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​Scars and Silk by V. F. Winter

Her world is all about high-end silk, flawless manners, and a life scripted to the second. Michelle is the master of her own game: one cold look, one sharp word, and any man who dares to step too close knows his place. She’s a goddamn pro at keeping her distance. Until him.

His world is jagged scars, a darkness that burns from the inside out, and a past that’s better left buried. Kayden loathes her high-society rules and hates the mask of arrogance she wears like armor. He doesn't see an Ice Princess—he sees a girl who’s fucking terrified, whose fear he can feel on his skin... and whose desire he’s going to make his own.

She’s scared of the way he looks right through her, but despite every bit of common sense, she’s dying to burn in his orbit. He came to wreck her peace, but never saw it coming that she’d end up being his only shot at salvation.

When rough scars meet forbidden silk, the script gets torn to shreds.
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​PROLOGUE

[image: ]




Physical Education at North Hills’ open stadium in May was my personal circle of hell. While the rest of the class was grinding through drills on the field, the dust kicked up by hundreds of feet choked my lungs, and the sun beat down until the red track felt like molten lava.

Coach Miller’s sharp, jarring whistle sliced through the air, making me flinch.

"Everyone, in! Now! To the locker rooms!" he roared, waving toward the gym. "Ten minutes for showers! Move it!"

A wave of teenagers surged forward. It was a goddamn stampede—a hundred sweaty, shouting guys lunging for the doors, digging elbows into ribs and knocking each other off balance. I intentionally slowed my pace. I couldn't afford to be in that crush. I needed to be the last one in, entering only when everyone else had dressed and cleared out.

Gradually, the shouting died down, replaced by the heavy thud of doors and a dull hum from deep inside the building. The stadium emptied fast. The roar of a hundred voices faded into nothing but the rustle of the wind blowing empty plastic bottles across the bleachers. I was finishing my sixth lap in what I thought was total solitude. This was my way of outlasting the crowd.

My shoulder-length hair, soaked with sweat, clung to my face and neck in grimy streaks, but I didn't even think about pushing it back or tying it up. It was my only armor—a fragile curtain I used to hide what the sun wasn't meant to see. Under the layers of hair and the thick fabric of my grey hoodie, the scar on my neck burned like a hundred red-hot needles digging into my skin. That dead tissue always let me know it was there whenever I overheated, pulling at my throat and shoulder blade in a tight, suffocating knot.

"Brooks!" From the shade of the bleachers, Miller shot a frustrated look at his watch. "This isn't a stroll in the park! Finish up and get to the showers, or you're staying for the second shift."

I didn't look up. My eyes stayed locked on the cracked track. In that empty stadium, washed in dead-bright light, every step I took echoed hollowly. It felt like I was the only person left in the universe.

But the illusion of silence shattered the moment I heard that familiar, mocking jeer.

Mocking whistles drifted down from the front row of the bleachers. Scott Reynolds and his pack of football lackeys weren’t in any hurry to leave. They were the only ones left out in the heat, lounging like kings, watching my solo laps like they were betting on a beaten-down horse at the track. Scott let out a jagged laugh when I tripped over my own exhaustion, nearly skidding off the track into the gravel.

To them, I was "Frankie." The morons clearly hadn’t read Mary Shelley, pinning the creator’s name on me instead of his nameless creation. But in their hollowed-out skulls, Frankenstein was the monster—a freak stitched together from scraps of dead meat. A freak who wouldn’t strip off his hoodie even in ninety-degree heat, desperate to hide his "seams." They were just waiting for the moment I finally snapped under that burning sky.

I slipped into the locker room just as the roar of voices began to fade. The guys were finishing their showers and heading to class. Inside, the air tasted like bleach, stale dampness, and cheap, aggressive body spray. It was a typical concrete graveyard: rows of iron lockers with peeling dark-blue paint and that godforsaken open shower bay at the far end. No stalls. No curtains. Just the harsh glare of overhead lights that made every shadow on my body unnervingly sharp.

Once I was sure the room was empty, I finally yanked the hoodie over my head. Tangled strands of hair instantly fell over my shoulders, veiling the scar, but I could still feel its weight. I shed the rest of my clothes, leaving them in a heap on the bench by my locker, and ran barefoot across the slick, cold floor to the corner shower head.

The ice-cold water slammed into me, knocking the air right out of my lungs. I pressed my forehead against the cold tile and squeezed my eyes shut. Here, in the silence broken only by the drone of the water, I finally let myself breathe. Pushing my wet hair aside, I carefully rinsed the scar. Deep burgundy, lumpy and jagged—it looked like a raw, unhealed wound against my pale skin. It started at my jaw, coiled around my neck, and slashed diagonally across my shoulder blade, while the other end dragged like a crude stitch across my stomach and side. The tempered glass shards that night had acted like shrapnel, turning my skin into a torn-up map.

I hated this body. I hated mirrors. I hated this place.

I hadn't even reached for my towel when the locker room door slammed open with a deafening metallic crack.

"Oh, look at that, boys! Our monster’s decided to preen his feathers!" Scott Reynolds walked in first, twirling the keys to his pickup around his finger.

The rest of his crew piled in behind him, flooding the space with noise and the stench of the outdoors.

They swarmed me in seconds. I froze by Bradley’s locker, feeling like a cornered animal. A dozen smartphones shot up. Camera flashes blinded me, capturing every inch of my nakedness—my thin, shivering ribs and the very thing I had fought so desperately to hide.

"Jesus, Frankie, look at that face... I mean, look at that back!" Scott stepped toward me, his face glowing with a kind of primal, twisted excitement. "You really thought you could hide this shit under those greasy locks? We already knew you were a freak—inside and out."

Before I could even try to cover myself, Scott lunged. He grabbed a fistful of my soaking wet hair and yanked—hard enough to make white spots dance in my eyes—forcing my head back until I was staring straight up at the buzzing fluorescent lights.

"Look at those fucking stitches! It’s like some drunk medical examiner sewed him together in a basement," one of the guys barked, stepping closer to catch a macro shot of my scar. "Brooks, you don’t even need a Halloween costume, man. Just show up naked—every kid in town will shit themselves. You belong in a goddamn freak show, floating in a jar of formaldehyde until you rot."

The camera flashes hungrily feasted on the jagged edges of that crimson tissue, which looked almost inflamed under the harsh overhead lights. The scar wasn't just there—it felt alive with every move I made, stretching and warping the contours of my body. I looked like a crude imitation of a human, something hacked together in a hurry without a shred of mercy.

"Give me my clothes, Scott," my voice cracked, reduced to a pathetic rasp. I tried to cover my groin, attempting to turn away, but the guys behind me started shoving my back, forcing me to spin under the glare of their lenses.

"Hey, Brooks, can you drop by my brother’s place tonight? He needs a good scare, and I’m pretty sure he’s never seen a nightmare like you before!" someone yelled from the back of the pack, followed by a roar of laughter.

I realized that standing there waiting meant letting them finish me off for good. I lunged forward. No strategy—just raw force. I slammed my shoulder into Scott, catching him off guard, and bolted out of the locker room straight into the hallway.

The chilled air of the school corridor burned my wet skin. My bare heels slapped against the linoleum, drumming out the rhythm of my shame. I ran, shielding myself with my arms, feeling droplets stream down my face—I couldn't tell if it was the shower water or tears of pure, unadulterated rage.

The hallway wasn’t empty.

Someone was coming toward me. A whole group of them. I froze for a heartbeat, and in that same second, a tomb-like, suffocating silence fell. Then, the world exploded.

That shrill, female laughter hit me in the gut like a physical blow. All I could see were dozens of raised hands holding phones—black rectangles of lenses hungrily drinking in my nakedness. I jerked to the side, trying to hide my back, trying to shield my neck, but the laughter was everywhere. It crawled under my skin, stealing the very air from my lungs.

And then, I saw her. She stood right in the center of the madness. I saw only her face. Cold, flawless, and infinitely distant.

Michelle Morgan.

While the others were choking with delight, filming my escape, she just watched. Her gaze slid slowly down my trembling knees, across my sunken stomach, and locked onto my neck. Right where my darkest secret burned beneath the wet strands of my hair.

Michelle wasn't laughing. She slowly lowered her eyes, taking in my shaking legs, my thin ribs, and finally, her gaze began its slow, deliberate crawl across my body. She saw everything. The white, lumpy cord across my stomach, the mangled skin on my side, and finally, the thing I had so desperately hidden under my hair—my neck.

She wrinkled her nose. It was the look you’d give a dead, rotting rat found rotting on your doorstep. There wasn’t a single grain of pity in her eyes—only icy, pure disgust. It made me want to claw the very skin off my bones.

Scott burst out of the locker room behind me, breathing hard. He draped an arm around Michelle’s waist with a proprietary air, pulling her close. His voice boomed down the hallway. "So, what do you think of our Frankie, babe? Think he’s earned the lead in a horror flick?"

Michelle looked me dead in the eye.

