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      I look out over the crowd of people and I’m not sure what I’m doing here. I adjust my dress and take a deep breath as Iris comes up next to me, the blonde girl smiling a huge grin.

      “Cool, right?” she asks me.

      “Not bad, I guess.”

      “Come on. It’s nice in here.”

      I sigh and fiddle with the drink in my hand. I don’t really know why I decided to say yes to this in the first place. I guess I wanted something to do other than sit around my dorm room all night again.

      “Cheer up,” Iris says with a laugh. “It’s a party.”

      “Good point.” I bite my lip and look around. Jenna is over near the bar chatting with her sponsor and looking at him like she’s staring at the most beautiful painting in the world. “I wonder what it’s like to feel that way.”

      Iris follows my gaze and sighs. “Yeah. Same. I’d give anything for a sponsor.”

      “Sponsor doesn’t mean love, you know.”

      She gives me a look. “It’s close enough.”

      I roll my eyes at her but I can’t help smiling. Iris is the only person in this whole school that believes in this system without any irony at all.

      Personally, I think the whole Baby Daddy University thing is insane. I didn’t know about it before I came to Gradus, and when I learned the truth I basically just tried to act like it doesn’t exist. I mean, a bunch of rich, older guys get to basically buy–or, in their language, “sponsor”–young women, and it feels…

      Well, really weird.

      I came here because Gradus has a good marketing department, believe it or not. I guess they still do stuff outside of, you know, setting up rich guys with young coeds.

      Anyway, the sponsor stuff never really touched me until Jenna moved into the dorms last year. She had this whole thing with her sponsor, a guy named Brady. He’s some kind of film director, although I’d never heard of him before.

      They had a tough time at first or at least that’s what Iris told me later. I didn’t know them then, only met them after they fell in love. Jenna’s finishing her degree and Brady’s basically just hanging around campus, waiting for her to be done so he can knock her up and make her his little wife.

      Bleh. Not my thing.

      But Jenna’s great and Brady’s cool too, so I don’t mind it. She’s the reason I’m here, anyway.

      The good thing about being sponsored is you get your own little dorm. It’s a beautiful building, basically an incredibly high-end apartment building with multiple floors, huge multi-room living areas, and common spaces like this absurdly ornate ballroom. When Jenna invited me out to this special dance for sponsors, their sponsored girls, and special guests, I wasn’t sure what to think.

      Well, I knew what I thought. I figured it’d be totally weird and I would hate it.

      I was half right. It’s totally weird. But I don’t hate it, not yet at least.

      The room’s pretty crowded. There are ten sponsors and sponsored girls in each class, so forty in total. I guess each girl invited a bunch of people because this enormous ballroom is packed. There are more men in here than I’ve ever seen at Gradus, which is traditionally an all-girls school. Normally, if you see a man on campus, you know he’s a sponsor or a teacher. But tonight, I’m not sure who’s who.

      I guess it doesn’t matter.

      “Come on,” Iris says to me, grabbing my arm. She grins at me, her blonde hair bobbing as she turns toward the dance floor. “Let’s dance.”

      “Oh, no,” I say, wriggling again. “No way. I’m not drunk enough for that.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Jenna’s out there.”

      “She’s got Brady.”

      “So?”

      “So.” I shrug. “I’m fine here.”

      “Suit yourself.” Iris glances over toward the side wall. “You and Azrael were made for each other.”

      I roll my eyes at Iris as the girl scampers off. Azrael is another girl on our floor and Jenna’s roommate. She’s the Gothiest girl I’ve ever met with pitch black hair, dark makeup, and a perpetual frown.

      I love her. I mean, she’s totally nuts, but she’s great.

      I decide to leave the Queen of Darkness to herself though. She looks like she wants to stab a puppy and I’m afraid she’ll settle for stabbing a friend instead.

      I sip my glass of wine and wander around the perimeter of the dance floor. Iris is shaking her booty with absolutely no hesitation, which makes me smile, while Jenna and Brady dance a little less provocatively. Jenna catches my eyes and waves, which makes me smile and wave back, but I don’t go and join them.

      I will sooner or later. I just need to loosen up a little bit. I don’t know why, I guess I’ve always been a little slow to warm up to parties, but I’ll get there.

      As I move around the room I keep glancing at the people. The women are wearing expensive dresses, glittering diamonds in their hair and on their throats, and it hits me all over again how Gradus was basically built to cater to the rich and elite. I don’t really fit that mold, not at all.

      I come from a boring family. Middle-class suburbanites outside of Philadelphia. Dad worked in insurance, Mom stayed home. I have an older brother and a dog. Pretty much as vanilla as you can possibly imagine.

      I never thought in a million years that I’d end up at a snooty rich school like this… but here I am, three years into my education, and I guess I’ve gotten used to it.

      I suddenly stumble, not realizing I was walking over a long cable connecting one of the speakers to a wall outlet. I reach out and grab something to steady myself before I totally wipe out and find the only thing handy.

      It’s a man, a tall man, with dark eyes and light brown hair. I grab onto his arm and steady myself as he glances down at me with a little smile on his lips.

      “You know, if you wanted to get my attention, you could’ve just said hi,” he says.

      I blush dark red. He’s handsome, really handsome. There are hints of tattoos at the edges of his sleeves and on his neck, totally out of place in a fancy ballroom like this. His suit is dark and fits him perfectly but he’s not wearing a tie and his top button is undone.

      “Sorry,” I say. “God, I’m so sorry. I just tripped on that cable and–”

      “Grabbed onto the best-looking thing you could find. I get it.” He grins at me.

      “Actually, I just grabbed at random, and ended up with you.” I frown at him. “I should’ve tried for a table instead.”

      He laughs. “Why? I’m much more fun.”

      “Doubt it. The table wouldn’t be such an ass.”

      That really gets him. He grins at me and I grin back defiantly.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Kylee.”

      “Huh. Nice to meet you, Kylee.” His grin gets even bigger. “I’m Walker. And you can let go of my arm.”

      I blush again and quickly release him. “Sorry,” I say.

      “You apologize a lot for a girl that keeps grabbing me.”

      “I’m not trying to assault you, I swear.”

      “Is it assault if I’m into it?”

      I let out a nervous giggle. I don’t know why this guy is flirting with me or why I’m flirting back, but I guess I’m just out of sorts.

      He doesn’t look like he belongs here, not exactly anyway. Most of the men in this room are upper-crust elite types, the sort with boat shoes and pastel shorts and haircuts like John F. Kennedy. They look like they’re more at home on a boat than on a dance floor.

      But this guy is different. He’s holding a glass of something brown, whiskey by the smell of it, and his eyes are gleaming. He’s not talking to anyone else, just watching the dance floor almost casually. He has a dark bracelet and a dark watch, but neither of them look expensive.

      Nothing about him screams “wealthy asshole” like all the others.

      “Now that you’re here, why don’t you let me get you a drink?” he asks.

      I blink for a second. “Oh, no, I have one.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “Actually, half of it ended up on my shoes.”

      I look down and gasp. Sure enough, I spilled half my wine without even realizing it.

      “Oh, shit,” I say. “Shit. I’m such an asshole.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “Seriously. It’s fine. I don’t care.”

      “But they’re soaked.”

      “I never wear them. Really, I don’t give a shit.”

      “Oh my god, let me clean them off.”

      He laughs again and somehow his hand ends up on my small of my back. “Kylee, seriously. It’s fine. Let me get you a new drink though.”

      I hesitate for a second, not sure what to think, but finally nod. “Okay. Yeah. Sure. I guess it’s the least I can do.”

      He laughs as he steers me back over to the bar. “You say that like you’re doing me a favor.”

      “Well, I am, obviously.”

      “Right. You are the most attractive girl in this room. It’s my honor to let you ruin my shoes.”

      I laugh and blush again. “You’re welcome.”

      We head over to the bar and he gets me another glass before we drift away. “So how did you end up here?” he asks me.

      “Friend of mine is sponsored,” I say.

      He glances down at me. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      “Not bad, just…” I trail off. “Weird, I guess.”

      “How so?”

      I frown up at him, not sure what to think. “I know it seems normal in here with all these people around but out in the real world, this situation, with drafting girls and getting them pregnant and the school just accepting it all…” I shrug a little bit. “Just totally weird.”

      “You’re damn right it’s weird,” he says. “I mean, it’s a little insane, right?”

      “Right,” I say, relieved he agrees. I know if I said something like that to a lot of people in this room I’d be met with an angry glare or some cutting remark.

      Instead, he’s smiling almost like he’s relieved.

      “It’s basically forcing people to end up together. And don’t get me started on all the power imbalances.”

      “Right?” I laugh and find myself leaning toward him. “So how did you end up here yourself?”

      “Oh, you know. Just wandered in off the street.”

      “Right, in a fancy suit, no less.”

      “This old thing?” He makes a face. “It’s my casual suit. I wear it on Thursdays.”

      “It’s Saturday.”

      His eyes go wide. “Shit. Lost track of the days.”

      I laugh as we end up leaning back against the wall on the edge of the crowd. Azrael is nearby and I shoot her a quick glance just to let her know that I’m okay. Az may be the Queen of Darkness but she’s very protective of her friends, and apparently she counts me among that lucky group.

      Walker runs his hand through his hair and watches the crowd silently for a moment. I watch him, not sure what to think. He seems like he doesn’t belong here and yet there are parts of him that clearly do. The expensive clothes, for one, and the attitude. Plus, you don’t get invited to this thing without having some kind of connection.

      He looks back and must’ve noticed me watching. He gives me a little smirk. “You’re really not interested in this party, huh?”

      “I guess not.”

      “What are you interested in, then?”

      I open my mouth to give him some sly, snotty answer, but decide to close it again. “I’m not sure,” I admit.

      He gives me a short look before turning away. He doesn’t say a word as he stalks back over to the bar. I watch him wade through the crowd, not sure what to make of it, as he reaches the front and glances over his shoulder at me. He winks and reaches over the bar, snatching a bottle and pulling it into his jacket.

      I stare as he walks casually away. Nobody noticed, and if they did, nobody said a word.

      “Come on,” he says, taking my hand.

      “Wait, you just stole that.”

      He laughs. “We’re paying for it one way or another.”

      I let him pull me along the edge of the room and over to an exit. We move through it, stepping out into a dimly lit hallway.

      “Where are we going?” I ask him.

      He doesn’t answer as we head over to a stairwell. We go up a couple flights until we step off into a hallway.

      “They don’t talk about this place,” he says softly as we walk down the carpeted halls. “They don’t like people thinking too much about it.”

      “About what, the sponsored dorms?”

      He nods. “Lots of weird things around here.”

      I bite my lip, suddenly feeling nervous. I don’t know this guy and yet here I am, totally alone with him. “Like what?”

      “Little places to watch people.”

      I clear my throat and a tingle runs down my spine. “Excuse me?”

      “Here.” He stops in front of an unmarked door. “Keep guard, okay?”

      “Keep… guard?”

      I stare as he slips something out from his sleeve. It’s a little rolled up package. He unties and unrolls it before slipping out these long, thin metal tools.

      He slips them into the lock and starts to move them.

      “Are you picking that lock?” I ask, totally incredulous.

      “Yep,” he says casually. “Keep watch.”

      “Wait, hold on. We can’t just break into this room… and how the hell do you know how to pick a lock?”

      He ignores me and keeps working. After a few seconds I sigh and turn away, looking up and down the empty hallway. I can still vaguely hear the party going on somewhere nearby, but that can’t be right. We should be above it now.

      Suddenly there’s a click and he lets out a laugh. “Got it,” he says, opening the door. He slips the tools away and slides the bundle back up his sleeve.

      “What are you, some kind of spy or something?” I ask him. “Who the hell knows how to do that?”

      “Something like that,” he says, gesturing for me to follow.

      We step in through the door and it shuts behind me. The music is a lot louder in here. The room’s dark until he walks forward. I stumble into something hard and curse.

      Light brightens the room suddenly. There’s a big window ahead. Walker pulls it open and gestures down at it.

      I walk over and look down into the ballroom.

      “What is this?” I ask him.

      “Observation room,” he says with a shrug. “Don’t know why it’s here. Found it a while back when I was bored.”

      I glance back at the room. The thing I bumped into is a chair behind a desk.

      “Weird,” I say.

      “Definitely.” He leans against the window and I join him. We must be up near the ceiling of the ballroom, hidden near the ornate carvings. I doubt anyone down there can see us even if they knew where to look.

      Walker takes the bottle from his jacket and sips it. He offers it to me and I take it. I take a swig and cough as I hand it back.

      “I’m not a whiskey girl,” I say.

      “I’m not shocked.” He grins and swigs again. “You know, the party’s a lot better from up here.”

      I had to admit, I agree with him there. From up here, the whole thing looks quaint and fun. What was almost a little sinister down on the floor, with all the implications of the sponsorship program and all that, seems distant from up here.

      I can’t help but watch. People dancing, laughing, talking, flirting. I spot Azrael across the room, Jenna and Brady dancing, Iris nearby. I smile to myself. They all look like they’re having fun.

      “You never told me,” I say suddenly. “Why are you here, anyway?”

      He shrugs a little. “Had to come.”

      “Had to?”

      “Long story but it wasn’t really my choice. I’m here though and I guess that’s all that matters.”

      “Weird thing to force you to do.”

      “Guess so.”

      I hesitate a second. I want to ask him more but he doesn’t seem like he wants to talk, so I let it go. He moves slightly closer to me and I’m suddenly very aware that we’re alone up here, all alone in this strange room overlooking a party.

      “Did you know about all this before coming here?” he asks me.

      “No,” I admit. “I just applied like any other school.”

      “Huh. You know, most girls do.”

      “I’m realizing that.”

      He laughs. “But most of those girls are assholes.”

      I shoot him a look. “That’s not true.”

      “No? I figured they were all rich girls. Not worth our time.”

      “Some of them are nice.”

      “Sure,” he says softly. “Some of them always are. But it’s the not-so-nice ones that set the tone for everyone else.”

      I bite my lip and I hate to admit that he’s probably right about that. It’s the mean ones that get to dictate how happy everyone else is.

      He looks over at me and moves closer. My heart suddenly beats faster in my chest. He’s a handsome man, a big man, a muscular man. He looks hard and sexy and I realize that I want to be alone with him. I shouldn’t, but I want it.

      He cocks his head. “Maybe tonight wasn’t such a waste after all,” he says softly.

