ankle monitors. She’s still at Magnolia High, just a year behind me, but already running her own side hustle. She’s the only plug who delivers, and her prices are always two dollars less than the rich white boys on the island. That’s how you stay in business.

Her profile pic is new: tongue out, flipping the camera off, new septum ring gleaming in the streetlight. She texts in all lowercase, no punctuation.

got some loud. u coming thru or nah

I send back an address. She’s there before the message even delivers.

The meet is at her cousin’s duplex, on the edge of the bay where the floodwater stains never really dry. Hakira’s car is a battered Civic, rims stolen from a nicer model, thumping bass loud enough to vibrate the mailbox off its post. She gets out, all hips and heat, wearing sweatpants cut off at the thigh and a black crop top that says “Demon Time.” Her hair’s up in a pineapple, baby hairs slicked down sharp as commas.

She’s got the package in one hand and a Monster can in the other.

“Knew you’d hit me up,” she says, sliding the baggie into my palm without breaking stride. “Heard you’re all varsity now. Congrats, Mr. Clean.”

I look at her, then at the weed, then back at her. “You ever think about quitting this shit?” I ask.

She snorts. “Yeah, every time I count the money.”

We sit on the porch, not talking, just passing the Monster back and forth and watching the moon fight through the haze. I feel her eyes on me, always, like she’s trying to decide if I’m a mark or a threat.

After a while, she leans in, close enough that I can smell her perfume, something citrus with an undertone of smoke. “You miss it?” she asks, voice low.

I shake my head. “Not really.”

She grins, knowing I’m lying. “Coulda fooled me, quarterback.”

There’s a silence. She licks her lips, then stands, stretching so her shirt rides up even higher. “Come inside,” she says. “I got some new flavors. Special order.”

I follow, because I always do.

The inside of the house is chaos—plastic covers on the couches, kids’ toys on every surface, the TV blaring some cartoon at max volume even though nobody’s watching. Hakira leads me down the hall, past a bathroom with the door cracked, the sound of someone throwing up inside. She rolls her eyes. “That’s just Cousin Rico. Don’t worry.”

Her room is at the back, smaller than I remember, every inch covered in posters, tapestries, and clothes in a hundred shades of black. There are three locks on the inside of the door, all new since last time.

She tosses the weed onto her desk and flops onto the bed, legs crossed, phone already in hand.

“You just gonna stand there or you wanna actually chill?” she says.

I sit, careful to avoid the piles of laundry. My phone buzzes in my pocket—probably Skylar, maybe a teammate. I ignore it.

Hakira watches me, smirk fading to something sharper.

“You know,” she says, “I always figured you’d end up back here. No offense, but you don’t seem like the type who gets out clean.”

She’s right. I never do.

I grab the blunt she’s rolling, light it, and take a hit. It burns hot and sweet, better than the trash I used to get on credit. I pass it back, and our fingers touch for a second too long.

She leans in, smoke curling from her lips. “You ever fuck a girl who can outlift you?” she asks.

I almost choke, laughing. “Not yet.”

She moves fast, closing the space before I can react. Her mouth is on mine, blunt still burning between two fingers, her free hand pulling my head forward. Her lips are soft, but her grip is iron. She climbs onto my lap, thighs on either side, and the weight of her is grounding, like gravity doubled in this room.

Her phone buzzes, and she flicks it away without looking. The blunt lands in an empty soda can, forgotten.

She tugs at my shirt, yanking it up until I have to raise my arms or get strangled. Her hands are cold on my ribs, then hot as she slides them down, tracing the scars and old bruises she knows by heart.

I let her do what she wants, because she always knows what she wants.

She shoves me back, until I’m pinned against the wall. Her nails drag down my chest, hard enough to leave marks. She kisses me again, this time biting my lip, not playful but real, until I taste blood.

There’s a knock at the door—loud, frantic, like a battering ram.

“Kira! Mom says get down here! You got customers!”

She rolls her eyes, tongue flicking over my jaw. “Give me five, asshole!”

She turns back to me, eyes half-lidded. “You got five minutes to make this worth it.”

I don’t even get my jeans off before she’s on me again, hands in my waistband, mouth at my neck. She’s aggressive, not just hungry but starved, and the urgency hits me like a punch.

She frees me, then strokes, slow and rough, watching my face the whole time. Her eyes never leave mine, even when she slides down, tongue hot and insistent, taking all of me

like she’s dared herself to do it.

I gasp, unprepared. The room is spinning, and all I can focus on is the heat, the pressure, the way she knows every nerve ending like she mapped them herself.

She stands, pulling her shorts down, no ceremony, no shyness. Her thighs are thick, skin a swirl of brown and cinnamon, muscles flexing as she straddles me. She lines herself up and sinks down, gasping so sharp it slices through the noise in my head.

She rides me, hard, hands on my shoulders, hair falling in my face. The bed bangs against the wall, echoing down the hall. She leans in, biting my ear, whispering things I can’t understand, just the raw sound of need.