"Ew..." she exhaled, turning back to Scott with a look of deep suffering on her face. "That is so gross. Get him out of here, Scott. I’m actually gonna puke. It’s... physically repulsing."

They laughed. The entire hallway filled with that laughter—it dug into my scars deeper than any shards of glass ever could.

I didn’t stay to hear the rest. I ran blindly until I found an empty classroom at the end of the wing. I lunged inside and slammed the bolt home. My legs gave out, and I hit the floor hard, nearly taking the teacher’s desk down with me. Driven by a single instinct—to vanish—I tried to crawl into the cramped space beneath it. It was too tight; my spine cracked painfully against a drawer, the sharp metal edges of the legs dug into my thighs, and there was barely enough room for my head in the dark. My body was slick with cold sweat, my skin was burning, but inside, I had turned to ice.

I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to shrink, trying to hide that deep burgundy, pulsing horror on my body. But the scar felt like it was growing. It pulled at my skin, soaking up every word, every snicker, and that icy, disgusted exhale from Michelle.

Physically repulsing.

I started to sob—silently, because I had no strength left to scream. My body was wracked with heavy, violent shudders. I dug my nails into my own skin, right next to the ridges of the scar, wishing for only one thing: for this desk, this school, and this entire goddamn building to collapse into the abyss right now.

It was so quiet in the empty room that I could hear my own ragged, wheezing breath. I sat there, curled into a ball, naked and completely destroyed. On that day, under a desk at North Hills, the boy who believed that someone could see the human behind the scars died.

This was all that was left. The cramped darkness, the smell of dust, and the echo of her voice that would now play in my head every single night.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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MICHELLE

Two Years Later

Columbus in late August always felt like a preheated oven where the asphalt was slowly liquefying. I stood on the balcony of my twenty-fourth-floor apartment at The Highline, lazily stirring the ice in a tall glass of green juice. Inside, the AC was cranking at full blast, but out here, the air was heavy and clingy.

I stared out at the city; it felt infinitely dull after three months on the Amalfi Coast. In Positano, life was measured by the clink of glasses filled with chilled rosé on a yacht deck and the salt spray of the sea. My tan was proof of it—flawless, golden, making my skin glow and giving me that sense of absolute superiority. In Columbus, everything looked grey and grounded, despite the blinding sun.

I let out a heavy sigh and stepped inside. The living room was a minefield of shopping bags from high-end boutiques. Aspen and I had spent the last three days in a shopping frenzy, feverishly updating our wardrobes for the start of junior year. We’d even flown to New York last week just to hit Fifth Avenue—it felt like preparing for war, where our primary weapons were silk, leather, and the right logos.

"Michelle, if we’re late for Ward’s first lecture, he’s going to strike our names from the land of the living! And he won't give a damn about your Italian tan!" Aspen’s voice drifted in from the living room, accompanied by the hiss of the espresso machine.

Aspen Sinclair was the only person whose 24/7 presence in my space didn't irritate me. We’d been in the Strategic Communications and PR department since freshman year. She was my perfect replica, just in a different colorway. Hailing from Indian Hill—Cincinnati’s wealthiest suburb—she’d inhaled the "old money" aesthetic since she was in diapers. Her thick mane of coppery-red hair was pulled into a flawless high ponytail today; not a single strand dared to stray. She looked fresh in her white tennis set, scrolling through her feed.

"Ward can wait," I said, walking past her toward the kitchen island. "He loves a good drama."

The silence was shattered by the sharp, rhythmic ping of a notification. Aspen, who’d been idling with her phone, jerked and immediately locked her eyes on the screen.

"Whoa," she exhaled, her eyebrows shooting up. "Check it out—the Kappa Phi page is about to blow up. They just dropped the announcement, and there are already hundreds of shares."

She did a quick swipe, and in the same heartbeat, my phone sitting on the counter lit up with a sharp vibration. I picked it up. The fraternity’s animated logo—a gold phoenix against a deep black background—shimmered on the display. It was a private, direct invite link.

KAPPA PHI: THE FIRST DIP Where: The West River Estate. When: Immediately after sunset. Dress Code: Summer Luxury. Entry: Guest list and verified QR codes only. Michelle Morgan +1 — Confirmed.

"Summer Luxury," Aspen huffed, clearly already mental-mapping her outfit. "Looks like your silk is going to be put to good use tonight."

I locked my phone, my confident smirk reflecting on the black screen. While thousands of students on campus were scratching their heads, wondering how to slip past security, my pass was already waiting for me.

"They’ve brought in some insane fog machines and neon pool lighting," Aspen continued, already scrolling through their stories. "The whole campus is losing its mind. It looks like absolutely everyone is going to be there tonight."

"I wouldn’t expect anything less from them," I said, setting down my empty glass. "Kappa Phi knows if they blow the first party of the semester, their rep goes down the drain. And we need to set the tone. The freshmen need to realize right away who makes the rules around here and who’s just an extra."

"Exactly why I’ve already picked out my outfit for tonight," Aspen said with a sly smile. "But first—Ward. Go get dressed. That Porsche isn’t going to drive itself to campus."

I slipped into my walk-in closet. This place was my temple—a territory of perfect order and silence. My fingers drifted along the hangers until they finally stopped on the structured fabric of a black set.

A tailored vest, worn against bare skin, provocatively framed my cleavage and golden tan, while a pleated mini-skirt revealed an endless line of leg. The final accord: black stiletto sandals with thin, almost invisible straps that gracefully coiled around my ankles, adding a touch of dangerous elegance.

I grabbed my Chanel bag and tossed my keys and phone inside with a quick, decisive gesture. Looking in the mirror, I gave a satisfied nod. The "it girl" of the department was complete—flawless, sharp, and cold as a razor blade.

When my white Porsche Taycan silently glided out of the underground parking garage, I felt a rush of adrenaline. The white body glittered in the sun, reflecting in the storefronts. Aspen, in her white Audi, followed closely behind. We tore into the Columbus State campus like two bolts of lightning.

First class of the day: Image Essentials. The lecture hall was packed to capacity. The scent of fresh coffee mixed with the faint trail of expensive perfume—the signature atmosphere of our department. Professor Ward paced in front of the board, his voice carrying a hypnotic weight.

"Junior year, ladies and gentlemen," he began, his gaze sweeping over the room. "This is the moment you stop being mere students and start becoming products. Today, we’re going to talk about reading a person through the details they consider insignificant. The tilt of a head, a choice of accessory—it all screams who you really are at your core."

I lazily took notes on my tablet, but his words made me look around. To my right sat a guy trying way too hard to act like he belonged, but his over-tightened tie screamed nerves. To my left—a straight-A student whose "good girl" persona was bursting at the seams thanks to a manicure that was far too provocative.

"Image is armor," Ward continued. "But if there’s even a single crack in it, the PR sharks will devour you whole."

After the lecture, Aspen and I headed to the cafeteria. On the first day, it was the most "dangerous" spot on campus—every square inch was under the microscope of hundreds of eyes. The moment we took our usual table, I felt dozens of gazes lock onto me.

"Look, here comes your former shadow," Aspen gestured toward the entrance with a slight nod.

Dylan. He was walking toward us with the look of a man about to beg for a pardon. Typical pre-law student—polo shirt and khakis. Quality stuff, but agonizingly boring.

"Hey, Michelle. Hey, Aspen," he stopped at our table, offering a strained smile. "I... saw your photos from Italy. You look incredible. How was the trip?"

I slowly lifted my gaze, my thumb still lazily scrolling through my feed. My smile was polite but hollow—the exact one I practiced in the mirror for unwanted encounters.

"Hey, Dylan. Thanks, it was wonderful," I said, adjusting the strap of my Chanel on my shoulder without even pausing my scrolling. "I hope your summer was just as productive."

"Yeah, I interned at my dad’s firm... Look, maybe we could grab lunch sometime this week? We never really got a chance to talk properly before you left."

"Oh, Dylan," I tilted my head slightly, almost sympathetically, looking at him like he was an old, out-of-style coat. "I’m afraid my schedule for the next few weeks is booked solid. Classes, projects, event planning... I just don't think I can squeeze it in. But it was nice saying hi."

Dylan’s face froze for a split second. There was no malice in my voice—only an absolute, bulletproof lack of interest. He realized the door wasn't just locked; it didn't exist anymore.

"I get it. Well... good luck with your projects," he gave an awkward nod and beat a hasty retreat.

"Surgical," Aspen smirked, taking a sip of her coffee. "You didn't even raise your voice, and he looks like he was just deleted from existence."

***
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The scent of expensive perfume, clashing with the sharp bite of pool chlorine and tropical cocktails, hit me the moment we stepped into the fraternity’s backyard. It was a literal anthem to the "perfect body." The pool pulsed with toxic turquoise neon, the water vibrating from heavy bass that thrummed right in your chest. Cooling misters were everywhere, spraying an icy vapor—a thick white fog that swirled around the dancers, turning them into ghostly silhouettes under the glare of pink spotlights.