      “Maybe,” I answer with a little shrug, but I’m trembling and I hope he can’t see it.

      I want him to kiss me. The thought strikes me hard and sudden. I want him to kiss me deep and slow until my knees buckle and my heart sinks in my chest. I want him to pull off my clothes, kiss my throat, run his fingers down the small of my back. I know he can do it, I can see it in the way he looks at me, with a little hunger in his eyes.

      He leans closer, hand sliding to the small of my back. His fingers curl and he pulls me against him. I put my hands on his muscular chest and look up into his eyes.

      His full lips part. I know he’s going to do it. I know he’s going to kiss me.

      But instead, he stops. He looks pained for a second. I blink up at him, breathing fast. “It’s okay,” I whisper.

      He turns away suddenly. “Sorry,” he says. “I have to go.”

      “Wait,” I say, but he’s already walking to the door.

      He looks back at me. “Kylee,” he says softly. “I’ll see you again soon.”

      And without another word, the gorgeous stranger disappears and leaves me alone in the room.

      I stand there, totally shocked, not sure what to think.

      He was inches away. He was going to kiss me, I just know it. He wanted to kiss me as much as I wanted him to do it. Instead, he pulled back and just…. left me here.

      It’s bizarre but, here I am. I don’t know what I did wrong.

      Maybe I didn’t do anything wrong. Maybe I just misread the moment.

      I sigh and look around. My eyes fall onto a bottle sitting on the table nearby.

      I grin a little. I hadn’t even noticed him leave it there.

      I walk over, pick it up, and take a drink. Underneath it is a card, plain white, with just a phone number embossed in black on top.

      Maybe the night isn’t such a waste after all.
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      None of this was my idea.

      I know, I know. It’s easy for me to say. I can make any excuse I want, but at the end of the day, I’m a part of this mess.

      I resisted at first. Made a fucking stink. Fought back. But in the end, here I am, on this goddamn campus, sponsoring some fucking girl I barely know and never see.

      I can complain all I want, talk about how unfair this is, how broken this system is, but I’m a part of it at the end of the day.

      Sucks to suck, I guess.

      There’s only one good thing right now though. As I walk down a shady path toward Dean Trim’s office, I keep thinking about her with a little smile on my face.

      I didn’t expect to meet someone like Kylee. As soon as I saw her, I felt that fire in my gut all over again. I felt it spark to life and I just knew I was going to have her. I was going to taste her.

      But when the moment came…

      I couldn’t do it. Not because I was worried or afraid, but because I’m still sponsoring someone else. I can’t taste that girl if I’m supposed to be with another one.

      Aylin Green was my father’s choice. My father and Aylin’s father want some kind of incredibly old-school marriage alliance to bring our two families closer together. My father owns some of the largest, best producing oil wells in Texas, and her father owns the same but up in Alaska.

      I guess they think they can own half the entire American oil production, if only their stupid children would get married.

      I barely know Aylin. I met her once, the first day of the semester. My father threatened to have my knees broken if I didn’t show up to it and I guess I believed him. The girl was fine, boring, spoiled, and I talked to her for maybe ten minutes.

      After that, I haven’t seen her much over the years. She’s still sponsored technically, but I don’t come to campus if I can ever avoid it.

      That party last night though, that was another thing my father forced me into. I’m starting my own business. I bought a well, my own oil well, with money I earned fair and square. But he threatened to run me out of business if I didn’t start playing along, and I know he’d do it, too.

      So I showed up, made nice, but barely even looked at Aylin all night. I figured I’d hang around, get drunk, and get back to work in the morning.

      Except then I met Kylee and that changed my plans.

      Dean Trim’s office is in the administrative building, this quaint-looking ivy-covered stone thing on the edge of the lake. I enter through the front and an older woman with dark glasses gives me a stern look.

      “Appointment?” she asks.

      “Walker Cox here to see Trim,” I say.

      She frowns at her computer. “You’re not scheduled.”

      “I need to see him now if he’s available.”

      She goes to argue but suddenly a door off to the side opens. “Is that Walker?”

      Dean Trim’s an older man with a bald head. He looks out at me with a big, fatherly smile. He’s always smiling that stupid grin, like he’s a kind man, even though he oversees one of the biggest and strangest marriage games in the world.

      “Trim,” I say. “I want to talk about my sponsorship.”

      He nods, still smiling, and ushers me into his mahogany-paneled office. I sit down in a big leather seat as he lowers himself down behind his desk with a sigh.

      “What’s on your mind?” he asks me.

      “I want to stop my sponsorship of Aylin.”

      He arches an eyebrow, murmurs something to himself, then opens a drawer. He takes out a bunch of folders, flips through them, and finally stops on one. “Ah, yes, here we are. Aylin Green.” He clears his throat. “I believe this was the match your father wanted, yes?”

      “And it’s no longer needed.”

      “Mhmm,” he says, meeting my gaze. “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’m sure.” I meet his gaze without flinching.

      “And who are you choosing as her replacement?”

      I hesitate just a second before answering. “Nobody.”

      He laughs. “You have to choose someone, that’s just how this works.”

      I want to say her name. It’d be so easy. But no, not just yet.

      “For now, nobody,” I say. “I need time to find another.”

      “Very well then. You’re the sponsor, you can do what you want.”

      I nod once and stand. “Anything else?”

      “Just one thing.” Trim clears his throat. “Your father is a pushy man. When you were signed up for this, he came to see me. He said something to me that it would be irresponsible not to mention to you.”

      I nod once. “Get it over with.”

      “He said that if you ever changed your mind, to tell you that he has–” Trim clears his throat again, “your balls in his hand.”

      I clench my jaw and stare at Trim. “Is that all?”

      “Sorry,” he says with a shrug. “That’s all.”

      “Fine.”

      I turn and leave that office feeling fucking sick.

      None of this was my idea. I didn’t want any of it. But that doesn’t mean I get to just ignore it all and pretend like it’s not happening.

      Besides, I found something nice last night.

      The more I think about Kylee, the easier it is to forget about my father, about Trim, about Aylin, about the whole fucking game.

      I get outside and wander around until I find a bench that’s in the shade. Poor Aylin is probably getting evicted from the sponsored dorms as we speak. She’s going to go apeshit and I’m sure she’ll call her father who will call my father. I’m sure I’m in for some threats soon.

      Doesn’t matter. I already made up my mind.

      My phone starts to vibrate and my heart leaps for a second, but no, it can’t be him already. I slide it out of my pocket and smile as I check the message.

      You left your bottle last night, the text says.

      Did I? Guess I’m forgetful.

      You can have it back, if you want.

      Come give it to me then.

      When and where?

      I’m grinning to myself. This is going exactly like I planned.

      I figured once I left that bottle and the note, she’d find some pretext to message me. I hoped it would be sooner, but now is as good a time as any.

      I’m still around. Meet by the lake? There’s a dock with a green buoy at the end of it.

      She writes back right away. I know that one. Right now?

      Right now, I send. See you soon.

      I’m smiling as I get up and start walking. The dock isn’t far away. I found it a year ago when I was on campus appeasing my father. Instead of spending time with Aylin, I sat on the dock and thought about how I can grow my business without getting crushed by my asshole father.

      Finding the dock is easy enough. Luckily nobody else is around even though it’s a nice morning. I take off my shoes, roll up my pants, and sit down at the end, feet dangling in the water. It’s cold but it feels good as I lean back on my hands.

      I don’t have to wait long. I hear her approach before she says anything.

      “Still hanging around campus, huh?”

      I look over my shoulder. Kylee’s standing there at the end of the dock, arms crossed over her chest.

      “You forgot the bottle,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Whoops.”

      I grin at her. “It’s cool. I knew that was a pretext.”

      She doesn’t even pretend. She walks over and hesitates before taking off her shoes, rolling up her jeans, and sitting next to me.

      I glance at her, a little surprised. Long, thick blonde hair, light green eyes, light skin with a dash of freckles across her nose. She looks prettier, somehow, not in that formal outfit she had on last night. Tight dark skinny jeans, tight t-shirt that shows off her perky breasts… fucking hell, I’m thinking about undressing her already.

      I didn’t kiss her last night because I was sponsoring someone else. But now, I’m free.

      “You said something to me last night,” she says finally.

      “Oh, yeah? Something charming?”

      “Not really.” She chews on her lip. “About the sponsored dorm.”

      I frown a little bit. “Is that why you texted me?”

      “Why are there places to watch people?”

      I clear my throat. I don’t really want to get into this. Gradus has a long and dark history beyond the game and I’d rather not be the one to break the news to her.

      “I don’t really know,” I say.

      “I don’t really believe you.”

      I sigh. “Look, Gradus is fucked up, okay? You don’t need to dig any deeper than that.”

      “One of my friends is sponsored,” she says softly. “Another one is desperate to get there. I want to know if there’s something dangerous happening.”

      “Aside from the fucking marriage game they play here?” I laugh and shake my head. “You don’t need any more danger than that.”

      She glares at me. “Don’t be an asshole.”

      “Don’t pretend like that’s why you’re here. I get it, you needed an excuse, but you really wanted to come see me.”

      “Are you always this arrogant?”

      “Usually, yes.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Look, just tell me what you know.”

      I hesitate a second before sighing. “I don’t know much. The sponsors have a lot of power at Gradus. They’re the ones funding everything and the administration gives them a lot of leeway to do more or less what they want.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “Anything they want?”

      “To a point,” I say. “I suspect the sponsored dorm and all the parties are mainly for the sponsors to find new girls if they want. That’s probably why the observation rooms exist, for the sponsors to watch the girls and to pick ones they might want.”

      “Creepy.”

      “Yep.” I sigh and stretch. “But I don’t think your friends are in danger, if that’s what you’re really worried about.”

      She chews her lip again, clearly a nervous habit, and nods. “Okay. That makes me a feel a little better.”

      I watch as she pulls her knees up to her chest and rests her chin on them.

      “Look, you should know something,” I say softly.

      “What?”

      I hesitate suddenly. I don’t know why but I get the distinct feeling that if I tell her that I’m a sponsor in this moment, she’s going to run away.

      So instead, I move closer to her. I look into her eyes and she picks her head up, meeting my gaze. I reach out and take her hair in my hands gently.

      “I left that number on purpose,” I say softly. “I wanted you to text me.”

      “I know you did.” She grins at me. “It was obvious.”

      “And here you are.”

      She doesn’t move as I get closer. I can smell her, practically taste her already.

      And I don’t hold back this time. I press my lips against hers and kiss her slow and deep. I feel a sharp tinge of excitement in my gut, my whole body tingling with mixed desire and need.

      God, this is what I needed. The way she moves against me, turning her body so that her feet drop back in the water and her arms wrap around my neck. She kisses me back and I can practically hear her moaning in my mouth as the kiss lingers longer and longer.

      Slowly we break apart. She’s breathless, staring at me. I can’t help but smirk at her, tighten my grip in her hair.

      “This is why you really came here,” I whisper. “To finish what we started.”

      She bites her lip for a second before suddenly pulling away. I release her hair as she gets to her feet.

      “I should go,” she says.

      “You don’t have to run,” I answer.

      She glares at me but doesn’t deny it. “Thanks for telling me about… you know.”

      “Any time,” I say. “If you want to talk Gradus some more, you know how to reach me.”

      She starts to walk away, down the dock, and stops. She turns back to me. “You never did say why you were there last night. Friend of a sponsor?”

      I grin at her. “Nope. I am a sponsor.”

      Her eyes go a little wide. Maybe I should’ve held that back but I couldn’t keep it from her anymore. I’m not going to start this out on a lie.

      “You’re… what?”

      “I’m a sponsor. How do you think I know so much?”

      She takes a step back. “Wait… you’re… who’re  you sponsoring?”

      “Nobody, not anymore, not as of this morning.”

      She stares at me with horror and shock and…

      Desire. I think that’s desire. I cock my head with a smirk on my lips as she turns without another word and practically runs back toward campus.

      I watch her go. I knew that would freak her out but I’m not doing this the wrong way. If I’m going to be in this game, in this place, at least I’m going to play by my own rules. Even if that makes things harder.
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      I sit in my room and stare out the window like a moron. I’m glad my roommate, a nice, quiet girl named Macey, isn’t around. I bet she’d think I’m some sort of crazy person, just staring out at the rain.

      I kissed a sponsor. That wasn’t my intention of course. I didn’t know he was a sponsor when I first met him and I definitely didn’t realize it when I decided to kiss him. I mean, I was flirty and kind of made all that happen, but still… I didn’t know.

      God, what a mistake. I don’t hate myself for it but if I could go back and maybe, you know, not kiss a sponsor, I think I just might.

      That’s been my whole thing since coming to this school. I need to avoid all the drama and the insanity around the whole sponsoring situation, and kissing one isn’t exactly the way to get that done.

      As I sit there, I can’t help but glance over at my laptop. I hesitate for a second, but soon I find myself pulling it over into my lap, opening the lid, and typing his name into Google.

      Of course, it takes me a while to figure out exactly which Walker he is, but soon enough I’m staring at pictures of Walker Cox in Google Images and wondering what the heck I just got myself into.

      The one article I keep coming back to is from a couple years ago, but the headline reads, Oil Baron’s Son Has More Girlfriends than Sense.

      The article itself isn’t exactly better. Basically, it’s on some gossip blog that focuses on B-list celebrities in Texas, and apparently that includes Walker. The article talks about Walker starting his own oil business despite his father’s warning, dating multiple different women, basically being a rich player that doesn’t like following the rules.

      He’s everything I’m not supposed to want. I need stable, secure, normal… not some rich asshole. I don’t need a sponsor in my life, let alone one that doesn’t seem like he wants to play by the rules.

      I sigh and slam my laptop lid. I wince a little bit before tossing it aside onto my bed. I get up, throw on some flip flops, and head out into the hall.

      Fortunately, Jenna’s door is propped open, the universal dorm symbol for “come in if you want.” I pop my head in and look around.

      Azrael is sitting at her computer, her dark hair pulled up in a messy bun. She looks over at me and cocks her head.

      “What’s up?” she asks.

      I hesitate before stepping inside. Jenna isn’t around and although I’m friends with Azrael, I’ve always been more comfortable with Jenna. But still, maybe Az would be good in this situation. Her advice is always blunt and honest, at least.

      I sit down on Jenna’s bed. “You busy?”

      The dark-haired girl shrugs. “Not really. Just slaying some asshole Alliance losers.”