I grip her thighs, fingers digging in, and she laughs—a deep, wicked sound. She moves faster, grinding until the world blurs at the edges.

There’s another bang at the door. This time, she ignores it.

When she comes, her whole body locks up, nails raking down my back, teeth sinking into my neck. She keeps moving, slower now, letting me catch up. I do, and when I finish, the rush is so intense I have to squeeze my eyes shut to keep from floating away.

For a minute, neither of us moves. Her breath is hot against my cheek, her hands still tangled in my hair.

Then she slides off, grabs the blunt from the can, and lights it again. She sits at the edge of the bed, naked, back straight, staring at me like she’s trying to memorize every line.

She blows out a cloud of smoke and says, “Skylar don’t need to know shit.”

I look away, guilt already clawing at my stomach. I want to say something, anything, but the words don’t come.

She leans back, one leg draped over the other, and watches me dress. The room feels smaller now, the air heavy with secrets.

When I leave, the hallway is empty. The voices from the kitchen are muffled, distant. I step outside, light a cigarette, and walk back to campus with my hands shoved in my pockets.

The moon is still out, but it’s paler now, like even it’s ashamed of what just happened.

I tell myself it’s over. I tell myself it doesn’t matter.

But the taste of her is still on my lips, and I know I’ll be back.

——

People start looking at me different. Not just the guys on the team, but the whole school. I see it in the way they move around me in the halls—giving space, eyes flicking down, like they’re scared I might snap. Even the teachers start calling me “Mr. Isaac,” never Kam, like adding a layer of formality will keep them safe.

It doesn’t take long for the story to get around. Magnolia Bay is small; every secret floats up eventually. The whispers are worse than the truth: that I’m hooking up with Hakira on the side, that she’s got my name tattooed somewhere private, that I moved in with her family on weekends. None of it’s true, except the part where we hook up, but that doesn’t stop the rumors.

Her brothers are the first to hear it. They’re twins, both linebackers at Magnolia High, built like vending machines and dumb as the coins that fill them. I figure I’ll see them eventually. I don’t expect it to be so soon.

It happens after practice, Friday, the sky spitting cold rain. I’m heading to the bus stop, earbuds in, backpack slung low, when I feel the air change. A static, that old electricity from Hurricane Heights, the sense of eyes on me and danger moving closer.

I see him before he sees me—Hakira’s brother, the one with the scar above his eyebrow and the busted tooth. He’s waiting by the bike racks, hood up, hands in his pockets. His shadow stretches across the sidewalk, wider than he is tall.

I keep walking. No reason to run. If he wanted to jump me, he’d have done it already.

He steps in front of me, close enough I can smell his breath—Red Bull and chewing tobacco.

“You fucking my sister?” he asks. No lead-up, no introduction, just the blunt of it.

I shrug. “Not your business, man.”

He cocks his head, jaw working, and for a second I think he’s going to try and talk it out. Then his fist comes up, wild and wide, swinging for my head.

I duck, step left, and catch him in the stomach with my own fist. Years of getting jumped on the block taught me to move before you think, to make it count.

He doubles over, wind knocked out, but he’s tough. He grabs at my shirt, yanks me forward, tries to knee me in the groin. I twist, drive my elbow into the side of his face. It’s sloppy, but it lands.

He backs off, blood running from his nose. He wipes it on his sleeve and smiles, eyes wild.

“That all you got, QB?”

This time, I go for the hook. Hard, fast, right into the broken tooth. He drops, hitting the wet pavement with a grunt. He doesn’t get up, not right away.

I stand over him, chest heaving, knuckles stinging. I want to say something—something about respect, or staying out of my business—but there’s nothing left to say.

I spit, shake out my hand, and walk away.

By the time I reach my dorm, the adrenaline’s gone and the pain sets in. My knuckles are split, blood leaking down my wrist. The rain makes it sting worse.

Skylar’s waiting in my room, same as always. But this time, she sees the blood before she sees me.

“What the fuck, Kam?” she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me to the sink.

“It’s nothing,” I mumble, but she’s already running the water, already tearing paper towels and wrapping my fingers tight.

“You get in a fight?” she asks, voice somewhere between angry and terrified.

I don’t answer. I let her wrap my hand, the softness of her touch at war with the rage in her eyes.

“You’re gonna get yourself killed,” she whispers, bandaging my knuckles with shaky hands. “They’ll come after you. They always do.”

I watch her, the way she bites her lip, the tremor in her voice. I want to say I’m sorry, or

that it won’t happen again, but that would be a lie.

Instead, I reach for her, pulling her close, letting her rest her head on my shoulder. She lets me, just for a second, then pushes away.

“You can’t keep doing this,” she says. “You can’t keep being the hero and the villain at the same time.”

I look at my hand, the blood seeping through the paper towels. “Maybe I don’t get to pick.”

She leans in, kisses my wrapped hand, her lips soft and cold.

“I just want you safe,” she says, eyes shining.

“Nah,” I say, grinning through the pain. “I’m gonna get us out of here.”

She laughs, shaking her head, and for a moment, the anger is gone.