I stood on the terrace, feeling the cool mist kiss my skin. For the night, I’d chosen a slip dress made of heavy, cream-colored silk. It clung to my body like liquid metal, held up only by thread-thin straps. My long hair tumbled over my shoulders in effortless, lazy waves, framing my face with a soft, almost hypnotic femininity. With every breath, a delicate gold body chain glimmered faintly beneath the silk, drawing the eye to curves the dress didn’t hide, but artfully emphasized.

"Michelle, did you decide to just systematically destroy our sanity tonight?" Brandon Richter, the fraternity’s VP, approached us with a blinding smile.

He and two other Kappa Phi guys swarmed us instantly, creating a sort of protective cocoon around Aspen and me. Each of them was "wearing" their cool: squared shoulders, luxury watches, poses dripping with practiced confidence. To them, being seen talking to me meant an instant spike in their campus social credit.

"It’s just the first night of the semester, Brandon. No need for the drama," I gave him my most polished, slightly bored socialite smile.

"Let’s head to the pool," he suggested, gesturing toward the private area. "I’ve got the center cabana reserved right at the water’s edge. Best view, and more importantly, zero freshmen allowed. Total privacy."

We descended the steps slowly, the crowd parting for us like the Red Sea. The guys tripped over themselves to engage me in conversation, throwing around budgets for the upcoming charity gala and new university sponsorship deals. They were trying so hard to prove they were on my "level"—that they were sharks in these waters just like I was.

I listened to them, nodding occasionally and taking sips of my ice-cold drink. Aspen was playfully bantering with the guys, while I simply observed the scene from the sidelines, feeling like a natural part of this familiar, neon chaos. I knew I looked exactly the way the night demanded, and that knowledge brought a pleasant sense of calm. Everything was predictable, clear, and followed my unwritten script to the letter.

"Listen, Michelle," Brandon leaned in a bit closer, lowering his voice to cut through the heavy bass. "We’re planning a private dinner for the frat presidents and the student council next weekend. We need your eye on the concept. Will you help us out?"

"We’ll see, Brandon. Shoot me the brief on Messenger, and I’ll take a look at your pitch when I have a second," I replied, letting him know his proposal was under consideration but far from a guaranteed 'yes.'

I stood right at the edge of the pool, watching the mist crawl across the surface of the water. In this neon blur, surrounded by flashes of light and adoring gazes, I felt completely invincible. The art of image was working flawlessly: I was exactly the masterpiece they all wanted to buy.

Suddenly, Brandon’s eyes locked onto someone in the crowd near the bar, and his face instantly lit up, shattering his "serious leader" persona.

"Oh, there he is! Caden! Over here!" Brandon waved, flagging the guy down.

I turned my head lazily, expecting to see yet another jock in a varsity jacket, but I froze. Walking toward us was a guy who made my confidence crack down the middle. He was breathtakingly, terrifyingly handsome—that kind of raw, high-bred masculinity that doesn't need a crowd's approval. He wore a simple dark-grey t-shirt that hugged his powerful shoulders and a pair of jeans. In a world where every other guy was parading around in swim trunks, his covered-up look felt like a provocation. But it was the tattoos that commanded attention: intricate ink patterns tightly coiled around his neck and completely sleeving one arm down to the wrist. Under the pool lights, his skin looked like it had been cast in bronze.

My internal radar, which usually pinpointed any man's status and intentions with clinical precision, suddenly flashed a system error. For a heartbeat, my chest felt too tight. A dense, concentrated energy rolled off him, making the air around him feel electric. This wasn't Brandon’s cheap bravado or Dylan’s puppy-dog eagerness. This was the power of a wild predator wandering into a black-tie gala, barely masking his boredom.

"Man!" Brandon clapped him on the shoulder with a heavy hand. "Glad you actually made it. Beer? Something stronger? We’ve got the top-shelf stuff tonight."

The guy didn’t even flinch. His piercing dark-grey eyes, cold and utterly impenetrable, swept lazily over the pool and the crowd. But he didn’t even glance at Aspen and me, though we were standing barely two feet away. That heavy, leaden gaze passed right through us, failing to catch on a single detail, as if we were nothing more than annoying visual noise.

I caught myself unable to look away from his face. It possessed a dangerous, calculated aesthetic you’d never find on a magazine cover: a buzz cut, thick dark brows that gave him a rugged, almost predatory look, and a sharp jawline defined by perfect stubble. I watched, mesmerized, as the neon light played over the curves of the tattoo on his neck, feeling a strange, uncharacteristic numbness wash over me.

To him, I didn't exist. In his personal hierarchy, we were just part of the decor—no more interesting than the plastic lounge chairs or the empty cups scattered by the water’s edge.

"I’m good," he clipped out. His voice was dry, flat, and hauntingly deep. The sound sent a ripple through my skin that I couldn't control.

He slowly pulled a cigarette from a pack and tucked it between his lips, not bothering to light it. At that moment, a blonde in the pool waved him over. He gave her a barely perceptible nod, already turning to walk away.

"If you need anything, just come find me," Brandon called after him, looking up at the guy with a strange kind of reverence. "You’re always welcome here, you know that."

Without looking back, the guy offered a careless two-finger salute from his temple and vanished into the crowd, leaving behind only the faint trail of bitter cologne and a heavy, ringing silence. It was the first time in my life I’d been ignored so professionally. I felt as if someone had dumped a bucket of ice water over me, right there in my silk dress.

"And who exactly is... that character?" Aspen’s voice dripped with blatant irritation, but I saw her eyes hungrily tracking him through the crowd. His coldness had stung her, too. "Does he even know how to act in decent society?"

Brandon exhaled with a look that bordered on religious awe.

"That’s Caden Brooks. A genius from Computer Science and Cybersecurity. He’s the brain, girls. The guy sees the world in code and strategies. He pulled my ass out of such a massive hole with the Dean's servers that I’m his debtor for life. Rumor has it he could hack the Pentagon from his phone if he got bored enough. He’s the kind of person you’d much rather have as a friend than an enemy. He’s just... on a different level."

"Specific taste in tattoos for a 'genius,'" Aspen muttered, fixing her hair, though her gaze was still wandering through the crowd, searching for that grey t-shirt. "Though, I admit, there’s something about him. Something dangerous."

Caden Brooks. I repeated the name to myself, and it echoed with a strange vibration deep in my chest. A variable had appeared in my perfectly calibrated world—one I hadn't accounted for. I stared at the shimmering pool water, but all I could see was his indifferent gaze. All these guys around me, desperate to catch my smile, suddenly felt like cardboard cutouts. Caden Brooks was the only real person in this fog, and he was the only one who didn't need me.

It wasn’t just irritation. It was a thrill. And a faint, barely detectable trace of fear that I hurried to drown in a sip of my cocktail.

The party raged on, the mist growing thicker until the fraternity’s backyard looked like a set for some surrealist film. I wasn’t used to being a bystander, but right now, I was desperate to understand what lay beneath Caden Brooks’ icy composure.

I walked slowly toward a row of empty lounge chairs right at the water’s edge, picking the one that offered a perfect vantage point of the bar and the lounge area. Sinking into the seat, I leaned back, letting the silk of my dress cling even tighter to my skin. I deliberately stretched out my long, perfectly straight legs, crossing them slightly at the ankles so the turquoise neon would highlight every inch of my tanned skin. It was a calculated pose—a visual trap I’d spent years perfecting.

Caden was standing just a few meters away. He was talking to some blonde—a freshman, if I had to guess. She was laughing brightly, touching his shoulder repeatedly, and flirting outrageously. To my surprise, his face was no longer a mask of stone. He was actually responding, his lips brushed by a faint, almost friendly smirk. That pissed me off. So, he was capable of noticing women? He just... hadn't noticed me?

The girl, encouraged by his attention, grabbed his hands and started pulling him toward the pool. Caden shook his head, refusing, saying something softly back to her. She didn’t back down, laughing and pulling harder. At some point, he seemed to give in: with a sigh that clearly spelled indulgence, he raised his hands in a silent gesture of surrender.

The blonde immediately grasped the hem of his dark grey t-shirt. I froze, my eyes locked on the scene. The fabric slowly crept up, inch by inch, revealing what Caden Brooks had hidden so carefully.

When the shirt was tossed aside, I nearly dropped my drink. His body was a masterpiece—dark and magnetic all at once. Rippling abs, defined muscle, and broad shoulders—he was built flawlessly. But the tattoos... they were everywhere. A black, gnarled root system that started just beneath his jaw, snaking down past his collarbone, wrapping around his neck. His entire arm was sleeved in a dense, lifeless forest, branches interlocking into a complex black lattice. From this distance, I couldn’t see the details, but these shadows and silhouettes of birds created a sense of something wild and primitive. The main "root ball" of this grim tree was visible across his stomach and chest.

Caden stepped away from the girl, who had already plunged into the water, and headed in my direction. My heart betrayed me, kicking into a faster rhythm. He was walking straight toward me, yet his gaze continued to wander elsewhere, utterly disregarding my existence.