      I look at her computer screen. Az is obsessed with World of Warcraft.

      “Sounds… fun?”

      She grins at me. “Have you ever played a video game in your life?”

      “No,” I admit. “Well, when I was younger I played Mario Kart.”

      “Right.” She sighs and closes her laptop lid. “You look like you want to talk.”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay then.” I sigh and lean back against the wall. “It’s that guy I met at the party.”

      She nods a little. “Hot one. I remember him.”

      “You thought so?” I ask, feeling a little too eager.

      “What’s wrong with him?” she asks, avoiding the question.

      “Well, it’s just…” I hesitate a second. I’m not sure I should tell her or anyone really. Whenever a girl gets involved with a sponsor, that’s like putting a target on her back. But Az never seemed like she cared about that sort of thing. “He’s a sponsor.”

      She aches an eyebrow. “So?”

      I blink, a little surprised by her reaction. “I didn’t know,” I say quickly. “I mean, I don’t want to get involved with a sponsor, or anyone really, but especially not a sponsor.”

      “What’s wrong with a sponsor?”

      I gape at her. “I mean, you know.”

      She stares at me flatly. “Enlighten me.”

      I take a deep breath and shift a little uncomfortably. “Well, you know what these guys want. The school’s called Baby Daddy University, after all. I’m not exactly sure getting pregnant is going to be the best thing for my education.”

      That actually makes Azrael laugh a little bit. “Good point.”

      “And, you know. As soon as any girl here shows even a little interest in a sponsor, suddenly everyone else is gunning for her.”

      “Bitches be crazy,” Az says sagely, nodding a little.

      I stifle a laugh. “Plus, he’s a little… I don’t know. Different.”

      “Different isn’t bad.”

      “No, but he’s a player. A rich playboy billionaire asshole.” I laugh a little. “Like straight out of a romance novel.”

      Azrael shrugs. “Sounds good to me then.”

      “So you think I should see him?”

      “I don’t know,” she admits. “I haven’t met him. I guess the question is, do you want to?”

      I actually hesitate a second. “I’m not sure,” I admit. “I met with him earlier and we kissed and–”

      “You kissed a sponsor?” Azrael laughs. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “I didn’t know at the time,” I point out.

      “That makes more sense.”

      I glare at her. “Can we stay on topic and not, you know, talk about how much of a loser I am?”

      “We can try.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “I just don’t think getting involved with a sponsor is the best thing for me right now, you know?”

      “Maybe,” she says softly with a little frown. “You know, I wasn’t sure about Jenna and Brady at first, either. But then I saw them together and I realized, it doesn’t matter if he’s a sponsor or just some random guy at a bar. If you have a connection, that’s something worth pursuing.”

      I frown at her, pretty surprised. Azrael always seems like such a cynic, but that was almost… romantic.

      “I didn’t know you felt that way,” I say.

      “Look, we’re at an all-girls school. There aren’t a lot of men around. Just because I’m not with any right now doesn’t mean I’m not interested in them.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to–”

      She waves me away. “It’s fine. Really, just forget it.”

      We lapse into a short, uncomfortable silence. Her words are spinning through my head though and I can’t help but feel like they make some sense.

      It doesn’t matter who he is. If we have a connection, that’s what counts. We don’t always get to choose where we meet the people we’re meant to be with, but when it happens, we have to be brave enough to grab on and to refuse to let go. Maybe Walker isn’t my happily-ever-after, but maybe he’s my happy-right-now. That could be okay with me.

      “Thanks, Az,” I say finally and stand up.

      She shrugs. “Sure. Whatever. Just so you know, I bet Jenna would say the same thing.”

      “I’m sure she would, but she’s biased.”

      “You did come here looking for her opinion, right?”

      “True,” I say.

      “Sounds like you already made up your mind and just wanted a little confirmation.”

      I sigh and shake my head, grinning. “You don’t sugarcoat anything, do you?”

      “What’s the point in that?” She turns back to her laptop, opens the lid, and start clicking away again. I can tell she’s in full-on game mode and probably won’t bother answering me anymore, so I sneak back out through the door.

      I head back to my door. Macey’s back, sitting on her bed with a thick book in her lap. She smiles up at me as I enter but goes back to studying right away. She’s a quiet girl with brunette hair and big glasses. She mostly keeps to herself. We’re friendly and all that but we’re not exactly close. It’s fine by me, I don’t need to be my roommate’s best friend and she doesn’t seem to need that, either.

      I sit down at my little desk and curl my legs up under me. I fiddle with my phone, frowning down at the screen, but it suddenly starts to vibrate before I can decide to do anything.

      It’s a phone call. And it’s from him.

      I stare at it, a little freaked out. It’s like he already knew that I was thinking about texting him and he decided to make the first move instead.

      I hold the phone up to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Kylee,” he says, his voice deep and butter smooth.

      I bite my lip, remembering the way it felt to have his lips against mine down by the lake, the water splashing up against the dock. “What’s up?” I ask him.

      “I have some good news,” he says.

      “Oh, yeah? Decided not to be a sponsor anymore?”

      He laughs. “The opposite, actually.”

      My stomach twists. “What’s that mean?”

      “Well, I can tell you don’t love the idea of letting a sponsor kiss you, so I thought I’d make the whole thing… easier.”

      I bite my lip, very nervous. “What did you do?” I whisper.

      His chuckle sends a thrill down my spine, both of anxiety and desire.

      “As of a few minute ago, you’re the girl I’m sponsoring now,” he whispers.

      I think I might throw up.

      “No,” I say.

      “Sorry,” he answers. “That’s not an option.”

      “No,” I say again. “No way. I never agreed to that.”

      “You know how this works,” he says. “You don’t have to agree. It’s already done.”

      I stare at my desk in horror, not really seeing anything. I was ready to let myself see him, to spend more time with him, hell, to make out with him. But this? I never, ever, ever was going to let him sponsor me. Not in a million years.

      And now he did it all on his own.

      “You can’t,” I say. “I don’t want it.”

      “Too late,” he says, laughter in his voice. “I know this freaks you out right now, but you’ll learn to like it. Hell, you’ll love your new apartment.”

      “Oh, god,” I groan. I can’t imagine moving into that sponsored dorm, not after he showed me how the sponsors can spy on the girls.

      “Relax,” he says. “You’re going to love it, trust me.”

      “You asshole.”

      Anger suddenly flares up inside of me. The horror gets pushed back, at least temporarily.

      “Don’t be too angry,” he says, still laughing. “I promise I’ll be good to you.”

      “Just because we made out once doesn’t mean you own me.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      I clench my jaw. “Listen, asshole–”

      “No, you listen. You’re moving into that apartment. Maybe not right now, but you are.”

      “Never. Leave me alone.”

      “Okay, if you want, but I’ll be seeing you soon. Bye, Kylee.”

      He hangs up before I have the chance to do it myself.

      I stare at my phone for a second, feeling dizzy.

      What kind of asshole would do that? Who would just force someone into a situation like this?

      A monster, that’s who.

      And yet… a thrill still runs down my spine at the thought of it. He wants me, he wants me more than the girl he was sponsoring before, more than most girls on this campus. Any one of them would throw themselves at him, and yet he wants me.

      It’s strange, hating him and wanting him at the same time in this moment.

      “Are you okay?”

      I turn around and Macey’s staring at me with concern written all over her plain face.

      “Fine,” I say, getting up.

      “That conversation sounded a little intense.”

      “I’m fine,” I repeat. “I’ll see you later.”

      I put on real shoes, grab a sweater and my phone, and storm out of the room. I have no place to go, but I need to get some air.

      I’m sponsored now. My life’s going to change whether I want it to or not. I’m going to be a target for all the rich bitch girls that want to take my place and marry this oil baron’s asshole son. Meanwhile, I’m stuck in the middle of them, and clearly Walker couldn’t care less about that.

      I don’t know what to do. Run, hide, fight?

      Or give in and see what he wants from me…

      There are no good answers. But like it or not, he’s right about one thing.

      I have no choice. He’s my sponsor now, for good or for bad.
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      I’m smiling to myself as I walk down the sidewalk toward Kylee’s dorm.

      I don’t know why she wants to live in one of these places. The dorms are old and ugly, at least on the inside. From the outside they look like Victorian castles or something like that, all old stone masonry and climbing ivy plants. But on the inside, the rooms are small and the plumbing is outdated and they barely have Wi-Fi. She should be chomping at the bit to move the hell out of there.

      Well, okay, maybe not. I mean, there’s one tiny little issue. I mean, it’s basically meaningless, really. But still, I should keep it in mind.

      See, the thing is, she seems to want nothing to do with me now.

      I tried calling and texting over the last week, but she hasn’t bothered to respond. Word’s out all over campus that she’s my girl now, but she doesn’t seem to have gotten the memo. That’s fine, I can understand it. She’s not interested in this game.

      I’m not either. I’m interested in an entirely different game.

      I stop outside of her dorm just as the truck pulls up. Three big dudes climb out wearing plain clothes and gloves. The one in charge, a guy with a neck as thick as a rubber tire, comes shambling over to me with a clipboard in hand.

      “Mr. Cox?” he asks.

      “That’s me.”

      “Sign here.” He thrusts the clipboard out at me. I take it and slip a pen from my pocket. I scan the page, quickly reading some legalese about them not being liable for anything, blah blah blah, and sign at the bottom.

      “How quick can you work?” I ask him.

      He frowns and squints at the building. “Just one dorm?”

      “Just one dorm.”

      “Twenty minutes tops.”

      I grin at him. “Okay then. Do it in fifteen and I’ll tip double.”

      He nods at me, not smiling, and shambles back over to his crew. They all walk away toward the dorm, leaving the truck alone in the street. I grin at the words emblazed on the side: Big Men Movers.

      Poor Kylee. She has no clue this is happening today. I know she’s at class right now so her room should be empty. As soon as I took her on as my sponsored girl, Trim gave me access to her dorm, her schedule, basically everything about her. It’s pretty fucked up honestly, but whatever.

      I’m grinning the whole time as the three huge mover goons carry all her stuff out of her little dorm and load it up into the truck. They’re careful at least, but they work fast, and sure enough they finish in almost exactly fifteen minutes.

      “Empty,” the head goon says to me, wiping his hands off on his jeans. All three guys are sweating but they don’t look tired.

      “You sure you got it all?” I ask him.

      “Took every stick of furniture on her side. All her clothes, everything.” He blinks at me stupidly. “You sure this is okay?”

      “Of course.” I reach into my pocket and hand him a wad of cash. “Another when it’s delivered and set up.”

      His eyes go wide and he nods, slipping the money into his pocket. “Okay.”

      He shambles off again. The guys get into the truck, start the engine, and drive off.

      I’m left standing there with a big smile on my face. I can’t wait for Kylee to get back and to realize that she’s been forcibly evicted… and moved into a much nicer room.

      I head into the dorm and walk slowly up the steps. I walk down her hall and catch more than one girl staring at me brazenly. I find Kylee’s room and, sure enough, her side is totally empty.

      I take the piece of paper from my pocket and hold it up against the wall. I scribble a note before leaving it on the floor right where her bed used to be.

      That finished, I walk back out, whistling a little tune.

      She’s gonna be pissed. I can’t wait.
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      I’m sitting outside of the sponsored dorm when Kylee finally comes storming down the path.

      She looks livid. I’m smiling huge as she approaches and spots me. Her anger turns into rage as she stomps over toward me. She’s wearing short jean shorts and a white top that shows off her perfect, perky little breasts. She’s fucking beautiful, even more gorgeous now that she’s absolutely livid.

      “What did you do?” she demands. “Where the hell is all my stuff?”

      “In your room,” I say.

      “I just came from my room,” she snaps at me before stopping herself. “Oh, god. You mean in there, don’t you?”

      “I sure do.”

      “No. Hell no.”

      “You wouldn’t move in on your own, so I took some liberties.”

      “You touched my stuff?” she says, absolutely incredulous.

      “Of course I did,” I say, trying to be innocent but I can’t help laughing. “You left me no choice.”

      “I thought I was making myself clear by ignoring all your calls and texts.”

      “Oh, you were. And now I’m making myself clear.” I grin at her and stand up, stretching nonchalantly. “Want to go up and see your new apartment?”

      “No,” she snaps. “I want you to move all my stuff back right now.”

      “Or what?” I ask.

      “Or… I don’t know. I’ll call the cops.”

      I bark a laugh. “Go ahead. You think the cops aren’t paid off by the school every year?”

      She bites her lip, looking uncertain. “Someone around here has to respect… something. I mean, this can’t be okay. You can’t get away with this.”

      “Listen, babe.” I cock my head, grinning huge. “I think I already did.”

      She glares at me and I can tell she’s working on some epic insult, but it fizzles out and dies in her mouth. She lets out a groan instead and shakes her head. I can’t stop smiling as I watch her anger shift to frustration as she realizes that there’s no getting out of this, at least not without playing along a little bit.

      “Come on,” I say softly before she can speak. “Let’s go up to the room and take a look. You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to, okay?”

      She glares at me. “You’re an asshole. You know that, right?”

      “Of course,” I say, nodding. “I don’t think I can get through a week without someone reminding me.”

      “Good.” She storms past me without another word.

      I follow her inside, still smiling the whole time.

      The guy sitting at the front desk just gives us a smile and a wave. Kylee storms past him, not glancing at all in his direction. I smile back and nod. Might as well try to make a good first impression.

      I lead her into the elevator and take her up to the top floor. We got off in a short hallway and I lead her to the door at the very end on the left side. It unlocks with a swipe from a card which I hold out for her as we enter.

      “Your key,” I say.

      She snatches it and steps inside without another word.

      I follow her in. I have to admit, they really do go all out for these sponsored dorms. It’s really more like a luxury apartment, modern and sleek and gorgeous. Everything is new and updated. It’s fully furnished with a gourmet kitchen area, a little bar on the far wall, couches and coffee tables and a big TV above what looks like a real working fireplace. She stares around at the room, clearly taken a little off guard.

      “What the hell?” she whispers.

      “Never been in one of these?” I ask, heading to the bar. I pour myself a drink as she looks around. “They don’t take this sponsor stuff lightly.”

      “All the sponsored girls get this?”

      “All of them,” I confirm.

      “This is…” She trails off.

      I take a sip of my whiskey and watch as she walks from the living room into the kitchen. She runs her fingers along the pristine granite countertops and opens the fully stocked refrigerator.