We sit on the bed, close together, neither of us talking. I feel her breathing, slow and steady, and I let it calm me down.

Outside, the rain beats against the window. Inside, it’s quiet. For now.

——

Skylar doesn’t leave. Not after the rain stops, not after the blood on my hand dries and flakes off, not even when the power flickers and the whole dorm goes black for twenty minutes. She stays, curled on my bed, her arms a knot around my ribs.

I peel my shirt off, let it fall to the floor, and climb in beside her. The sheets are cold at first, but we warm them up fast. I rest my head on her shoulder, nose in her hair, the world shrinking down to just this: two bodies under a threadbare blanket, the weight of everything else pressed up against the window, trying to claw its way in.

For a long time, neither of us says a word.

She shifts, sliding her hand under my hoodie, fingers tracing the edge of the gauze on my knuckles. Her thumb rubs slow circles over the bone, gentle but with a question behind it. I take her hand and squeeze it, hard enough that she knows I mean it.

Her lips find my neck, soft and slow, then my jaw. I shiver—not from the cold, but because the heat building up inside me has nowhere to go but out.

She pulls back, eyes searching mine. In the dark, they shine a little, blue and wet. Her glasses are gone; her gaze is unfiltered.

“I want to,” she says, the words like a dare.

I nod. The word “okay” catches in my throat and burns all the way down.

She sits up, reaches for the hem of her hoodie—my hoodie—and pulls it off in one motion. Her hair falls wild, a cloud around her head. Underneath, she’s wearing nothing but a threadbare tank top and her favorite plaid pajama shorts. I stare at the curve of her shoulder, the hollow at her throat, the scattering of freckles across her chest.

She grins, nervous, then reaches for the fishnet gloves she always wears. She slides them off, finger by finger, as if it’s something sacred.

I watch her hands—small, pale, the nails bitten down—move to my waist. She tugs at the drawstring on my sweatpants, undoing the knot. There’s a pause, a tremor, but then she looks up at me, her cheeks flushed, and I nod again.

The pants come off, slow at first, then faster when I help. I’m hard already, the outline pushing against the thin cotton of my boxers. She laughs, a sound so sharp it almost hurts.

“I’ve never,” she starts, then bites her lip, not finishing.

“Me neither,” I lie, and for once, it feels good to say it.

She kisses me—real, deep, open-mouthed—and I taste the ghost of lemon candy, the smoke from earlier, something sweet at the end. My hands are clumsy, but she guides them, placing them on her hips, her back, under her shirt. Her skin is softer than anything I remember.

She peels off her tank top, revealing small, perfect breasts. The sight knocks the air out of me. I reach up, cup one gently, thumb brushing over the nipple. She gasps, then pushes into my hand, hungry for it.

She straddles me, thighs squeezing my hips. The heat between her legs radiates through both layers of fabric, and I swear I could come from that alone.

She grinds against me, slow at first, then with more purpose. Her mouth finds my ear, her breath ragged.

“You have a condom?” she whispers, voice shaking.

I nod, reach for my wallet on the nightstand. The foil packet is ancient, something I stole from a drugstore years ago. I fumble it open, and she helps, her hands trembling but determined.

She rolls it on me, her touch sending sparks up my spine. Then she shimmies out of her shorts and underwear, revealing herself completely. I try not to stare, but I can’t help it.

She takes my cock in her hand, lines herself up, and lowers onto me, slow and careful. The feeling is unreal—tight, hot, electric. She closes her eyes, jaw clenched, then settles, taking all of me in.

For a moment, neither of us moves. We just breathe.

She starts to ride, hips rolling, hands on my chest for balance. I reach up, pull her close, bury my face in her neck. The scent of her sweat, her hair, the old hoodie still clinging to her skin—it’s all I want.

She moves faster, thighs shaking. Her nails dig into my chest, leaving tiny crescents. I grip her hips, help her find the rhythm, and it’s like we’re the only people alive.

She leans in, kisses me, her tongue desperate. I taste salt, maybe tears.

“Are you okay?” I ask, barely able to get the words out.

She nods, frantic, then buries her face in my shoulder.

I hold out as long as I can, but it’s not long. The sensation overwhelms me, and I gasp her name, louder than I mean to.

She comes a second later, whole body trembling, a ragged whimper escaping her lips. She collapses on top of me, arms around my neck, holding on for dear life.

We stay like that, bodies tangled, the sheets a mess, her breath still coming in short bursts.

After a while, she lifts her head, hair plastered to her forehead, eyes shining.

“I love you,” she says, so quiet I almost miss it.

I kiss her, because it’s the only thing I know how to do. I pull her close, wrap my arms around her, and don’t let go.

Outside, the world is still chaos. But in here, in this moment, nothing can touch us.

We fall asleep like that, skin on skin, her hand in mine. I dream of running—not from anything, but toward something. I dream of a place where we can be together, and safe, and real.

When I wake, she’s still there. And for the first time, I believe we might make it.
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A FORBIDDEN LOVE STORY