He stopped so close I could feel the heat radiating off his skin. Without even looking at me, he tossed his t-shirt with a careless flick of his wrist—it landed right at my feet, the fabric brushing against my bare legs. Caden leaned over slightly, unbuckling the leather belt of his jeans until they hung dangerously low on his hips. My eyes involuntarily dipped, tracing the sharp V-taper of his muscles leading beneath the waistband of his black boxers, and the thin trail of dark hair disappearing there as well.

It was provocatively erotic. He was undressing right in front of me, invading my personal space, yet he continued to act as if he were standing before a total vacuum.

Caden popped the button, and a second later, his jeans pooled on the tile right next to my lounge chair. Left in only his black boxers, he turned and—without granting me so much as a fleeting glance—walked calmly back toward the pool. His back, a sprawling canvas of intricate branch patterns, receded from me, leaving nothing in the air but the bitter scent of his cologne and my own mangled pride.

I watched him dive into the water, feeling something new simmering inside me. It wasn't just resentment. It was a challenge, and I was accepting it.

I kept watching, finally starting to lean into the sensation. Two feelings were warring within me: my habitual arrogance and a new, razor-sharp curiosity. I caught myself leaning forward, feeling like a true voyeur, spying on something that was never meant for my eyes. But it was impossible to look away.

Caden swam over to the blonde, and she—as if she’d been waiting for nothing else—pulled him toward her in a frantic rush. Her arms wrapped possessively around his tattooed neck, fingers tangling in his short hair, while her legs locked firmly around his hips beneath the water. Without breaking contact, Caden drove them toward the far edge of the pool with powerful, rhythmic thrusts, giving me a front-row seat to their entanglement.

He pinned her back against the cold tile of the pool wall. In the toxic turquoise neon, their bodies looked like they were cast in liquid mercury. The water slicking down his broad back emphasized every ripple of his shoulder blades and the definition of muscles choked by that ink-black forest. It was provocative, bordering on the obscene. Caden whispered something directly into her ear, his lips barely grazing her lobe, and I watched as the girl’s gaze went hazy—empty and utterly submissive.

I unconsciously pressed my thighs together, feeling a slick, heavy heat bloom between them. A low, sweet ache pulled at my core; I wanted, with a desperation that made my fingers tremble, to be in her place—to feel that raw, animal certainty with which he held her. Caden moved to greedy, impatient kisses, practically bruising her neck. His hands, heavy and large, disappeared beneath the surface, and I watched as he unceremoniously kneaded her breasts, forcing her to arch toward him. She threw her head back, gasping for air and squeezing her eyes shut, while his fingers seemed to penetrate her very essence through the thin fabric of her swimsuit.

I jerked my head away, glancing around awkwardly—had anyone noticed the raw, hungry interest with which I’d been devouring the scene? My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird. I took several large gulps of my cocktail, the icy liquid searing my throat, but it was powerless against the wildfire Caden had ignited inside me.

When I finally risked another look at the pool, the blonde was already climbing out, her entire body trembling. And Caden... he was swimming straight toward me.

I instantly tensed, pulling my knees in close, as if this guarded posture could hide my flustered expression and the telltale shimmer in my eyes. As he began to haul himself out of the pool directly in front of me, water cascaded off his body in heavy streams. The thin fabric of his black boxers clung so tightly to his skin that every detail of his arousal was on full display. His heavy, imposing length was clearly outlined beneath the wet fabric, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. I swallowed hard and jerked my gaze away, feeling the blood rush to my face in a burning flush.

He stepped right up to my lounge chair, looming over me like a dark cliff. I forced myself to turn around, refusing to look like a coward, only to collide with a direct, searing stare.

Caden was looking right at me.

His face was grave and terrifyingly cold. There wasn’t a trace left of the friendly guy who’d been making that girl moan just minutes ago. He’d already managed to pull his jeans over his wet body, and now his leaden-grey eyes were practically dissecting me. A wave of unease washed over me—a feeling I’d never experienced before. I felt like a thief caught red-handed, bracing for the inevitable punishment.

He slowly pulled out a cigarette, flicked his lighter, and took a deep drag, never breaking our visual duel. Caden stood flush against the edge of my chair, boldly invading my space. Staring me straight in the eye—cold, piercing, and almost predatory—he exhaled a thick cloud of bitter smoke directly toward me. The grey veil obscured his face for a second, and I froze, afraid to even breathe. In that moment, the world around us ceased to exist—there was only the acrid scent of tobacco and his gaze, so heavy I could physically feel its weight. It was a silent, brutal warning.

Without uttering a single word, he reached down abruptly, snagging his t-shirt from the floor by my feet with one proprietary motion. Caden straightened up, threw one last look of cold contempt my way, and turned on his heel. I watched his back until his tattooed silhouette vanished through the doors of the house, following the path where the girl had gone.

I remained in the lounge chair, stunned and completely shattered, with no idea what had just happened. My body was still vibrating with arousal, and a single question pulsed in my head: who was this guy, and why did one look from him feel like a death sentence for my peace of mind?
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​CHAPTER TWO
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CADEN

The hum of the server unit in the corner of the room was the only sound that didn't make me want to break something. That low, steady drone was my personal white noise. I fell asleep to it, and I woke up to it. The brick walls in the junior dorms were thick enough to drown out the neighbors, but not tight enough to keep out the mugginess. Late August in Ohio is a viscous, sticky heat that gets under your skin before you even open your eyes.

I sat up on the edge of the bed, feeling the usual tension anchored in the back of my neck. This single was my fortress—a perk of my cybersecurity grant. My turf. My rules. No roommates, no someone else's stench, and no bullshit questions.

Walking to the window, I shoved the curtain aside. Down below, on the asphalt paths, the ant-hill was already buzzing. Students with their Starbucks cups, fake-ass greetings, forced laughter—the whole thing looked like a low-budget stage play to me.

I hadn't planned on dragging my ass out of my den at all yesterday. When the notification from Richter, the Kappa Phi VP, flashed on my screen, I didn't even bother opening it. I knew exactly what was in there: another dose of pretension, cheap booze, and bodies desperate for attention. I loathed this performative social scene where everyone measured their worth by likes and proximity to the campus "elite." This whole university life felt nauseatingly hollow—a game of imitation I had zero interest in playing.

But then, I ran into Vicky.

She was a pre-law sophomore, one of those girls who look flawless even at 8:00 AM. Blonde hair, a pristine manicure, and that look in her eyes—the desperate crave to be noticed by someone like me. She’d been chirping in my ear about this party so sweetly, so persistently, that it actually tripped some kind of predatory, passive curiosity in me. I wanted to see how far she’d go if I actually deigned to show up.

And Vicky didn't disappoint.

By mid-shift, when the neon mist by the pool was getting thick, she led me into some back room on the second floor of the frat house. It smelled like old furniture and someone’s overpriced perfume. She didn't waste time on small talk. Vicky knew exactly why I was there, and she seemed ready to pull out all the stops just to keep my eyes on her. She just dropped to her knees in front of me, looking up with that textbook submissiveness that usually buys a man’s ego. I just stood there, leaning against the wall, watching her work with cold indifference, letting her do all the heavy lifting. It was mechanical, convenient, and soul-dead. Exactly what I needed to drown out the noise in my head.

And then, there was Michelle.

I remembered her face by the pool when I was hauling myself out of the water. She was perched on that lounge chair like a goddamn queen on a throne, flanked by a squad of simps catching her every move. Her whole vibe—that silk sliding down her hips, the gold chain around her waist—it was a provocation. She was used to being wanted by everyone. Used to her gaze being treated like some kind of trophy.

But when our eyes locked, I saw her mask crack. A flash of confusion crossed her face before she could tuck it away. She stared, unable to look away, and I could literally feel her shock—the realization that someone could actually walk past without registering her as the center of the universe. It was honestly hilarious. At the same time, a dark, aggressive wave surged inside me. I wanted to crush that self-assurance of hers, to show her that all her polish wasn't worth a damn cent in my world.

I walked over to the counter and brewed some coffee. Black, bitter as tar. I sat down at my rig, and the monitors instantly flooded the room with cold blue light.

In my downtime, I spent my hours dissecting this university from the inside out. My Darknet inbox was overflowing with commissions. Students are predictable creatures. Some kid would drop five grand just to flip a "C" to an "A" in the Canvas system; others would pay a stack for leaked answer keys to a professor’s finals. Then there were the ones looking for payback: hacking an ex's Instagram, scrubbing old dirt, or digging up skeletons in someone's closet. I did it all—from bypassing the university Wi-Fi to building "digital fortresses" for the paranoid.

It was easy money, and I took it in cash only. Every stack of bills I dropped off at my mother’s place once a month was my guarantee that she’d never go back to living on the edge of poverty. I wanted her to have everything she needed, and I didn't give a flying fuck whose pockets I had to empty to make that happen.

I started punching in code, and lines of syntax began racing across the screen, restoring my usual sense of control. But somewhere on the periphery of my mind, the image of the "queen" in her silk dress kept flickering. Her long, dark-chestnut hair and that frozen, bewildered look of someone who, for the first time in her life, didn’t get exactly what she expected.