      “You also have a maid service as often as you want plus access to your own personal private chefs whenever you’re hungry.”

      She stares into the refrigerator, not moving. I can’t read her expression but I suspect she’s starting to soften to the idea.

      “It’s yours,” I say softly. “I know it’s a lot and it’s overwhelming, but it’s all yours. You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to, I can’t force you and I don’t want to. But I thought you should at least see what you’d be giving up.”

      She finally turns back to me and blinks rapidly. The refrigerator door slowly swings shut.

      “This is insane,” she says.

      “I know.”

      “My own personal chefs?” She laughs a little. “What can they make?”

      “There’s a menu but I think you can just order whatever and they try to make it happen.”

      She laughs again, sounding shrill. “No wonder girls kill for this stuff.”

      “Well. I like to think it’s for the sponsors themselves.”

      “No way. It’s for this room.” She walks past me and into the back hallway. There’s a guest bathroom back there, a guest room, and the main bedroom. Of course, the main bedroom is enormous with a huge four-poster bed, vanity, end tables, and its own bathroom.

      I hang around in the living room and let her explore. After a few minutes, she finally comes back out and stares at me. She looks at the drink in my hand and walks over to the bar. She opens a bottle of white wine, pours herself a glass, and drinks it.

      I watch her with a smile on my face.

      “Well?” I ask.

      “Well,” she says, turning to me. “This is… amazing.”

      “I thought you’d like it.”

      “But I can’t stay here. I mean, I’d be living in an ivory tower.”

      I sigh a little bit, still smiling though. “That’s what I thought you’d say.”

      “Really? You didn’t think I’d cave and want to live here? I mean, you already moved me in.”

      I grin at her. “Don’t worry, I’ll move you back. That was just to get your attention.”

      “Well, it worked.” She drifts to a couch and sits down. “What the hell are we doing here, Walker?”

      I sit down next to her and put my glass down on the coffee table. “We aren’t doing anything yet,” I say. “Just sitting and talking.”

      “Yet?” She cocks her head at me. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “Oh, I think you do.” I stare into her eyes and she finally bites her lip. I can tell she’s breathing faster and I know what she’s thinking.

      “Listen,” she says. “I appreciate all this, but I just… I don’t know. I’m not sure I can give in to this.”

      “You don’t have to give in to this,” I say softly. I reach out and take her chin, pulling her closer before moving my hand back to grasp her hair. She groans softly, looking up into my eyes. “Forget about all this. Forget about me being a sponsor, about the school. You just give in to this.” I grasp her hair tighter.

      “Ah,” she says softly. “You think it’s that easy?”

      “I know it’s that easy.”

      I lean forward and she doesn’t pull away when I kiss her. I let it linger on her lips, let it grow and deepen as my tongue slides against hers. Soon her arms are around my neck and she’s kissing me harder, panting softly against my mouth.

      I grab her hips and pull her over to me. She straddles me, grinding down against me. She feels warm and light, her hair spilling down around us. I grip her tighter then let go, cupping her supple ass with both hands. I love her long, lean legs, her smooth skin, the way she groans and gasps as my hands move along her body.

      We kiss slow and deep and fucking hell, I can feel my cock getting hard almost despite me. I’m usually more restrained than this. I might have a bad reputation but I’m not the huge playboy everyone thinks I am.

      This though, this feels too good to stop. I don’t want to pull back, even if I should.

      Clearly, she was hesitant about this. I know the room softened her up but the fact remains that I’m a sponsor. She seems pretty damn against doing anything with a sponsor.

      But as my hands roam up the back of her top and feel the smooth tight skin over her muscles, I can’t help but dig my fingers into her shoulders. She groans as I reach back and unhook her bra, sliding my hands around to cup her breasts. They’re fuller and perkier than I thought they’d be, and her little nipples are hard under my fingers. I tease them and am rewarded with another moan as I bite her lower lip.

      I reach down and pull her top off, tossing it aside. She glares at me for a second. “This isn’t what I came here for,” she says as I kiss her neck.

      “Maybe not. But you’re not stopping it.”

      She groans as I pull off her bra. She sits in my lap, topless and fucking gorgeous, her face slightly red, her little pink nipples hard. She doesn’t even try to cover herself as I stare at her body, my cock rock fucking hard. I know if there was ever a time to stop, it’s well past that now.

      I kiss her neck and cup her breasts, feeling her soft skin and listening to her breathing get faster and faster. I move my hands down and grab her hips, rocking her back along my hard cock.

      “Go ahead and leave whenever you want,” I growl in her ear.

      “Shut up,” she groans back.

      “Thought so. Your little nipples are hard as hell for me right now.”

      “I think you’re just as hard yourself.”

      I grin and reach up to grab her hair with one hand. I pull it back and she gasps, leaning her hands back on my knees. I slide my other hand between her legs, feeling her smooth skin and the heat radiating from the inside of her cut-off jean shorts. She groans when I run my fingers along her center, just in the right spot.

      I growl again and can’t take it. I roll her off me, dropping down onto the carpeted floor. She looks down, her hair on her shoulders, and she lifts her hips up as I tug down her shorts. I watch them slide down her body slowly, her breasts spilling just right, her nipples perky and gorgeous. I get her shorts off and spread her legs wide, kissing her chest, licking her nipples. I taste the salt of her skin and run my tongue around her pink areolas, making her groan before I bite gently.

      I run a hand between her legs, gathering all her heat in my palm. She’s soaked through, like I knew she would be, practically dripping honey onto my fingers. I lick her nipples and suck them harder as my fingers press down along her pussy, pushing against that slick wet spot, making her gasp and moan as she grabs onto my hair.

      I kiss her breasts and stomach, moving back down. I peel her panties off, so fucking slowly. She arches her back for me, letting me get them off, mouth hanging open in a little surprised expression like she didn’t quite believe this was going to happen.

      But she’d better start believing it, because I’m not the kind of man that stops until he gets what he wants.

      I spread her legs, almost roughly, kissing her inner thigh. She gasps and her cheeks are red as she bites her lip.

      “Look at you,” I whisper. “Fucking beautiful.” I tease her pussy with my fingers, spreading her lips.

      “Don’t stare,” she says.

      “You’re not used to a man looking at your body?” I ask.

      “No,” she whispers. “It’s embarrassing.”

      I laugh softly. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about, girl. You’re fucking perfect.”

      I lean forward and lick her top to bottom, spreading her lips with my tongue, tasting her sweetness. God damn, she really is like honey. I push her legs wider, licking her clit, tasting it and rolling my tongue, listening to the way she breathes and moans. I read her body language, her gasps, her groans, and I do what she wants and what she loves. Maybe she doesn’t even realize it, but I can follow her like a good piece of music, finding the patterns.

      I slide a finger deep inside and lick her clit faster. She gasps, grabbing onto my hair. I look up into her eyes and she’s burning now, all fire and desire. It’s driving me wild, my cock rock hard. I can barely handle myself. Her skin is creamy and delicious and her pussy is gorgeous, the sort of cunt I could lick and suck all day long. She’s rolling her hips, moaning, body tight and lovely, and I breathe her scent in nice and deep before licking her faster.

      “Why do you do this to me?” she practically moans. “You can’t just… move me in… and now you can’t just…” She throws her head back, not finishing her sentence.

      “I do it because you love it,” I say with a smirk, teasing her with my fingers. Her body shudders as she glares at me but I don’t let her argue.

      I drop back down and lick her clit faster. I suck and lick her, my tongue working and rolling along her perfect little bud. I’m practically salivating for her but she’s wet enough for the both of us. I drink her in and lick her up, lapping her, sucking her, teasing her, pushing her. I love the way her muscles tense, her body tightens, her moans come in waves.

      My fingers move along her folds and open her before plunging deep inside. I lick her clit as I fuck her like that, making her gasp, making her sweat. I want to push her further than she’s ever gone before. I want to give her a taste of what I can do to her body, just a taste, just the start of something.

      And when I’m done I want her to know that I could give her more, so much more, if only I wanted to.

      I keep going. I lick her faster, sucking her, stroking her. She’s moaning freely now, totally lost in the moment. I can tell there’s no thought anymore, no second-guessing, no uncertainty. There’s only the pleasure I’m giving her, the pleasure she can’t escape from.

      She doesn’t want to escape from it. She wants to be mine in this moment, my kept thing, my little pet.

      And I’m happy to give her that and so much more.

      I keep going, faster now, faster. Sucking and tasting and licking, fingers exploring, fucking, curling to find that spot along her walls. She gasps and her back arches and I know she’s close. I look up at her breasts, her hard nipples, the way her mouth hangs open. She has such a beautiful, tight body. I can barely keep from taking her completely, from thrusting my thick cock deep inside the folds her body and fucking her until she’s nothing but a puddle of cum at the end of my cock.

      But she’s not ready for that, not yet at least.

      My tongue, my teeth, my fingers. I tease, I push, I give her what she needs. I don’t stop, going faster, faster. She grabs my hair tight and gasps, almost a scream, and I hear it.

      “Walker.”

      My name on her lips.

      “Walker. Oh, god.”

      She whispers it like a prayer. My cock is so hard, I think it might burst. I’ve never been this aroused in my life, never once.

      “Walker. Please.”

      “Fuck, yes, girl,” I growl. “Come for me. Let me taste you.”

      She gasps and I can’t tell if it’s from how dirty the thought is or if she’s genuinely unable to control herself. I think it’s probably both, but I don’t stop to figure it out.

      Rocking, moving, fingers thrusting, tongue lapping. She gasps again and again, says my name, only this time, she doesn’t stop flexing. Her back arches harder, higher, her body shivering, her eyes rolling back.

      She comes in a flood. I taste it, lick it, love it. I don’t stop though, I move her through it, fucking her pussy and licking her clit. She comes so hard she dissolves into nothing more than gasps, moans, and groans before finally coming back to earth. She collapses down with a smile on her face, still twitching, and I know that I need to slowly stop. I stroke her one, twice, and pull back, rocking onto my heels.

      She blinks at me like she’s coming down from a dream.

      I lick my fingers clean with a smile.

      “That was…” She trails off.

      “Delicious,” I finish for her.

      She laughs a little, heady from the orgasm. “I guess. I can’t believe you…”

      “Got you off with my tongue?”

      “Yeah.” She bites her lip then suddenly seems to remember that she’s naked. She covers her breasts with her arms, hugging herself, but she doesn’t move.

      I laugh softly. “I just licked your pussy until you came and now you’re covering your breasts?”

      She glances away. “I guess.”

      I sigh and walk over to her clothes. I gather them up then drop them onto the couch next to her.

      “I won’t look. Go ahead.”

      She mumbles a thanks as I turn my back. It takes all my strength not to watch her gorgeous body get dressed.

      “Okay,” she says after a minute. I turn back and she’s completely covered again, her armor back on.

      I smile at her and cock my head. “Drink?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I shrug a little. “Maybe I should leave you alone here. You know, to get used to your new place.”

      She glares at me. “I’m not staying.”

      “Sure, you’re not.” I walk over toward the door. “Call me when you feel like leaving. I’ll have your stuff moved back.”

      “I’m not staying,” she calls after me. “I’m not going to be your…” She trails off.

      I smirk at her from the doorway. “My, what?”

      “Your plaything.”

      I laugh gently. “I don’t want a plaything, Kylee. If that’s all I wanted…” I shrug a little. “Anyway, I don’t want that.”

      “What do you want then?”

      “I don’t know.” A smile crosses my lips. “A pet, maybe.”

      That pisses her off. “I’m not your pet, either, asshole.”

      “We’ll see.” I wave and leave her room without another word.

      I had to get out of there. I couldn’t be in the same room with her and not taste her skin. I’m ringing with her, buzzing with her. I need her so badly I can barely stand it. I have to walk away before I go back inside and kiss her again, pin her down on that couch, slide my cock deep between her legs and fuck her until we both come into oblivion.

      Fucking hell.

      This wasn’t what I had in mind. I never wanted any of this, but now…

      It’s too fun to stop.

      I wasn’t lying when I said I don’t want a plaything. I don’t even want a pet.

      I just want her, pure and simple. I’m not looking at it any more closely than that.
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      At first, I love the apartment.

      It’s hard not to. I mean, the place is gorgeous and modern and totally opposite of the dorms. I have privacy and comfort here. Honestly, it’s probably the nicest apartment I’ll ever live in.

      Except slowly it starts to feel… off.

      Somehow. I’m not sure how to explain it.

      I spend the rest of the day there, assuring my friends back at the dorm that everything’s okay. I order food from my personal chef, which is absolutely delicious, and I drink a glass of wine while watching reality TV. And as I climb into my huge, comfortable bed, I just feel…

      Lonely. I just feel lonely.

      I guess I got used to having Macey sleeping across from me. Even if we’re not close, I still weirdly miss the way she would snore at night. I miss having people around, hearing people walk down the hallway laughing, hearing people slam their doors and yell and flush toilets. It’s weird how all the little sounds of living in close proximity to people just become a part of your life.

      And when it’s all gone, it feels…

      Weird. Like it’s taken away or something like that.

      I manage to get some sleep and the next morning I wake up on time for class. I shower in my huge, luxurious, sparkling bathroom, and I start to think that maybe I can love this place after all. I order down for coffee and cereal, and I sit alone in my kitchen after it arrives, eating and drinking and idly looking at my laptop.

      And the loneliness sets in again.

      I sigh and find a travel mug in the cabinet. I pour the coffee in there and head out, hurrying away from the apartment as fast as I can. It’s like a beautiful coffin or a gilded cage or something like that. Now I totally understand why Jenna wanted to get out of there after living here for a whole year. I don’t hear a single sound as I move through the sponsored dorm and the only other person I see is the man sitting behind the desk in the main lobby.

      It’s almost eerie, actually. I know the sponsored dorm has like forty girls living in it, but the place felt like a ghost town.

      I hurry onto the main part of campus and head to class. I start to forget all about that dorm and its empty rooms as soon as I see Iris. Her eyes light up when I sit down next to her.

      “I heard you moved out,” she hisses. “Was it that guy?”

      “Who?” I ask innocently.

      “Don’t give me that. Was it the guy?”

      I bite my lip and nod. “Yeah. He’s sponsoring me.”

      She sucks in a breath and lets it out. “Oh, god. Another one.”

      “What?”

      She leans toward me, eyes wide, looking serious. “Can I tell you something?” she asks me.

      “Okay…” I say, feeling a little nervous.

      “I think I’m cursed.”

      I giggle a little bit and quickly stop. The teacher’s glaring at me from her little podium. I lean down in my seat and whisper back to Iris.

      “That’s crazy. You’re not cursed.”

      “Seriously, Kylee. You’re the third girl I’ve met that ended up getting sponsored.”

      I frown a little bit, but sure enough, she’s right. First there was her original roommate, then Jenna, and now me.

      “But… it’s just a coincidence,” I say. “That’s all it is.”

      “No,” she answers, shaking her head seriously. “I’m cursed. That has to be it.”

      The professor shoots us an angry look as she starts her lecture. I give Iris a sad little smile but open my notebook and try to pay attention to the effects of housing segregation on city-wide economics.

      Unfortunately, my mind keeps drifting back to what Iris said. She thinks she’s cursed, but I don’t believe in that stuff. No, I think she’s just unlucky. I mean, this is a small school, and plus, Jenna was sponsored before they even met. So that wasn’t Iris’s fault… although Jenna did only get close to her sponsor after Iris came into her life…

      Okay, this is dumb. I can feel myself starting to entertain this whole curse thing and I know I need to knock that off before I let myself get too far with it.

      I force myself to pay attention and take good notes. By the end, I have a few pages filled with unintelligible scrawl, my personal trademark handwriting. Iris gathers her stuff and throws it into her bag as we get up to leave.

      “Just be careful,” she says suddenly.

      “Sorry?” I ask.

      “Be careful,” she hisses. “Don’t tell anyone else about your… you know.”

      “Right. I know.”

      “You know how girls are.”

      “Sure. Right.” I grin at her. “You’re not going to push me down the steps, are you?”

      Iris gives me a flat stare. “Don’t tempt me.”

      I laugh and we head outside together. It’s a nice day and I’m already starting to feel better. We part ways and Iris heads out to her next class while I wander back toward the dorm. I don’t know what I plan on doing when I get in there, but it’s better than going back to that empty apartment. Maybe I’ll check in on Az and Jenna.

      As I head down one of the shadier back paths, I keep thinking about Walker. It’s strange, although I feel so lonely in that apartment, it’s like he doesn’t have anything to do with it. He put me in there, moved me there, but I’m not angry at him for it, weirdly enough. I should be pissed, but instead I find it weirdly…

      Sweet? I don’t know. Sweet isn’t the word.

      But I like it. And I definitely like the way he touched me.

      I can feel myself blushing already as I recall his hands on my body, his lips on my nipples, his tongue in my mouth. I’ve never felt like that before, never in my entire life. I’ve never even had a guy get me off before, let alone from him going down on me.

      It was a weird experience. I mean, it was a good one, but it was…

      Okay, it was amazing.

      I’m so lost in my own thoughts that I don’t notice the girls start walking toward me. I figure they’re just another group of girls, since there are a lot of those at Gradus, and it isn’t until one of them shoves her shoulder against mine that I realize they’re staring at me like I’m some kind of monster.

      “Hey!” I say, stumbling back, a sharp pain where her shoulder bashed me spreading across my arm.

      “Watch yourself, bitch.” The girl has long red hair and dark red lipstick. She’s glaring at me and her friends are grinning like they love this kind of thing.

      “Do I know you?” I ask.

      “You do now.” The girl shoves me as hard as she can and I stumble back, just barely staying on my feet.

      “What the fuck?”

      “You took what’s mine, bitch, and I won’t forget it.”

      I stare at her, not understanding, until it hits me all at once.

      “Aylin?” I blurt out.

      She glares at me and steps forward. I take a step back.

      “So you do know who I am. That’s good, since you stole my man.”

      “Your man?” I ask, totally incredulous. “I didn’t steal him. I didn’t even want him.”

      She snorts and clenches her fists. “Listen, bitch, I don’t care what you say. Walker is supposed to marry me and some trashy slut isn’t going to get in the way of that.”

      Now my anger starts to spike. I don’t know why, but up until now I’ve just been mostly surprised that someone’s trying to come at me like this.

      “Get the fuck away from me,” I say, practically yelling it. I push past one of Aylin’s friends, a little blonde girl that’s more like a twig than a human being.

      “Go ahead and run,” Aylin says. “But I’m watching you, bitch.”

      “You’re insane,” I say and storm off, not looking back. I’m so pissed I’m afraid what I’ll do if I let them suck me back in.

      I’m shaking when I finally get back to the dorms. I can’t believe those girls would do that, act like such bitches to me, and yet…

      This is exactly what Iris warned me about. This is what I knew would happen. I didn’t expect it so quickly, but sure enough, here it is. I knew Aylin would eventually find me and try something like this, but I guess I thought…

      What, that a spoiled rich girl like Aylin wouldn’t be so… aggressive?

      Not a terrible assumption, but clearly I was wrong.

      I’m pretty shaken up by the time I reach the dorm. I’m so angry at Aylin, at Walker, and at myself. I wish I could go back there and punch Aylin in her stupid, smug face, although I know that would’ve just ended with her dumb friends ripping my hair out or something.

      I sit down on the bench, shaking with anger, when a familiar voice breaks through.

      “Hey, Kylee. You okay?”

      I look up and Jenna’s smiling at me a little uncertainly. Her smile slowly fades as she sees the expression on my face.

      “I didn’t ask for any of this,” I say to the girl.

      She sighs and nods sadly before sitting down next to me.

      “I know you didn’t, sweetie.”

      “You know I’m sponsored now, huh? That Walker dropped his other girl and took me without my permission?”

      “Everyone knows,” she says. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I know it sucks. Believe me, I know better than most.”

      I glare at her for a second, my anger passing on to her for no reason, but quickly it fades away. She’s right, she knows what I’m going through better than anyone else. Girls are still bitchy to her now and then, even though everyone knows she’s genuinely in love with her sponsor and he’s in love with her.

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Honestly?” Jenna shakes her head. “I don’t know. Probably nothing. I don’t think there’s anything you can do short of convincing Walker to drop you.”

      I groan. “I don’t think that’s happening anytime soon.”

      She smiles a little bit. “Do you really want him to drop you, anyway?”

      I hesitate. I thought I knew the answer to that question, but…

      For some reason, I don’t.

      I thought it would be simple. Of course I want him to drop me. I want out of that apartment, out of this drama. I didn’t want to get thrown into this to begin with.

      But the thought of him dropping me…

      The memory of his hands on my body, his lips against mine, sends a shiver down my spine.

      “I don’t know,” I say finally.

      Jenna laughs a little. “Yeah, I know that feeling, too.”

      “Aylin’s going to kill me.”

      “That’s his old girl?”

      I nod. “Not very kind, either.”

      “They never are.” She smiles sadly again and puts an arm around me. “Look, I’m on your side, okay? We’ll watch out for each other. I promise.”

      For some reason that makes me feel a little bit better. “Are you sure? You don’t have to get involved.”

      “Oh, please. I’m already involved in all this shit.”

      I laugh a little. “How come you don’t live in those apartments, by the way?”

      She makes a face. “I did my freshman year, but…” She trails off for a second. “I got lonely. That was before me and Brady really hit it off. I’m happy here now, I guess. Plus, Azrael is a good roommate.”

      I grin at her. “Right, if you love World of Warcraft.”

      “Which I do,” she says flatly. “I truly, truly do.”

      I laugh again and we both get up together. “I should get back,” I say.

      “Want me to walk with you?”

      I shake my head. “I doubt I’ll run into them again. And if I do, I think I’ll just punch her in the stupid nose.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Jenna muses. “That’s how I stopped my bully.”

      I blink, surprised. “Really?”

      “Sure. I’ll tell you that story one day.” She waves and turns back to the dorms. “I’ll come visit your new place. Just tell me when.”

      “I’m not staying there,” I call back. “Really.”

      She gives me a look and laughs. “See you later,” she says and heads inside.

      I sigh and realize I’m smiling. I didn’t know how badly I needed someone to cheer me up, but she just…

      Well, she made it happen.

      I never asked for this, but Jenna didn’t either. And she figured it out. She somehow got past her bullies and fell in love with her sponsor. I don’t expect to fall in love with Walker, not with a guy like that, but maybe we can have some fun in the meantime…

      Or maybe I should just get away from him as fast as I can. I’m probably just being stupid. Maybe I just can’t help myself.

      Either way, I hurry back to my apartment. I can get a couple hours of studying in before my next class.
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      I decide to give Kylee some space, but I don’t go back to Texas. Instead, I find a decent room in a nearby hotel and hang around in the sponsors’ lounge during the day.

      This is the longest I’ve spent on Gradus’s campus since this whole thing started, I realize. It’s not a good or a bad thing, but it is interesting. I guess I didn’t expect to give a shit about anything or any of these girls, and yet here I am, enamored with one. My father wouldn’t approve, but I find myself not giving a shit about what he wants and what he doesn’t.

      I sip my whiskey and cross my legs. The lounge looks like a Victorian-era hunting lodge with dead, stuffed animal heads on the walls and a huge fireplace. Everything is carpeted and wood-paneled, and there’s always a fire going although I have no clue who actually tends it.

      The door opens as I’m sitting there and a man steps inside. I look up and recognize him almost immediately. He’s a relatively famous director, a man named Brady Long, and another one of the sponsors in our class.

      He nods as he sits down in the chair next to mine. “You’re Walker Cox, right?” he asks.

      I nod back. “You’re Brady Long.”

      He smiles. “I think my girl is friends with your new girl.”

      I frown a little bit. “Kylee?”

      “Jenna lives in her dorm,” he explains. “I just came back from there, actually. Apparently your girl ran into your previous one, and…” He trails off and blinks, surprise on his face. “Shit. You didn’t know?”

      I feel fury well up inside of me and I guess it’s showing on my face. “No clue,” I manage to say.

      “Sorry, man. Look, these girls are insane, but it’ll pass. Jenna will help Kylee out.”

      I clench my fists. “Aylin. That fucking…”

      “Try to calm down,” Brady says. “You can’t do anything about it, remember?”

      I let out a breath. “The fucking rules.”

      “We can’t interfere in their lives, we can’t steal each other’s girls, and we can’t force girls to do what we want.”

      I let out an angry laugh at that last one. “Trim is a little liberal with the forcing bit.”

      Brady makes a face. “Trim pretends to be a good man, but he’s a snake.”

      I stand up. “Tell Jenna I said thank you for being kind to Kylee,” I say. “Do you know where she is?”

      “Kylee? She’s here, I think. In her room.”

      I nod once. “Thank you.”

      I hurry away from him before he can say anything else. I head upstairs and toward Kylee’s apartment, my mind reeling.

      Fucking Aylin. I knew this would be a problem sooner or later but I hoped it would be later. I hoped the girl would have the sense to stay away for a while. She wants our little match to work out, at least for her family’s sake. She’s a mean, spiteful, deluded girl and I have no interest in her. She should let that go.

      Instead, she’s bothering Kylee, and that I can’t allow.

      I knock on the door. There’s an answer from inside and I push the door open.

      Kylee’s sitting on the couch, knees to her chest. She smiles a little as I step inside and shut the door behind me.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine,” she says.

      “I just heard.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      I let out a growl of frustration. “I’m not supposed to interfere, but I swear, if that girl comes near you again…” I trail off.

      Kylee smiles a little bit. “What, you’ll beat her up?”

      I work my jaw. “No.”

      “Then what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Come on, Walker. Calm down. I’m the one that should be pissed, right?”

      I sigh and walk over to the bar. I pour a drink, splashing some whiskey on the floor before knocking it all back in one violent gulp. Kylee laughs from her spot and turns around on the couch to watch me.

      “Don’t be dramatic,” she says.

      I get ahold of myself then pour a second drink. I turn and face her, cocking my head slightly. “Did you know that there are rules we’re supposed to follow? I almost forgot about them.”

      “Really?” she asks.

      “Really.”

      “What are they?”

      I smile despite myself. “We’re not supposed to get involved in your life. How are we supposed to get to know you without doing that?”

      “Who knows,” she says, shaking her head. “That’s a weird rule.”

      “In theory, I shouldn’t get involved in your shit with Aylin. But I promise, that won’t stop me.”

      She grins at me, shaking her head. “You’re so scary.”

      I clench my jaw. “Kylee.”

      “What are the other rules?” she asks suddenly.

      I relax a little bit. “We can’t steal girls from each other. The sponsors, I mean. We can’t take a girl that’s already been chosen.”

      “Makes sense.”

      I walk over to her and sit down on the couch. I sit close, leg against her leg, and she leans toward me, eyes sparkling.

      “What’s the last one?” she whispers.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      She nods. “Go ahead. Tell me.”

      I tilt her chin toward me, lips up toward mine. “I can’t force you to be my girl,” I say softly.

      She starts in surprise. “What?”

      “I can’t force you. If you want out of this, I think all you have to do is tell Dean Trim I’m taking you against your will.”

      She’s quiet for a second, staring into my eyes. I look right back, trying to steady my breathing.

      If she wants out of this, she can get out. I’m not going to make her be my girl if she doesn’t want to be. Maybe it was fun for a day or two, moving her in here, sponsoring her as a surprise, all that. But Aylin just made this shit real, and I’m not going to drag Kylee through this if she doesn’t want it.

      “So I can get out of this… right now?” she asks.

      “Right now.”

      “Huh.” A little smile crosses her face. “You’d better be nice to me then.”

      I can’t help but smile back. I didn’t expect that response, not at all. “Oh, really? And what would being nice get me?”

      “I don’t know.” She cocks her head a little, eyes staring into mine… inviting me. “Want to find out?”

      “Absolutely.” I press her lips against mine hungrily and let the kiss sink in deep, my body ringing with need.
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      I must have lost my mind.

      All I keep thinking about is getting away from Walker, about ending this sponsorship thing, about going back to the way things were before I met him. Instead, I’m sitting on this couch in this apartment that I totally despise and I’m… I’m kissing him.

      I’m letting his hands roam my body.

      I’m doing everything I know I shouldn’t.

      “I knew you wouldn’t run,” he whispers in my ear. “I knew it the second I came in here.”

      “How could you?” I ask. “You think you know me so well already?”

      “No,” he whispers, hand gripping my hair. A hard thrill runs down my spine and I let out a little gasp. My lips part as his brush up against mine, both rough and smooth and soft. He has slight stubble along his chin and cheeks and his lips are full and delicious. “But I can tell you’re too interested to stay away.”