I wonder, Michelle—how long will it take you to realize that your power ends where my numbers begin?

***
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A week had passed. Another hollow week on this campus where every day felt like a goddamn rerun.

The beat of Gesaffelstein was hammering heavy, industrial nails into my skull. I’d been running for forty minutes, burning the remains of a shitty night's sleep out of my system. My muscles were screaming, my lungs were redlining, and sweat slicked over my tattoos, making the ink look even darker against my skin. It was the only way to keep from losing my mind to boredom in this plastic-wrapped town.

As I closed in on the dorm, I caught sight of her.

She was standing by the entrance, tucked into the shadow of a pillar, and not a single trace of her usual pretension remained. Instead of silk, she was wearing a black rash guard and leggings that hugged her body so tight they left absolutely zero to the imagination. She looked like she was trying to vanish, to dissolve into the brick wall, but her "high-life" aura was still radiating for a goddamn mile.

I didn't slow my pace. I didn't give a shit why she’d dragged herself to my dorm. As I drew level with her, she pushed off the pillar and cut me off. I didn’t stop right away, keeping my momentum until I was dangerously close, forcing her to instinctively tense up. Only when I realized she was looking me dead in the eye and saying something did I rip my earbuds out.

I stood there, steam rising from my overheated body into the cool morning air.

"What?" I snapped. I kept it bone-dry, making no effort to hide how much her being here pissed me off.

"I was told you’re the best. That you can help. For money. A lot of fucking money."

I didn't even bother processing it. I just shook my head and reached up to shove my earbuds back in. "I don’t know what you’re talking about. Go home."

I moved past her, intentionally clipping her shoulder as I went, but she bolted after me, practically breaking into a run. "I know what you do at this university!" she shouted at my back. "You have to help me."

I spun around. Rage flared up instantly—she was making way too much noise. Taking three long strides, I practically pinned her against the brickwork. I loomed over her with my entire weight, blocking the view for anyone who might try to catch a glimpse of her face. My palms slammed into the wall on either side of her head.

Right then, a group of guys from the football team strolled by. They slowed their pace, blatantly staring and whispering, taking in our ambiguous position by the entrance. I hated it. Every bit of my success was built on being invisible. I was a shadow, a ghost in the machine, and standing here—pinning the most high-profile girl on campus to a wall—was like painting a goddamn bullseye on my back. Staying unnoticed around her was impossible, and that pissed me off more than anything else.

"Are you threatening me?" My voice dropped to a lethal whisper as the football players disappeared through the door, smirking. "You think a couple of rumors give you the right to broadcast this to the whole fucking campus?"

She pressed back into the brick. All that royal polish was crumbling. She looked up at me, and there was a hollowed-out lostness in her eyes that you just don't see in girls from her circle. She looked like her entire world had just started to fracture.

"No..." she breathed, her warm breath ghosting against my neck. "Of course not. I just... I need help, Caden."

My name. It slipped from her lips unexpectedly soft. Not "Frankie," not some generic nickname. Caden. It threw me for a split second, making me loosen my grip just a fraction.

I dropped my hands and slowly raked my gaze over her—from the messy dark-chestnut ponytail down to her black sneakers. She didn't wait for my green light. The words started tumbling out of her, frantic and rushed, like she was terrified I’d shove my earbuds back in and walk away for good.

"I have an old account, from back in high school. I got a suspicious login alert today. I checked the session history—someone logged in at 3:00 AM. The IP is completely masked, zero footprint. There are... private messages in there, Caden. Photos. I realized I’ve been hacked. I need you to find whoever did this."

I listened, keeping my face a mask of total indifference, even though a surge of dark satisfaction stirred inside me. I knew that masked IP—it was one of my own anonymous proxies. I’d personally scrolled through those chats a week ago, savoring how deep I’d crawled into her life.

"And what exactly was in there?" I narrowed my eyes, watching her swallow hard.

"That’s none of your business," she tried to claw back some of her old coldness, but her eyes stayed hunted. "I just need you to track this asshole down and scrub everything he’s got. Wipe him clean."

I stared her down, relishing the way her confidence crumbled under my gaze. Here she was—defenseless, terrified, ready to drop a fortune on the very person who’d gutted her privacy.

"It’s gonna cost you, Michelle. You have no idea how much."

She opened her mouth to snap back, maybe to haggle or remind me of her status, but I didn't give her the chance. I took a step back, shattering the suffocating proximity that had pinned her to the brick a second ago. I slid one earbud back in, signaling that the audience was over.

"I'll think about it," I muttered, wiping the sweat from my face with the hem of my t-shirt, momentarily flashing the ink snaking across my stomach.

"You'll think about it?" She clearly hadn't braced herself for that kind of answer. "But I need this done now. You don't understand, there are..."

"I’ve got a full plate," I cut her off, my tone flat and devoid of interest. "Serious work. I couldn't care less about your high school garbage and old DMs. You showed up uninvited and wasted my time."

I turned on my heel and headed for the dorm entrance, feeling her stunned stare like a physical weight between my shoulder blades.

"Caden!" she shouted after me, but I didn't even flinch.

I stepped into the cool hallway, and the heavy door shut with a dull thud, severing her from my world. Climbing the stairs, I felt a strange, dark satisfaction surging through me. I didn't need to check anything, and I certainly didn't need to "think." Her files were already tucked away in an encrypted folder on my external drive.

I just wanted to see how long she’d last before she came crawling back. And she would crawl. For girls like Michelle, the fear for their reputation is always louder than their pride.

The jagged rhythm of Gesaffelstein roared in my ears again. This girl had walked straight into the trap on her own, without the slightest clue that the key to her cage had been in my pocket all along.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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MICHELLE

I sat in my car, gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles had turned white. My foot was nervously tapping out a jagged rhythm against the pedal. What the hell just happened? Who does he think he is, and who the fuck does he imagine he’s dealing with?

I’m Michelle. On this campus, guys line up just to catch a glimpse of my shadow. Even the gay guys die to be in my inner circle because it’s a guaranteed status boost. But this... this savage looked at me with such disgust when those football players walked by, like I was contagious. Like I was some kind of filth on the bottom of his shoe that he was afraid to step in, lest he ruin his goddamn sneakers.

"Asshole," I breathed out, slamming my palm against the wheel.

What is wrong with him? He’s clearly not gay—I saw him a week ago at that pool party. I saw the way he was playing that girl, and the sheer, casual confidence with which he followed her into the house, obviously expecting a "second helping." He knew exactly what he wanted from women, and he got it. But with me, he acted like I was forcing him into something disgusting. He made me beg. Me!

I peeled out of the parking lot, heading straight for my place.

In the elevator, I avoided my own reflection in the mirror. Once inside the apartment, I tossed my keys onto the console and walked into the bedroom. My hands were shaking. I hauled the tight rash guard over my head, stepped up to the floor-to-ceiling mirror, and froze. My skin—usually flawless and olive-toned—was broken out in uneven red splotches. Stress always hit me like that.

"God, I'm such an idiot," I whispered, flipping open my MacBook right there on the bed.

Why didn't I delete that account back in the summer after graduation? Why did I leave that dumpster fire wide open? I went back into the settings. IP masked. Login: 3:00 AM. Whoever did this had crawled into the deepest closet holding my skeletons.

High school memories started flooding back. We did some insane shit back then. We felt like gods, like we were entitled to everything. I remembered how we laughed at what went down at those parties... but now, with time, those memories left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Scott. My ex. God, he was such a moron. I was so relieved when I cut him loose right after graduation. But the past was still rotting in the archives of old chats from back when we were inseparable. Then there were Sierra and Madison.

I typed "Sierra Carter" into the search bar, and the screen instantly filled with snapshots of her dazzling new life. A college in London, exclusive fashion shows, and endless selfies with heirs to European dynasties. Sierra looked flawless—colder and even more untouchable than she’d been in high school.

"Madison O’Connell" didn't disappoint either. Her profile was a curated gallery of elite parties in the Hamptons: glasses of vintage champagne, yachts, and perfect filters masking even the slightest hint of exhaustion.

They’d moved on, conquering new heights and stacking the right connections, while I was stuck here, trying to glue the shards of my control back together. Looking at their glowing faces, I felt a strange sting—a mix of nostalgia and bitterness. They were fine. Their world remained just as bright and protected, while my silk, it seemed, was starting to fray.

With trembling fingers, I typed: "Scott Reynolds."

The page loaded. He hadn't been online in an eternity, but his "wall" had turned into a festering cesspool. I scrolled down to the last photo—him posing in his football jersey—and hit the abyss. Hundreds, thousands of angry comments reeking of raw, tangible hatred.

@J_Harris98: "Rot in a ditch, you piece of shit. Drugging a girl because you can't get it up otherwise? You're an animal, Reynolds." @Cincy_Beast: "Hope they slip something into your prison food that's a hell of a lot worse than what you slipped Diana. Your time is coming, you bastard." @Killer_V: "Those steroids burned out your brain along with whatever was left of your conscience. How are you even still breathing the same air as the rest of us?"