      “Interested. That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      His hand grips my hair tighter. “You want me to put it another way?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “I make you wet.” His lips whisper into my ear and I let out a soft gasp. “I make you dripping wet. Your nipples are hard right now and your pussy is dripping just thinking about me taking your body.”

      I groan as he kisses me hard, tongue against my tongue. His taste is so unfamiliar and so delicious and I know he’s right, deep down inside. It’s filthy and wrong and all so fast, but I can’t help myself.

      It’s like driving too fast alone at night on an empty highway. You know it’s stupid but it feels good, it feels addicting. You know you should slow down, but…

      The rush, the speed, god, it’s intoxicating.

      That’s how he feels. Everything about him is rough, intense, mysterious. He’s the kind of man I never in a million years thought I would ever be interested in.

      And yet here I am, giving myself over to him.

      I let out a little moan as he pulls me over on top of him. I grind my hips back, straddling him. His hands grab my shirt and pull it up over my head. I groan as he unhooks my bra, letting it fall forward. I slide it off and he grabs it suddenly, pulling my wrists behind my back.

      I gasp. “Walker,” I say.

      He smirks and I feel him wrap the bra around my wrists. Not too tight, but tight enough that my hands are bound behind my back. He pulls me forward, his hand on my chin, and he kisses me slowly.

      I’m leaning forward, supported by him, topless and totally at his mercy. I’ve never felt so exposed before in my life. My heart’s beating fast as his lips move down my neck and toward my breasts. I lean back, sitting up, putting my weight down on my center as he teases my nipples with his tongue.

      “Look at you,” he whispers. “Beautiful body. You know that? Tight breasts, perky nipples. Fuck, girl. I can’t help myself whenever you’re around.”

      “Must make it easier when I’m all tied up.”

      He smirks, head cocked. “I think it does.”

      He practically licks his lips and I can only imagine what he’s thinking about. He kisses me again, hand hard in my hair, pulling it tight. He stands suddenly, lifting me up into the air. I gasp, surprised by how easily he lifts me, but I shouldn’t be. He’s twice my size.

      I wrap my legs around him and he holds me up, hands cupping my ass. He kisses me like that, long and slow, before he puts me back down on the floor, knees on the carpet, chest facing the couch. I lean up against it, breasts on the cushions and head turned to watch him slowly unbutton my jeans. He smirks as he tugs them back, managing to get them over my hips and full ass before he slides them down. I help him get them down off my legs, biting my lip as I’m pinned down tight to the cushions. When he’s done, I’m on all fours wearing just my panties with my wrists tied behind my back.

      I watch his face as he stares at my body. He takes me in, every inch of me, and there’s a hungry gleam in his eye. It sends a thrill so hot along my skin that I swear I can barely breathe.

      He leans over me, gripping my hair, and kisses me softly before pushing me back down. He pins me there with one hand while the other pushes my panties aside. I gasp as his fingers cleave the center of my pussy, spreading my lips open. He finds my clit from behind and rolls it, gentle at first.

      “Soft like honey,” he whispers. “And you seem to love being tied up. Do you like being under control, little Kylee?”

      “Maybe,” I moan. “I’ve never done it before.”

      “We can stop if you want. I can let your wrists go.”

      Something flashes inside of me. I feel it stark and intense. “No,” I gasp.

      His smile says everything. “Good girl.”

      He teases me more with his fingers, sliding them along my lips, spreading me, rolling along me. He touches every inch of my pussy and focuses on my clit with his rough-tipped fingers. I gasp as the calluses roll on my sensitive spot, my swollen little nub.

      It’s obvious he knows what he’s doing. I groan and bite my lip almost too hard. He slides his fingers back and pushes them into my pussy.

      Pleasure and pain. His fingers are thick and my pussy’s tight, especially back in this position. I groan and throw my head back.

      He chuckles with delight and grabs my hair, pushing his fingers deeper. “That’s too much for you?” he whispers.

      “No,” I moan. “Not at all.”

      “Good. I’m just getting started.”

      He fucks me from behind with his fingers, spreading me wide. I groan and slowly fall into the pleasure, letting it bleed up along my skin. It radiates outward as he takes me. I can’t believe my hands are tied behind my back and I test my bond, but it’s tight enough to keep me pinned there.

      I love it. God, I love it. Part of me is shocked at how much I love being tied up like this. I’ve never done it before, never thought about it, but this felt so natural. He bound my wrists so easily and I just…

      I knelt for him. I got down on my knees, let him peel off my jeans, and now he’s using my pussy however he wants.

      “Good,” he whispers, pulling his fingers back. I look over my shoulder at him as he bends forward and kisses my spine, once for each vertebra, moving down toward my ass. “Your skin tastes incredible. Like dandelion tea.”

      I smile a little. “I didn’t know that existed.”

      He smirks and kisses me, moving closer, until he reaches my ass. I gasp when he moves my panties aside further and spreads me wide.

      I feel myself blushing. He can see everything. I’m entirely exposed for him, my pussy, my ass, everything. There’s no hiding from him now and frankly… it’s driving me wild.

      God, I like being stared at and I like being tied up. I’m learning a lot about myself.

      His tongue laps me top to bottom. I gasp when it gets to my ass and doesn’t stop. He licks me all around, ass and back to pussy, sliding inside. It’s warm and firm and makes me groan from pleasure and shock and delight. I let him tongue me, licking every inch of me from behind, and he grunts his pleasure.

      “Delicious,” he says. “Just like I knew you’d be.”

      He pulls back and slaps my ass. I gasp as a jolt of pain flicks through my body.

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “I won’t leave a bruise. I won’t spank you too hard, unless you ask me to.”

      “Do it again,” I say.

      He grins and spanks me again, a little harder, but not too hard. I groan and he does it again, again, and I know my ass is red with his handprint.

      He pulls back abruptly and stands. I stare at him, his likeness tilted at an angle as I look over my shoulder. He undresses slowly, taking off his shirt and tossing it on the floor, taking off his belt, taking off his jeans. I can see the outline of his massive hard cock straining against his black boxer briefs before he takes those off.

      I bite my lip and force myself not to gasp. He’s the biggest man I’ve ever seen. Honestly, I didn’t know men could get so… thick. He’s long and thick and he takes himself in his fist, clearly loving the way I stare at him.

      “Don’t worry,” he says. “I’ll be gentle.”

      “Can you be gentle with… that?” I gape at him.

      He smirks and kneels down behind me, cock at the perfect level. He teases me with his tip, stroking it up and down my pussy. My panties are totally useless now, just pushed to the side and dripping from my juice.

      “I can be gentle,” he says softly. “I can be rough. What do you like, Kylee?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit.

      “Okay then. Let’s find out.”

      And slowly, he sinks himself deep inside my pussy.

      I gasp, surprised at first. I can’t believe he even fits, let alone can slide deeper and deeper and… so much deeper than I even knew a man could go. He fills me to the brim, edge to edge, stretches me, drives me wild. I gasp and clench my hands. I feel him grab my wrists where the bra ties them together and he does something.

      My hands come free. I groan and grab onto the edge of the couch, digging my fingers into the cushion as he fills me. He leans over me and pulls my hair back, tilting my chin over my shoulder. He kisses me with his cock buried deep between my legs.

      “Just like I thought,” he coos in my ear. “You can fit so much more than you knew.”

      “Oh, god,” I moan. “I don’t think I can handle any more.”

      “Maybe not yet.”

      He rocks back and sinks himself deeper again. He moves like that, fucking me slowly, gently, hands caressing my breasts and nipples.

      And passionate pleasure rips through my skin like fire.

      I can’t help myself. I’m moaning the whole time and he’s not even fucking me hard. It feels so good having my pussy stretched and taken like this. My wrists aren’t bound anymore but they don’t need to be. He controls every inch of me, every fiber of my body. It’s all burning, all lit up with fire and pleasure and everything good. I gasp, panting his name.

      “Oh, god, Walker,” I whisper. “Oh my god.”

      “That feels good? You like having my cock buried deep inside your tight little cunt?”

      I shiver at his words. He’s so filthy, so incredible. “Yes,” I gasp. “God, I love it. Fuck me. Fuck my tight little…” I trail off.

      “Go ahead. Say it.”

      “Fuck my tight little cunt.” I moan, gasping as he pulls my hair. I feel so filthy and good as he moves faster, cock pumping in and out of me. I’m tensed, every muscle clenched, as pleasure and pain mingle and mix and make each other even more intense.

      “My Kylee,” he whispers. “You want to come already, don’t you? I can feel you tensing.”

      “Please,” I moan. “Oh my god. Don’t fucking stop.”

      He keeps going and I’m grinding back against him. We’re fucking faster, not too fast, but enough that I’m sweating and pushing and moaning. I can’t believe how good it feels. I’m honestly shocked that this can drive me so absolutely wild but he’s not slowing, not stopping, and the pleasure’s only getting better.

      “If you come now, I’m going to make you clean my cock off with your tongue,” he whispers. “You’re going to suck my cock clean and swallow every drop. Do you understand?”

      “Fuck,” I gasp. “Yes, I’ll do whatever you want. Don’t fucking stop.”

      He keeps going, his hands on my body, teasing my breasts, gripping my hips. His cock is like magic fire between my legs, driving me wild. I push back, rolling my ass, hands gripping the couch so hard that my knuckles are bright white.

      “Come for me, filthy girl,” he growls. “Go ahead and come on my big cock.”

      “Yes,” I gasp. “Walker. Yes!” I throw my head back and I feel it hit me, the moment I’ve been building toward. It’s a black explosion of pleasure between my legs that makes my entire body shiver and shake and twitch. I lose control and love it as the orgasm rings in my ears, rings in my entire body.

      I’ve never experienced anything like it. I’m riding on the edge of blacking out and it’s so intensely good that I can hardly stand it. It’s like we’ve been edging closer and closer to this moment for years and just now am I getting what I’ve always wanted.

      The orgasm rips through me and he’s gentle but firm, fucking me the whole time. I come again and again and it seems endless. I’m a pool of drool and pleasure and I can feel my cum dripping down along his thick shaft.

      Slowly I come back to myself. Slowly I regain my senses. The orgasm doesn’t so much end as it drifts off, leaving me a twitching puddle of sweat and pleasure.

      He slides his cock out and I gasp, collapsing forward onto the body of the couch. He kneels back, smiling and looking at me. He stands up and grabs me by the hair, getting me onto my knees.

      “What did I tell you?” he whispers.

      “Yes, Walker,” I say, surprised by my answer.

      I take him in both hands. He’s dripping with my juice and I’m shocked that I had so much. I stroke him slowly with both hands, marveling that this massive cock could fit inside of my pussy, before I finally take him into my mouth.

      I can taste my pussy and cum on him. It’s strange and foreign but I almost like it. I suck him deep, taking him into my throat, before I lick him top to bottom. I lick every inch of him, cleaning him off, just like he wanted.

      “Fuck,” he groans. “That’s fucking good. You need to suck my cock, girl.”

      I take him into my mouth again and do just what he wants. I suck his tip hard, rolling my tongue along his tip. He growls and grabs my hair, pushing me down, making me gag. I pull back with a gasp and stroke him fast with both hands before sucking his tip again, still stroking.

      I stroke and suck him, letting my spit roll along his skin. I don’t care if it’s sloppy, I’m entirely into this, so lost in the moment that nothing else matters. He growls and groans his pleasure and I can’t stop. I need to taste it all, need to make him feel what I just felt.

      He grabs my hair again but this time doesn’t press. “Every drop,” he commands and I know what he means.

      He comes in my mouth. I push forward, letting him come onto my tongue and into my throat. I swallow him right away, letting the hot cum fill my mouth before I take it. I can’t slow down, can’t stop, as he groans through his orgasm.

      When he’s finished, I make sure he’s clean. I lick his tip, his shaft, and get anything I missed. When I’m done, he’s still hard.

      “Fucking hell, girl,” he growls, leaning down. To my surprise, he kisses me long and slow.

      He pulls me onto the couch. I curl up in his lap, head against his chest. His cock barely loses the steel and I can feel him pressed up against me the whole time we sit there. I adjust a little bit and realize I still have my panties on, although they’re just a wreck now.

      “Is that what you expected when you came over here?” I whisper to him.

      He shakes his head, nuzzling my hair. “No. But I think you did.”

      I smile a little to myself.

      Maybe I’m going insane. Maybe I’ve lost my mind completely and this is some kind of mental breakdown.

      But he’s right. As soon as he came in that door, part of me knew this would happen. It was inevitable.

      I thought that doing it once would get it out of my system. But now that I’ve had a taste…

      I need more. I know I need more. It’s crazy and stupid and reckless but I need more of him until I get it all.
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      We spend the rest of the day and that night in and out of bed. I only take a short break from her, just long enough to call up a few guys I know that are good about getting things done.

      I tell them to furnish Kylee’s dorm room just the way it was. I’ll worry about moving all her stuff back in later.

      I’m up early in the morning the next day. I call down for breakfast and coffee, and by the time she’s up and stretching like a cat, I’m already dressed.

      “Morning,” she says, peering out from behind her covers.

      “Morning,” I say. “Coffee?”

      She sits up, wearing only a white t-shirt and I’m pretty sure nothing else, at least if I remember correctly. I bring her over a mug that says “World’s Best Boss!” and hand it to her.

      She takes it with a little smile, takes a sip, and puts it down on the nightstand.

      “Uhm, we should probably talk about last night.”

      I grunt a little and shake my head. “Why ruin it?”

      She glares at me. “It won’t ruin anything, you jerk.”

      “We had a good time. We don’t need to analyze every detail.”

      That seems to annoy her. She climbs out of bed and, sure enough, no panties. I think she didn’t realize that at first but she’s blushing by the time she makes it to the bathroom. She slams the door behind her and starts the shower.

      I smile and head back into the main room to finish my coffee and grab something to eat. She’s dressed and glaring at me again by the time I’m completely through with breakfast.

      “Look, I have stuff to do today,” she says.

      I can’t help but laugh. “Wow. Kicking me out?”

      “No, I mean—”

      “And not even being classy about it. Ouch, Kylee. I’m almost hurt.”

      She glares at me some more. “Look, I’m not trying to be mean or whatever. I just have class.”

      “Don’t worry, I get it. I’ve used every excuse in the book. I’ve kicked out my fair share of women over the years.” I grin at her, shaking my head. “Look, I’m not going to stay, but you should know that I moved most of your stuff back into the dorms.”

      She hesitates a second, clearly taken off guard. “You did?”

      “Well, not your original stuff, since that’s all here. But I had my guys furnish it. You just need to bring your stuff back over or let me move it.”

      She chews her lip and doesn’t answer. After a second she walks over to the food cart, pours another mug of coffee, and takes a long sip.

      “Thanks,” she says finally.

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re thanking me? I’m actually surprised.”

      “Don’t ruin this too, okay?”

      I grin at her and nod. “Look, just let me know what you want, okay? I’ll move you back and things can go back to normal.”

      That makes her hesitate. She picks up a little English muffin and nibbles on the top half thoughtfully for a second. “Can they go back to normal though?” she asks.

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “But this all happened,” she says, pushing forward. “I mean, your old girl knows you dropped her and picked me up. So it doesn’t matter what you do now. I’m already… a part of this.”

      I frown at that. “Aylin won’t be a problem. She’ll get over it and find some other rich sucker to take care of her.”

      “She already is a problem though. I mean, I’m not trying to guilt you… or maybe I am.” She looks frustrated and drops the muffin back down onto the plate. “Look, I just don’t know if there’s a normal from here on out, okay?”

      I nod slowly and watch her carefully. I can tell she’s upset but she’s not on the verge of tears or anything like that. No, she’s just being… realistic.

      “Why don’t I walk you back to your dorm?” I ask her quietly. “I’ll carry some of your stuff.”

      She meets my gaze and nods once. “Okay. Fine. I guess that’s the least you can do.”

      I grin at her and gesture back toward the room. “Go pack up then, princess. It’d be my pleasure to carry your bags.”

      She grins back at me. “You are a good little servant boy, aren’t you?”

      “Only because my mistress pays so well… and provides such nice bonuses.” I wiggle my eyebrows at her and she laughs. I love the sound of that laugh. It’s like ice cracking or wind chimes just barely moving.

      She heads back into the bedroom and comes out a few minutes later with a backpack and a small travel suitcase jammed with clothes. I grab them both from her and we head out onto campus and back toward the dorms.

      She’s quiet on our stroll and I decide not to push her. If she doesn’t want to talk, that’s okay. I’m fine with being quiet for a little while, and besides, it’s a nice day.

      Say what you will about Gradus but the campus really is beautiful. The landscape is impeccably maintained by the groundskeepers and the buildings themselves are beautiful structures. It feels like your typical small, New English fancy elite school with ivy crawling up brick facades, black wrought-iron gates, and dew dripping from ancient trees onto nearly ancient sidewalks.

      I get why the girls like it here, even despite the whole sponsorship thing. It’s idyllic. I could see why people used to come here to fall in love back in the day, back before this sponsorship thing became completely corrupted.

      Back then it was about making alliances and marriages between families, but now it’s all about money and power and privilege. Or maybe I’m just glorifying some past that never existed, who knows.

      At any rate, I feel good walking alongside Kylee, lugging her bags along like a dutiful porter.

      We finally reach the dorms and she turns back to look at me. “Thanks,” she says for the second time this morning.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She takes the bags from me and hesitates. I can tell now she wants to talk but there’s something stopping her. She smiles up at me, a blinding, gorgeous smile.

      “See you later,” she says and turns away. She walks fast toward the dorm and disappears inside.

      I hesitate there for a moment with a smile on my face. I can still feel her body under mine. The morning sun’s warm on my skin and people are already moving around in small groups, talking quietly, laughing and smiling. It’s that sort of morning, and it almost makes me want to be a student again.

      I turn to head back to the sponsored dorms, figuring I’d pack her stuff up, but something catches my attention. There’s another person lingering nearby, a man wearing a white button-down shirt tucked into worn jeans and cowboy boots. He detaches himself from the tree he was leaning against and flicks a cigarette onto the ground, stubbing it out with the heel of his right boot.

      I look at the man and feel my body tense. I know this man, have known him for a very long time. I didn’t expect to see him here, hell, I didn’t expect to ever see him again. He’s not the kind of person that would typically leave Texas for something that isn’t the most important thing in the world.

      He strolls over to me, smiling laconically. His mustache is groomed and his short hair is cropped close and slicked back.

      “Hey you, boy,” he calls in greeting.

      I clench my jaw. “Manny,” I say.

      Manny stops a few feet away and tilts his head. “Your daddy said I’d find you here. Didn’t expect to find you with a friend.”

      “What are you doing out here?” I ask him. “My father finally decided you’re completely useless?”

      He flinches at that. “Easy there. I’m not here to make enemies.”

      “What are you here for then?”

      Manny sighs and takes a box of cigarettes from his back pocket. He flips one out and sticks it between his teeth before taking out a lighter and breathing in deep.

      Manny is my father’s right-hand man. He’s been the number two for as long as I can remember, probably since before I was even born. He’s a nasty man, a snake of a human, even worse than my father. He’s the one my father turns to when dirty things need doing, and Manny never flinches from it.

      His presence out here is making me nervous. Manny doesn’t get sent on small tasks like this, whatever it may be. If he’s here, it’s important.

      “Your father sent me to fetch you.”

      I blink for a second then cock my head. “Did he now?”

      “Look, Walker. I get it, you didn’t want any of this, and now you’re rebelling against your old man. I can’t rightly say any of this is easy on you. But son, you gotta come home now.”

      “I don’t have to do anything, Manny. You of all people should know that.”

      He looks at me, sucking in on his cigarette and breathing a long white gust back out the corner of his mouth.

      “Don’t make this hard on us,” he says. “You know how your father is. If he wants you home, you go home.”

      “I haven’t done what my father wants for a long time.”

      “Only because he’s let you.” The man sighs. “Listen, I hate that I’m out here having to drag you back home like some damn nanny, but he didn’t trust anyone else. Don’t be difficult.”

      I sneer at Manny. “Difficult? Do you even know why I’m out here?”

      “To marry that pretty oil girl. Sounds terrible.” He rolls his eyes and takes another drag.

      “I’m here because my father threatened to destroy everything I’ve built. I’m only here because of that.”

      He only shrugs. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “You know my father. How do you think he’d respond to threats?”

      Manny raises an eyebrow. “I see what you’re getting at.”

      “I’m done being under his thumb. Go back and tell him that.”

      He sighs and flicks his cigarette down. “I’m sorry you feel that way,” he says. “But the thing is, I can’t go back until I have you, and I hate leaving Texas.”

      He takes a few steps toward me and I can see his intent. He’s going to try and drag me back with him, even if it means doing it against my will.

      Maybe back when I was a little kid, this would’ve worked. Maybe he thinks I’m still that little kid, still that thin, dirty, disobedient child.

      But as he gets closer and I don’t back off, I think he starts to realize something.

      I’m bigger than he is.

      Oh, not by a whole lot. He’s not a small man. But I’m taller and broader and younger. And I haven’t been smoking for twenty years. I can see him doing the math and I watch his hand drift toward his belt.

      “Don’t,” I say softly.

      That makes him pause, his eyes hard. I know what he’s reaching for. I don’t see it, but I know he’s got a gun there. The man doesn’t go anywhere without it. He’s a Texan, after all.

      “What makes you think I shouldn’t?” he asks, a slow drawl, but his hand doesn’t move.

      “Look around,” I say, not moving, not breaking my gaze away. “You think these liberal arts girls are going to react well to seeing a gun out in the open? This isn’t Texas, Manny.”

      He narrows his eyes but slowly relaxes. “You may be right about that.”

      “You want to bring me in to my father? You’re going to have to be a little more creative.”

      I watch him struggle with that for a second. I can tell he wants to rush me, pull the gun, do something. Manny isn’t the kind of man that’s used to being denied something he wants and doing nothing about it. But if he’s smart, he won’t make a move.

      He finally reaches back and takes out another cigarette. I release some of the tension I’ve been storing in my muscles, relaxing just a little bit.

      “All right then,” he says finally. “I see how it’s going to be.”

      “I know you’re gonna want to return with more muscle, but you should think twice about that.”

      He grins at me. “You remind me a lot of your old man, you know that.”

      I shudder. “That’s not the compliment you think it is.”

      “Ain’t an insult, neither.” He turns and walks off with a wave. “See you soon, kid.”

      I watch him go, staring at the gun-shaped bump on his back tucked into the waistband of his jeans.

      Goddamn Texan assholes. They think they can carry guns wherever they want to, like it’s some God-given right to own a weapon that’s only purpose is to murder people. If he had pulled it, I bet the girls around here would’ve freaked the fuck out, and I don’t need that kind of attention right now.

      I stroll back to the dorm, dark thoughts brewing in my mind.

      My father wants me back, but that’s not a good thing. I’m sure he knows about me dropping Aylin and wants to chew me out. The man still thinks of me as something he owns but it’s time to step out from under that shadow.

      I know what that means. He’s going to destroy what I’ve built, destroy my company. That’ll affect me and all my employees, and I hate that bastard for it.

      But I know I can give my people good severance packages and still walk away with cash in my pocket. If he never gives me another dime, I’ll be happier for it. I won’t need my trust, any of the investments. I can be free of him completely.

      He thinks he still owns me, but he doesn’t. It’s just time for him to figure that out.
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      I spend that afternoon at class and end up meeting Iris and Jenna out near the lake before dinner. We walk down a popular path, skirting around other groups of girls talking and laughing in the surprisingly good weather.

      “So you really like him, huh?” Jenna asks me.

      I shake my head. “I wouldn’t put it that way.”

      “But you… slept over with him.” Iris whispers it like it’s some horrible dirty secret.

      “Yeah, I know,” I say as Jenna elbows Iris in the ribs. “But that doesn’t mean we’re in love.”

      “Shocking, I know,” Jenna says.

      Iris glares at her and looks back at me. “Look, I’m not some prude, I’m just saying, can you really say you don’t like him at all even though you… you know?”

      I glance away from her, over toward the water. She has a point even though I hate to admit it. I can pretend like I’m tough as nails and I can divorce sex from feelings, but it’s not true.

      “It’s okay if you do, you know,” Jenna says softly.

      “Just because you fell in love with a sponsor doesn’t mean we’re all going to.” I say it a little more harshly than I meant and Jenna frowns at me.

      “You don’t have to love him to like him,” Iris quickly cuts in.

      I feel guilty for lashing out at Jenna. She means well, I just think she has a skewed perspective. She thinks everyone can be just like her…

      But I’m not. Things with Walker are complicated. It’s like we’re playing some game together and we both sort of secretly hate each other… but we’re playing to win anyway.

      It’s hot and it’s complicated and I don’t know what any of it means.

      “I guess I’m just trying to figure it out still,” I say finally.

      Jenna’s expression softens. “Yeah, okay. I get it. I’m sorry if I’m being pushy. I just want you to be happy like I am.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “I was skeptical at first, you know. It could work out.”

      “She’s right,” Iris adds. “We could all end up with gorgeous, rich, amazingly well-hung husbands and be best friends forever and totally happy until the day we die surrounded by hundreds of grandchildren.”

      I make a face at her. “Hundreds?”

      “Or tens, whatever.”

      I groan. “I’m having two kids and that’s it.”

      “Why two?” Jenna asks.

      “So they have someone to play with, but they won’t outnumber us.”

      Jenna and Iris laugh. “Who’s the guy in this scenario?” Iris asks.

      “Nobody,” I grumble although I’m definitely picturing Walker. I blush as the girls laugh at me again.

      “Okay, come on,” Jenna says. “Let’s go get something to eat.”

      “Finally,” Iris says. “We’ve been walking for hours.”

      “Ten minutes,” I say to her and we all laugh as we head back to campus. The cafeteria isn’t far away and we all dig into our bags to get out our student IDs in order to get in. But as I dig around in mine, I let out a curse.

      “I left it back in the dorm,” I say. “That moron moved it and now I’m all messed up.”

      “I’ll go back with you,” Jenna offers.

      “No, that’s okay. Don’t leave Iris. She’ll riot.”

      Iris glares but she doesn’t argue. “I’m hungry!” she snaps.

      I laugh and wave, “I’ll be back in a minute.” I hurry off, leaving my two friends behind.

      I’m preoccupied as I walk. I keep thinking about that fantasy of two kids and a husband. I wonder if I really can see myself with Walker for real. I don’t know what he’d feel about that, if he’d even want to be a father or if he wants a wife or anything. All I know is he wants me, but that could just be for… you know, my body, or whatever.

      I wish I could just ask him but I can already see how that’d go.

      

      Me: Hey, Walker. Do you want to get married? Settle down with me and get me pregnant? Twice though, no more, no less. I gotta have two babies. You down for that?

      Walker: Uhhhhhhhhhhh

      Me: I mean no pressure but let’s get married and get me pregnant NOW, okay?

      Walker: Guess I’d better start running.

      

      It’s not exactly a flattering picture. I mean, I’m not a crazy person. I’m not interested in getting married right now to anyone, much less to that asshole. I just think about the future, that’s all… and I wonder if he does, too.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid. I don’t even know if I like him. Iris and Jenna have this stupid little fantasy in my head and I’d better get it out before I see him again. I swear, the man can read my mind.

      I turn down a side walkway, trying to shave off a few seconds as I hurry to the dorms, when I hear someone call my name. I should just keep going but I slow and stop before slowly turning.

      Aylin and her little cronies come walking toward me. She’s flanked by four girls this time, two on each side.

      And she’s grinning like a moron.

      “Just who we were looking for,” she says viciously.

      “Aylin,” I say, “I’m not in the mood for this.”

      “Mood?” she laughs as they get closer. “Fuck your moods, bitch.”

      I should run away. I don’t know why I don’t start moving. They haven’t surrounded me or anything, but they’re getting closer and if I don’t move now, it’s going to be too late.

      I can’t seem to make my legs work. They get closer and it’s like I’m rooted to the ground. I realize just as they stop a few feet away that it’s fear paralyzing me and I feel pathetic. Why would I be afraid of these spoiled rich girls?

      Because I know what they’re capable of…

      I’ve heard the stories, some of them rumors, some of them right from Jenna herself. I know what these girls do when they’re angry.

      “Well, bitch, you gonna apologize now?” Aylin asks me as her friends laugh. “Or are you too stupid to know what’s good for you?”

      “Go to hell,” I croak.

      “Grab her,” Aylin snaps.

      Three girls come at me. One hangs back, frowning a little bit, like this wasn’t what she expected. Two of those girls grab my arms and the third grabs my bag, ripping it off. They toss me off balance and one of them shoves me onto my ass.