I froze, trying to process the sheer volume of the onslaught, until I hit the top pinned comment:

@News_Flash_Uni: "Did you seriously think you’d walk away clean after posting that video on your own page? How much of a moron do you have to be to leak your own evidence? Looks like all those pills you’re popping played a nasty trick on you, Scotty. Congrats on flushing your career down the toilet."

Everything pointed to Scott committing public suicide by uploading a recording of himself violating a girl while she was passed out. But the more I read, the more a cold shiver traced its way down my spine. Scott was a lot of things—a prick, a predator, a junkie—but he wasn't an idiot. He never would have hit "publish" on a video like that voluntarily.

The realization hit me like a physical blow: he’d been set up. His account, his phone, his entire digital existence had been hacked and gutted by someone incredibly calculating. This "someone" had simply stepped into his profile and put a bullet in Scott’s temple using his own secrets.

I slammed my laptop shut, feeling the room shrink until it felt like a cage. My breath hitched. What did you do, Scott? Rape? Drugs?

My first thought—clinging and selfish—was pure terror for myself. If anyone at this university finds out I was his girlfriend, that I was part of that "elite" circle when all of this went down... my life here is over before it even began. The perfect image I’ve spent so much time crafting will turn to dust under the weight of his crimes. I’ll be dragged into the same filth he’s drowning in right now.

But then came a realization far more terrifying than losing my reputation.

I swallowed hard, feeling an invisible noose tightening around my neck. Scott was a prick, but he wasn't a moron. He never would have posted that video voluntarily. He was hacked. His account, his phone—his whole digital life was hollowed out by someone who simply pulled the trigger using his own secrets as the ammunition.

Whoever hacked my profile was clearly aiming for the same target. They wanted to destroy me just as publicly, just as messily. But I didn't have anything that monstrous in my past, I hadn't done anything like that... so what is he waiting for? What will he do to me once he has my messages, my photos, my thoughts?

I didn't know what to expect from this person, but one thing was clear: he doesn't just steal data. He plays God, cold-bloodedly deciding whose life turns to ash today. And right now, his sights are set dead on me.

My stomach twisted into a tight knot. I barely made it to the bathroom before I was violently sick.

Caden. He wasn't just some rude IT guy anymore. He was the only one who could stop this filth from spilling out. And he’d said he would "think about it."

The thought of calling my father was terrifyingly shameful. It burned deeper than the panic. I couldn’t let him find out what was actually stashed in that account. To him, I was always flawless—his pride, the golden child. If he saw even a fraction of what was in those chats... I’d simply cease to exist in his eyes.

I drifted into the bathroom. I turned on the water, waited for the thick steam to fill the room, and stepped into the shower. I stood under the hot spray with my eyes closed, trying to wash away the suffocating tension. The water slicked down my body, but I still felt dirty. Not on the outside, but somewhere deep under my skin.

Stepping out, I wiped the steam from the mirror with my palm and froze. A girl with bloodshot eyes and the remnants of those stupid stress splotches on her neck stared back at me. The school year had just started. Only a couple of weeks in, and I was already in deep enough to want to disappear. How did I manage to screw up this badly?

I pulled on a thin t-shirt and panties, having no desire to see my reflection anymore. My oversized bed with its silk sheets greeted me with its usual chill, but tonight it brought no relief. I crawled under the covers and pulled on my sleep mask, trying to sink into the safety of the dark.

I have to sleep. Just sleep. And tomorrow, Caden Brooks will give me an answer, and I’ll put this whole thing to bed forever. I don’t care how much he asks for. I’ll find the money—anything just to never have to see his face again or remember who Scott really was. With that thought, I finally spiraled into a heavy, restless oblivion.

Sleep brought zero relief. I woke with a jolt, tangled in my silk sheets. My sleep mask had slipped up to my forehead, and the harsh morning light stabbed at my eyes, forcing them shut. My head was pounding like I’d spent the night doing shots of cheap whiskey with the football team instead of taking a shower. I lay still for a second, praying that yesterday’s visit to Caden had been nothing but a fever dream, but reality wasted no time crashing back in.

I fumbled for my phone on the nightstand, hoping to see at least a single line from him. Nothing. The screen was dead empty. The prick was actually doubling down on his "busy professional" act.

Suddenly, the phone buzzed in my hand. My heart leaped into my throat. A text?

No. It was a system notification from the mail service. “New login to your account. Device: Linux/Chrome. Location: Hidden.”

Again. That bastard was digging through my messages while I slept. The sense of loathing was so physical it made my skin crawl. I immediately tapped the link to kill the session and force another password reset. My fingers barely hit the keys as I punched in the old combination for confirmation.

“Incorrect password. Try again.”

I froze. Inhale, exhale. I couldn’t have messed it up; I’d used that password for years. I entered it again, as slowly as possible, reciting every character in my head.

“Password changed 4 hours ago.”

The phone slipped from my hands, thudding onto the soft pile of the rug. The silence in the bedroom became deafening. Someone hadn’t just broken in—they’d locked the door behind them and kicked me out into the street. Now, everything in there—every word I’d written, every photo, every shameful high school secret—belonged to someone else. And that “someone” was flipping through my life right now like a cheap magazine in a dentist’s waiting room.

I didn’t have time for a meltdown. I only knew one person who understood how this digital hell worked. And I didn't give a damn that he’d wiped his boots on me yesterday. To hell with his disgust.

I bolted out of bed, kicking the duvet aside. I had to find Caden. And this time, I wasn't leaving without answers.

Despite the panic, I couldn't afford to look pathetic. If I showed up at his door teary-eyed and in a baggy t-shirt, he’d finish me off with his contempt. My beauty had always been my armor, my main tool of influence, and today I needed every weapon in my arsenal.

I forced myself to focus on my usual rituals. I scrubbed my face with cold water, applied a mask to kill the puffiness, and started on my hair. Every movement was calculated, mechanical. I did my makeup—flawless but understated—sharpening my eyes so my gaze looked cold and confident, not terrified.

I didn't spend long in the walk-in closet. My eyes landed on a short, navy-blue dress—it fit like a second skin, highlighting every curve while still looking sharp. I threw on a structured black blazer over it, adding just the right amount of formality to the look. Pointed-toe stilettos, a small Hermès bag—and I was ready.

Looking at myself in the mirror, I saw the old Michelle: the heiress to a massive fortune, the queen of the campus, the girl for whom every door swung open. No one would ever guess that under this expensive blazer, my heart was hammering like I was walking to the gallows, or that a single thought was clanging in my head like a death knell: “Password changed 4 hours ago.”

I walked out of the apartment, my heels clicking sharply against the marble floor of the hallway. I would find him. And this time, he wouldn’t be able to just put on his earbuds and walk away.

***
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I killed the engine, but my fingers were still white-knuckled around the steering wheel. My Porsche sat in the campus parking lot looking as flawless as ever, a sharp contrast to the chaos tearing me apart inside. I knew exactly who I was looking for. Back at the pool party, Brandon had been running his mouth about Caden—the local junior-year coding genius. Before showing up at his dorm yesterday, I’d dug up his info, so I didn't have to play any guessing games now.

I pulled up his department’s general schedule on my phone. Computer Forensics, Hall 402, Engineering Building. Perfect.

Right then, my phone buzzed in the cup holder. A text from Aspen: “Hey babe, where are you? Marketing lecture in the Main Hall in five—I snagged us seats in the front row!”

I bit my lip, staring at the screen. Aspen was genuinely good—one of those rare girls at this university who never laughed at anyone unless they truly deserved it. She was pure light, and that was exactly why I couldn’t let her know what was happening. I didn't want to show her my ugly side.

Sure, back in high school I didn’t personally participate in the bullying my friends treated as entertainment, but I was a passive observer. I stayed silent when Scott crossed every line. I kept the conversations going in those private chats, laughing at their "jokes" and playing along just to keep my place in the pack. I was part of that machine, and now that same machine was threatening to run me over.

“Aspen, don’t wait up for the first lecture. Got some stuff to handle urgently. See you later,” I quickly tapped out the reply and stepped out of the car.

My stilettos clicked sharply against the tiled floors of the fourth-floor hallways. I adjusted my blazer and cautiously pushed open the heavy door to the lecture hall. Inside, it was cool and smelled of ozone from dozens of running computers. The professor’s voice echoed toward the ceiling—he was deep into a lecture on encryption methods and digital forensics, but I didn't understand a single word of that gibberish.

I didn't need to understand it. I was looking for him.

I quickly spotted his back in the very last row. Caden was sitting in the corner, far away from the other students. He stood out even from behind: tall, broad-shouldered, in a black t-shirt that hugged his muscles. A laptop was open in front of him, endless lines of code racing across the screen.

I walked down the row, catching the surprised stares of guys in baggy hoodies, and sat down silently on the hard seat right next to him. Caden didn't even turn his head. His long fingers continued to fly over the keys, punching in one command after another.

"We’re going to talk for real now," I said quietly but firmly, staring at his profile. "The password was changed four hours ago, Caden. And I don't give a damn that you’re in a lecture."

He froze for a split second, though his fingers remained resting on the keyboard. Finally, with a sort of lazy grace, he slowly snapped the laptop shut. The sound of the click seemed deafening in the quiet hall.

Caden turned his head and looked at me. His eyes were cold and perfectly calm; there wasn't a hint of surprise at my appearance. On the contrary—he looked at me like I was a nuisance of an insect that had somehow decided to commit suicide by flying into a spiderweb.

"You’ve got the wrong building, Princess," he said, not even bothering to lower his voice. "Marketing and 'How to Marry Well' 101 are in the other wing."

"I don't give a damn about the buildings!" I dropped my voice to a furious whisper, feeling the red splotches start to creep across my skin under my blazer again. "You said yesterday you’d think about it. While you were 'thinking,' they changed the password to my account. It’s gone, do you understand? Someone locked me out!"

I expected anything: gloating, boredom, even a confession that it was him. But Caden just kept studying my face with that same look of undisguised contempt I’d seen by the wall yesterday.

"And what exactly do you want from me?" He leaned back in his chair, casually throwing an arm behind his head. "For me to pity your carelessness?"

"I want you to get it back!" I gripped the edge of the desk so hard my knuckles turned white. "You’re the genius, Caden. You hack everything that breathes. Get my access back and wipe every damn thing in there. I'll pay. Name your price, and I'll write the check right now."

He suddenly gave a short, dry laugh. It was a joyless sound that sent a shiver crawling down my spine. He leaned in so close I could catch the scent of his cologne—something sharp and woody, laced with the smell of cold metal.

"Your money, Michelle—that's the last thing I'm interested in," he whispered, looking me dead in the eye. "It’s your father's money. It has zero value. Just like you."

I felt a surge of white-hot rage sear my throat.

"Then what do you want?" I struggled to keep my voice from breaking into a scream. "If you don't want the money, then what?"

His gaze traveled slowly, deliberately down my navy-blue dress, lingering on the neckline framed by my blazer, before snapping back to my eyes. There was no passion in that look—only calculated cruelty.

"If I decide to help you... it’s not going to cost you paper," he paused, savoring the way I went still. "You’ll do exactly what I say. You’ll be my personal errand girl for as long as it takes me to dig through your shit."

My face flushed crimson with fury. The blood rushed to my cheeks so hard my ears started to ring.

"Have you completely lost your mind?!" I snapped, forgetting all about the silence. A few students in the front rows turned around, but I didn't give a damn. "I am not sleeping with you, Caden! If you thought I was desperate enough to get into bed with you for that stupid account, you're freaking delusional!"

Caden froze for a second, and then his shoulders shook with silent laughter. He looked at me as if I’d just said the most idiotic thing in the world.

"Sleep with you?" He smirked again, a flash of pure mockery in his eyes. "Michelle, honey, check your ego. You’re a pretty doll, sure, but I don’t make a habit of dragging things into my bed that make me want to gag. I don’t need you for sex. I’ve got much more interesting girls for that."

He flipped his laptop open again, officially signaling that the conversation was over.

"I just enjoy watching people like you get knocked down to size. You’ll run my errands. Dirty, boring, humiliating tasks for someone of your status. You’ll be my shadow until I give you permission to leave. You want that account back? Beg for it. For real this time."

I sat there, clenching my fists so hard my nails dug into my palms. Rage boiled inside me, shoving the fear aside. This guy had just wiped his boots on me, looking me in the eye with the smugness of someone who thought he already owned me soul and body.

But he’d miscalculated.

"You know what, Caden?" I spoke louder, not caring that the lecturer had paused for a moment to glance our way. "Your ego is way bigger than your talent. You’re just an ordinary, insecure nerd who caught a tiny whiff of power and decided he could train me like a dog?"

I saw his eyebrows lift ever so slightly. The smirk on his lips froze, turning into something rigid and lifeless.

Save your pathetic wet fantasies about a 'servant' for someone who’ll actually buy into them," I stood up, glaring down at him with a look of pure defiance. My voice cut through the air like a whip. "You’re not the only one at this university who knows how to push buttons. I’ll find someone who’ll do it for cash, so I don’t have to breathe the same air as you. You’re just a pathetic sadist, Caden. And the only one making anyone sick here is you."

I turned on my heel without waiting for an answer. My stilettos echoed through the hall like gunshots. I felt the stares of dozens of guys, heard someone whistle behind my back, but I didn't look back. I shoved the heavy door open and stepped into the hallway, my entire body vibrating with adrenaline.

To hell with him. I’d find someone else. There were seniors, there were hacker forums—hell, there were professionals I could hire for any amount of money. Caden just wanted to break me, but he’d forgotten who he was dealing with.

I had almost reached the building's exit when my phone chirped in my bag. I snatched it out, expecting another hack notification, but the screen showed a message from an unknown number. Just a single link and a line of text:

“Your archives from Cincinnati are quite the read, Michelle. Especially that video from Scott’s party. Should we leak it to the campus-wide network in 30 minutes, or are we going to negotiate?”

My legs turned to lead. I slumped against the cold wall, feeling the world around me start to crumble. I didn't have a "someone else." I didn't have time.

I stared at the screen, the letters blurring before my eyes. That thirty-minute deadline throbbed in my brain like a time bomb. Cincinnati. Scott’s video. If that hit the campus network, my life would turn to ash before the lunch break was even over.

With trembling fingers, I opened the chat with the unknown number. A bitter lump of humiliation lodged in my throat, but the terror was stronger.

Me: "What do you want? Name your price."

The reply came almost instantly. It was short, but it made my stomach lurch with pure nausea.

Unknown: "We don’t want your money, sweetheart. We want a show. Since you love being flawless so much, it’s time for a change of character. Record a video confessing that you’re a lying bitch who covered for scum like Scott for years. Name everyone you bullied and apologize on camera. Post it to your profile for all your followers to see—and your archive stays safe. You have 25 minutes."

I nearly dropped my phone. This wasn't just humiliation. It was social suicide. If I did this, not even the dust of my reputation would remain. Aspen, my friends, my family—everyone would see me broken, confessing to things I’d kept buried for years.

I stared at the screen, the letters blurring. Scott’s video. Cincinnati. This wasn't just some random hacker. A terrifying thought pulsed in my brain: it was someone from high school. Someone who’d been hoarding their hate all this time, finally getting to Scott, and now, to me. This was a vendetta, and it was going to be bloody. I had no time to think, and recording a video like that meant admitting defeat and becoming an outcast forever.

I lunged back toward the lecture hall, but the hallway was already swarming with students—the class was over. I scrambled through the crowd until I spotted him. Caden was the last one out, his backpack slung carelessly over one shoulder.

I rushed up to him and, without even thinking, grabbed his t-shirt in a death grip, dragging him out of the flow of people.

"I agree," I gasped, looking him in the face. My voice was trembling. "I agree to all your conditions. Any errands, anything... Please, Caden, help me."

He froze and looked down at me. There was no triumph in his eyes, no joy in seeing me break. Instead, there was a dark, terrifying obsession burning in them. A shiver ran through me—that gaze cut right through me, as if he already saw me as his property.

"Come with me," he barked.

He turned on his heel and strode down the hallway. I struggled to keep up with his long gait, feeling the curious stares of students who kept looking back at us. But I saw only his broad back—right now, it felt like the only wall standing between me and total ruin.

Caden stopped at an inconspicuous door at the far end of the technical wing. He pushed it open, and a wave of dust, stale ozone, and overheated plastic hit my face. This was the "Old Hardware Archive"—a graveyard for electronics. The air inside was stifling and dark, with mountains of computer towers from the nineties, coils of cables, and bulky, old-school monitors piled everywhere.

"In here," he pointed to an old desk in the center of the room. "Stand in front of me."

I followed the order, holding my breath. He flipped open his laptop.

"The name the account is under. The recovery email linked to it," his voice sounded like cold steel.

I quickly rattled off the data. Caden started typing. I tried to peek at the screen to see what was happening, but he immediately tilted the lid down, giving me a warning shake of his head.

"Fine, fine..." I whispered, taking a staggered step back.

I began to pace, taking in this strange, derelict place while the only sound in the silence was the methodical clack of keys. Ten endless minutes passed before Caden finally turned the monitor toward me. Lines of white code were racing across a black background.

"Look," he pointed to a log window where lines of code were racing. "This wasn't some random hack. You were targeted. The author is someone named Eric Thornton from Cincinnati. Judging by the digital footprint, the guy has a massive axe to grind. You clearly crossed him in the past—crossed him bad enough that he went through the trouble of tracking you down. Does the name ring a bell?"

I froze, staring at the unfamiliar name. Dozens of faces flashed through my mind—classmates, rejected suitors, rivals from high school rankings—but the name meant absolutely nothing to me. I slowly shook my head.

"Maybe he was at my school. Cincinnati is full of people who’d love to see me crash and burn, but I’m not sure. Do you have a photo of him?"

I paused for a second, then gave a dismissive scoff, tossing my hair back.

"Actually, it doesn't matter. To hell with this Eric. Let him eat his own shit if he thought I was an easy target. Just wipe it all. I don't want a single bit of info about this meeting or my messages left on the web."

Caden gave a short, dry smirk, his eyes never leaving the monitor. There was no sympathy in that smirk—only a cold recognition of how ruthless a girl in an expensive suit could be, even when her world was hanging by a thread.

"‘Wipe it all,’ ‘To hell with him’..." he mimicked me, his voice dripping with venomous sarcasm. "Are you always such a self-absorbed bitch, or is this a look you save for special occasions? Your arrogance is going to dig you a hole deeper than any hacker ever could."

He struck the Enter key with force, and for a split second, the screen was flooded with the crimson glow of the logs.

"I don't give a damn about your whims, Princess. I’m only doing this because we have a deal, and believe me—this is not the highlight of my day."

He scrolled through the list of completed commands. Next to the lines for Contacts_Sync, iCloud_BackUp, and Media_Cache stood the clear markers: [DELETED] or [WIPED].

"I hit his subnetwork through a back door while he was sleeping," Caden said, his voice cold and steady. "I didn't just delete your files—I used a zero-overwrite method."

"What does that mean?" I was barely breathing.

"It means I commanded the system to write random digital junk over your data. Seven times in a row. Even if he handed his hard drive to the FBI, all they’d find is noise. Your number, your photos, your messages—they no longer exist in nature. Recovery is impossible."

"But what if he... made a copy? Or put it on a flash drive?"

"Not a chance," Caden cut off my last shadow of doubt. "I checked the outgoing traffic on his router for the last forty-eight hours. The volume is tiny; he didn't upload anything to the cloud. His hardware’s system logs confirm the USB ports were inactive. He was too cocky and kept everything on a single drive. Now, that drive is effectively 'gone'."

The final line on the screen read: “Target ID: [Mobile Number] — Connection severed. All instances destroyed.”

He snapped the laptop shut with a sharp, final click.

"That’s it, Michelle. You’re clean. There isn't a single network in the world left with the dirt he dug up on you. You’re a ghost again."

I felt a rush of unbearable relief flood my body, making my head spin. I was saved. But when I looked up at Caden, I remembered the price.

I stared at him, trying to process that the nightmare was over, but a lingering itch of distrust still gnawed at me. The relief was sweet, yet it left a metallic aftertaste of fear.

"My old account," I said, my voice coming out raspy. I cleared my throat, trying to claw back my usual confidence. "The one that prick changed the password to. I don't need it anymore. Delete it entirely. I want nothing left of it—not even digital ash."

Caden gave a barely perceptible nod, his fingers executing another series of short, sharp strikes against the keys.

"Consider it gone—like it never existed," he muttered without looking back. "Go ahead and keep playing the Sainted Queen of the faculty. No one will ever know the kind of filth you were actually wallowing in. But don't get too comfortable," his voice dropped an octave, a dangerous growl bleeding into his tone. "Just because I deleted the files doesn't mean your rot is gone. You’ve just put clean clothes on a dirty body."

Caden’s words struck like a backhanded slap. My fingers tightened around the strap of my bag, a fierce urge to lash back with something just as painful surging in my chest. Instead, I just tilted my chin higher, keeping my face a mask of icy indifference. Inside, everything was seething with humiliation—he saw right through me, saw all the grime I kept hidden under my expensive suit.

"Your opinion of my morals is the very last thing I care about, Caden," my voice was flat and dry, though my heart did a frantic somersault in my chest.

I took a step closer, invading his personal space. The smell of old hardware and dust here in this "graveyard" felt suffocating.

"And one more thing," I forced myself to look him dead in the eye, even though that obsessed gaze of his made me shiver to the bone. "How can I be sure that you... well, that you didn't keep a copy for yourself? That you didn't save that video or those messages to your own laptop just to take that hacker's place later?"

Caden slowly straightened up. In the dim light of the archive, his silhouette seemed massive, looming over me. He took a step forward, forcing me to stumble back until my spine hit a rack of prehistoric-looking cables.

"Michelle," his voice dropped, gaining a dangerous depth. "If I wanted to destroy you, I would’ve done it yesterday. I would’ve just leaked everything and watched the show. I don’t need to store your trash to control you. I have something much better—your word."

He leaned into my face, so close I could feel his breath against my skin.

"You handed me the leash yourself the moment you walked back in here and begged for help. Why would I need files when I have you? All of you. Your fears, your pride, and your debt to me."

He snapped his laptop shut and shoved it into his backpack with a sharp, sudden movement.

Caden leaned in even closer, and I involuntarily caught my breath. For a split second, his gaze flicked down to my lips before snapping back to my eyes—dark, heavy, promising something that made my knees turn traitorously weak.

"And now, Princess, we start the payment," he whispered directly against my lips, his breath searing my skin. "Your 'workday' begins now."

He pulled away as abruptly as he had approached. I stood frozen, having no idea what was coming next, but Caden simply turned and headed toward the exit of that dusty technical archive. For a second, I thought he was just leaving, but he stopped at the massive door.

Grabbing a heavy wooden chair with a broken back, he wedged it under the door handle in one precise, practiced motion, dead-locking the exit. The screech of wood against the concrete floor echoed through the silence like a death sentence.

Caden slowly straightened up and turned back to me, shoving his hands into his pockets. Now, we were cut off from the rest of the campus among the racks of old blueprints and the smell of ozone. My world, with all its rules, stayed out there, behind that barricaded door.

I swallowed hard, feeling my pulse thrumming frantically against my throat. The trap had snapped shut, and this time, I didn't have an "access code" to hack my way out.
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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MICHELLE

In this stifling crypt of dead iron, the air had grown so thick you could cut it with a knife. The scent of stale dust mingled with my expensive perfume and something else—the primal, terrifying smell of fear and creeping arousal. The shadows from the computer towers, looking like tombstones, reached out for me as if they wanted to drag me back into the digital hell Caden had just pulled me from. But the price... the price was still ahead.

I looked into his eyes, and the static in the air practically stung my skin. My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird.

"Sit on the desk, Michelle. Right in front of me."

His voice was a low, rumbling bass that made everything inside me tighten involuntarily. He forced out every word as if he were holding a beast at bay. I obeyed. My stilettos gave a helpless clatter against the old wood as I hopped onto the edge of the desk, feeling like a sacrifice on an altar.

"Take off the blazer. Slowly."

He stood motionless, arms crossed over his chest. I could see how he was deliberately keeping his distance, how he fundamentally didn't want to soil his hands on my skin. That cold calculation, that icy disgust in his gaze turned me on more than any caress ever could. I slowly slid the heavy fabric off my shoulders. Vulnerability. In nothing but dark blue silk with thin spaghetti straps, I was trembling. Between the chill of the archive and the frantic adrenaline, my nipples hardened, straining visibly against the fabric from within. I knew he could see them. I knew he could see the frantic pulse thrumming in my neck.

"Now, listen closely. You’re gonna do exactly what the fuck I say. Every damn second, your eyes stay locked on my face. You look only at me. You got that?"

"Yes..." the word broke from my lips in a jagged moan.

"Spread your legs, Michelle."

I hesitated for only a fraction of a second, but his gaze—heavy, soul-crushing—literally forced my muscles to obey. As I slowly parted my knees, I felt an unbearable, searing heat bloom between my thighs. My thin lace panties were already soaked, and his eyes locked onto that dark, damp patch with surgical precision.

"Touch yourself," he nearly whispered, and the vibration of his voice made my lower belly go heavy. "One hand on your breast. The other—right there."

I obeyed, gasping for air. My fingers were shaking. In the dead silence of the archive, the first wet sound echoed—the friction of fabric against flesh. My eyes involuntarily dipped below his belt. The fly of his jeans was strained to the limit; his cock was rock-hard, massive, and he wasn't even trying to hide it. He wanted this. He wanted me.

"Eyes on me, Morgan!" he hissed, catching my straying gaze. "Look me in the eyes."

I started to work my fingers over the lace, my back arching, lips parting in a silent plea. The hard edge of the desk dug into my ass, and I was starving for that pressure, for that violation of my body.

"Take them off."

I slowly stripped the lace away. He didn't help me; he didn't make a single move toward me. He just held out his hand and waited. When I handed him that hot, damp scrap of fabric, he stuffed it into the back pocket of his jeans, never once breaking eye contact.

"Scoot back on the desk. Get your feet up on the edge. Right in front of me."

I hitched the hem of my dress all the way to my waist. I was completely exposed now. With my knees bent and feet braced on the edge of the desk, the angle left me utterly vulnerable. I could feel my own slick—something I couldn't control anymore—not just coating my thighs but staining the wood of the desk right under my lower back, leaving a glistening, shameful trail right in front of his face.
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