      The girls cackle. Aylin walks over to me and kneels down in front of me.

      “Listen, bitch. I don’t want to make your life a living hell, I really don’t. But I’m going to if you don’t stop taking what’s mine. Do you understand?”

      There’s anger in her voice and eyes, but the thing that really gets me is the desperation.

      She’s afraid of something. She’s doing this because she feels like she has to.

      “Aylin, I thought we were just scaring her,” the girl that hung back says.

      “Oh, fuck off, Britney,” Aylin snaps at the girl. She stands up and kicks me in the chest, knocking me back.

      My head hits the pavement. I groan as black stars shoot across my vision.

      “Aylin!” The girl named Britney runs over. “What the hell?”

      “Fuck off, you pussy,” Aylin says, sounding desperate.

      I get up on one elbow, rubbing my head with a groan. I watch as the other three girls rip open my bag and dump it out on the ground. Vaguely, I’m aware of my laptop dropping down onto the concrete with a clatter and one of the girls laughing a she picks it up and slams it down even harder.

      I watch them stomp on my books, tear out pages, destroy my laptop. Meanwhile, Aylin’s arguing with the Britney girl.

      I realize nobody’s watching me. So I manage to stumble to my feet.

      “Hey!” Aylin shouts. “Bitch! I’m not through with you yet.”

      But I’m already running. I charge at the group of three girls, surprising this short heavy girl with dark eyelashes. I slam right into her, shoving her to the ground as hard as I can. She hits with a groan and I elbow past the other two. I think I catch one in the mouth but I don’t stop to investigate.

      I just run. I’m dizzy from where my head hit the pavement and I know that if I stay, they’re going to do worse. They’re going to be pissed as it is.

      I run as fast as I can. I run blindly, stupidly. I still have my phone shoved in the back pocket of my jeans but I bet it’s cracked from when I was knocked on my ass. I don’t stop to check it though. I just keep running until I end up outside of the sponsored dorms.

      I’m breathing hard when I go inside. The man behind the desk looks concerned but he doesn’t say anything as I walk past. I head up in the elevators, up to my room.

      This is the safest place I know. The girls can’t follow me here, but more than that, Walker’s going to be in there. As much as it all confuses me, I still find it strangely comforting to have him around.

      I hurry up to his door, no, it’s my door, either way I stop there and lean up against it, breathing heavy. I’m sweating a little bit and still dizzy and my head hurts from where I hit it. I catch my breath before finally knocking.

      He answers right away. He looks the same to me as when I left him… but I’m seeing him differently. He looks a little surprised to see me then his eyes narrow. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Aylin,” I say.

      He growls and brings me inside. He gets me ice for my head and paces in front of me like a wild cat.

      “I’ll kill her,” he says.

      “Walker.”

      He glances at me. “Fine. I won’t kill her. But I’ll make this stop. God damn it, Kylee. She should never, ever touch you.”

      “It’s okay,” I say vaguely, smiling at him. “I’m already feeling better.”

      He stops and faces me. He suddenly drops to his knees in front of me and takes one of my hands between his.

      “Listen to me,” he says. “I brought you into this, and I’m sorry for that. I never meant…”

      “I know that.” I smile and touch his face. “You’re nice, aren’t you?”

      He cocks his head. “What?”

      I laugh a little. Maybe it’s the bump to the head but I’m feeling weirdly at ease right now.

      “You pretend like you’re this bad boy, angry all the time, cocky and conceited and whatever, but you’re really nice, aren’t you?”

      He smirks a little. “Only to people I want.”

      “And you want me?”

      “I think that’s obvious by now.”

      I blink and stare into his eyes. I knew he wanted my body, but the idea that he wants me…

      He moves closer. “I’ll make it stop,” he says. “I promise.”

      “I’m not sure you can. And isn’t it against the rules?”

      “You know I don’t care about that.”

      “Of course not. Bad boy.”

      He grins and sits up, pushing me back against the couch. He puts his right hand on my cheek, moving it back to slide the tips of his fingers into my hair, and he kisses me.

      It’s a special kind of kiss. There’s hunger, desire, but it’s also… tender, gentle, slow. Like he doesn’t want to hurt me. Like he just wants to taste me, to know that I’m still there.

      He kisses me deep and I bask in it. God, this is what I’ve been wanting but haven’t known it. I wish I could’ve asked for this sooner.

      “I promise,” he whispers.

      “I believe you,” I whisper back, and he kisses me again.
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      I’m angry as I undress her.

      I’m angry at myself above everything else. This is my fault and I know it. I brought this into her life, dragged her into this world, and now she’s getting hurt because of me.

      I hate myself for being a selfish prick. But now that she’s here, I’m not going to let it hurt her again.

      She’s right about what she said. She’s here now and there’s no going back.

      I take off her shirt. I drag her to her feet and kiss her neck, her lips, her ear. I kiss her chest and take off her bra before kissing her breasts and nipples, licking them in circles, tasting the salt of her sweat and finding I only want more.

      I kiss every inch of her skin as I move her back to the bedroom. I push her down onto the bed and peel her jeans off, her panties off. I kiss her ankles, her calves, her thighs. I taste her perfect pussy, lapping her up, licking her.

      I drink in her moans. She laces her fingers in my hair and grabs tight. I suck her clit, wanting so desperately to make her feel better. I lick her and slide my fingers deep inside to fuck her and she moans, whispers my name, begs my name.

      She takes off my belt, takes off my shirt, kisses my abs, runs fingers along the defined muscles on my back. I let her undress me before grabbing a fist of her hair and kissing her, tongue against her tongue.

      I’m buzzing, every inch of my body tingling with pent-up desire and need. Even though I tasted her less than a day ago, I feel like it’s been weeks. I don’t want to leave this bed, don’t want to leave her.

      She takes my cock in both hands, stroking me, and I groan. I love the feeling of her sliding her skin against mine before she finally takes me into her mouth. I groan as her wet, warm mouth sucks my tip, licks circles, slides down. I slip into her throat and she keeps going, sucking my cock lovingly, almost gently.

      It feels incredible, my heart’s hammering. I grab her hair tight and let her suck me, sitting on the edge of the bed, her back straight. I fondle her breasts gently, teasing her nipples, letting her spit roll down my shaft.

      “Every time you’re not around I’m thinking about this body,” I growl, unable to stop myself. “I think about your lips on my cock, your tight pussy on my tongue. I want to make you moan, Kylee. I want to make you swear and beg and come.”

      “Yes,” she whispers, looking up at me. “I want it all.”

      “That’s a good girl,” I growl and push her back onto the bed. I grab her and roll her over, getting her up on her hands and knees. I slap her ass and spread it wide, licking her, tonguing her. I taste her every inch and slap her ass again before I slide my cock deep inside.

      She’s so damn slick and tight I can’t help but groan as I fill her. I love the way her back arches, her limbs tense as she takes me. She throws her hair back and looks at me over her shoulder as I start to slowly pump in and out, fucking her tight pussy. I slap her ass again, grabbing it, loving the red marks I’m going to leave. She starts to move her hips, pushing back against mine.

      There’s almost something desperate in her look and I know what she wants. I fuck her harder, spanking her rough. I grab her hair and pull her back against me. I kiss her, my other hand teasing her breasts before finding her clit. My cock’s buried deep between her legs, pulsing with desire for her, hard as fucking granite.

      I push her back down and fuck her. I dominate her, control her. I thrust my cock deep inside her tight little cunt and I don’t hold back. She’s wiggling her hips, moaning, gasping, whispering my name. I know what she wants and I need to give it to her. I need it just as bad.

      Growls escape my lips and I’m an animal, nothing more, as I fuck her rough.

      This is what I need. God damn, it’s too delicious, too intense. I can’t stop myself as I thrust deeper, harder. I make her scream my name, moaning, whispering, her body tense and quivering as pleasure rocks through my body.

      I can feel my cock spread the deepest parts of her pussy and passion writhes along my skin. Her muscles are tense as I reach down and spank her tight ass and I know I need more. I need every inch, every bit of her skin, even moan she has. I need her to beg for me to keep fucking her tight cunt and even then I might never stop.

      I lean over her, grabbing her hair tight. “You drive me wild,” I growl in her ear. “Every inch of you. You drive me insane. Your tight pussy, your tight body. Fuck, girl.”

      She groans in response, wiggling her hips, pushing my cock deeper. I tease her breasts as she turns and kisses me over her shoulder.

      This is what I’ve been dreaming of, a woman like this, so deep and lost in passion that there’s nothing more than our bodies together, moving as one, writhing and fucking like this. It drives me wild, deeper into my frenzy.

      She half turns and I move back. She pushes me down onto the mattress and straddles me, her body glorious and tight, her breasts perky, her nipples hard. She eases back and gasps, arching her back, as my cock sinks inside her. I reach up and tease her breasts as she puts her palms flat on my chest, rolling her hips, working her back.

      “God, yes,” she moans. “I need every inch of you. Slap my ass again.”

      I do what she wants. I slap her ass hard. She groans and wiggles down, burying my cock deeper.

      “You like a little pain with your pleasure, you dirty girl,” I say, sitting up. I wrap my arms around her and kiss her hard as she slowly moves her hips. “You love having my big cock spread you open like this.”

      “Yes,” she moans. “God, yes. I can’t help it.”

      “You think it’s wrong?”

      “I think it’s too good to be true.”

      “Most things are.” I bite her bottom lip. “But not this, sweetheart.”

      She pushes me back and starts riding faster. I watch sweat drip down her skin and my cock is granite between her legs. I grab her hips and move her along, helping her, pushing her forward as she rides faster and faster.

      I watch her toss her hair back, her hands clenching, knuckles white. I know that look, I’ve seen it in her eyes before. I know where she is right now, lost in her pleasure, so deep in it she can barely see the world outside her. I grab her hips tighter and fuck up into her, thrusting hard with every motion of her hips.

      “Come for me,” I growl, more a command than anything else.

      “I’m so close,” she practically whines.

      I pull her off me, pushing her onto her back. I slide my cock deep inside her pussy and fuck her like that, her legs around my hips. I thrust deeper, harder, and kiss her lips as I fuck her. Our bodies grind together, pleasure and pain and everything right intensifying between us. I know what I want, what I need, and she’s going to give it to me.

      I growl and groan as she gasps. Her body stiffens, tightens. Her back arches and I know she’s about to come. I fuck her faster, an animal in heat, rutting my dirty girl.

      “Fuck,” she moans and she starts to come. Her orgasm rips through her body, almost violently. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life, but I don’t let it distract me. I have to a job to do.

      I fuck her faster, deeper. She gasps and her fingers grab onto the sheets. I don’t let go, don’t slow down. I take what I want and I want this pussy more than anything else.

      “God damn, girl,” I growl as I bite her bottom lip. She’s gasping, red, sweating. I’m on the edge of bliss. “I need to fill you up.”

      “Come for me then,” she groans.

      I feel it burst inside her. I come hard, deep inside her little pussy. I fill her up, fill her with my hot seed, and she moans for more. That’s what really drives me wild. She loves it, loves my cum filling her up. She loves having me deep between her legs.

      We collapse back onto the bed. She’s smiling, blinking like she just saw a bright light.

      “I’m not sure fucking like that is the best thing for a head injury,” she says after a bit.

      I laugh and kiss her. “Complaining?”

      “Not at all.”

      We stay in bed together. We don’t do anything more than just lay side by side, our hands touching. I feel strange, almost dizzy.

      I’ve never wanted to stay in bed like this before. Normally I can’t wait to get up, but this…

      I feel good. I feel right.

      That’s all I really need to know.
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      I spend another night with Walker.

      Maybe I should be more skeptical, I don’t know. Maybe I should think about exactly what’s happening here between us.

      I guess I don’t have that in me. I’d rather not think about what this all means or why I’m doing any of it. I’d rather close my eyes and just…

      Let myself be happy. Let myself enjoy it, at least a little bit.

      “I need to take care of something.”

      Walker looks pensive as he sits in the kitchen sipping coffee from a big red mug. I cross my legs up under me and frown back at him. “Okay,” I say. “What is it? Anything I can do to help?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry. I just… need to go home for a little bit.”

      He doesn’t look happy about it. I reach down and fiddle with my own mug of coffee, wondering why he says “home” like it’s some kind of curse.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask.

      “I don’t exactly have a good relationship with my father,” he says slowly. “He’s calling me back home and I decided that it’s easier to go deal with that than it is to fight it.”

      “Complicated relationship with your father, huh?” I ask, a little smile creeping onto my lips. “Sounds like a typical rich boy.”

      He rolls his eyes, smiling slightly. “Yeah, well. I’m a walking cliché, what can I say.”

      “When will you be back?”

      “Soon,” he says. “I promise. I don’t plan on staying there a second longer than I have to.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”

      He smiles and gets up, coming across the table. He leans down and kisses me softly. “I’m sure,” he says. “I appreciate the offer.”

      We finish breakfast and he walks me back out. Out on the sidewalk, he takes my hand for a second and looks me in the eye. I think he’s about to kiss me, but instead he turns and walks off without another word.

      “Complicated rich asshole,” I grumble to myself although I’m smiling as I head back to the dorm.
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        * * *

      

      I decide to skip class and take a nap. I know, it’s not the best decision in the world. I should make myself show up even if I didn’t get much sleep last night but I just can’t seem to do it.

      I only get up because Iris comes bursting into my room. Macey gives me an apologetic look as Iris jumps into my bed.

      “Where did you disappear to last night?” she yells. “I was so worried!”

      “Sorry,” I say, groggy. “What time is it?”

      “Did you sleep all freaking day?”

      I frown at her. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Yes. I slept all freaking day. What time is it?”

      “After five.”

      I groan. I really did sleep all day.

      “I should probably get up.”

      “You think?” Iris looks at me like I’m insane. “What the hell were you thinking? You missed class.”

      I grumble and sit up. “It’s fine. I have absences built up.”

      “Those are for when you’re sick!”

      I give her a look. “Seriously?”

      She frowns a little bit. “I mean, they should be at least.”

      “I’m sorry I disappeared on you,” I say softly. “Honestly, I didn’t mean it.”

      “What happened?”

      I glance over at Macey but she’s not listening. Either way it doesn’t matter. “Aylin happened,” I say.

      Iris’s eyes go wide. “What?”

      So I tell her the whole story. When I’m done, she looks like she wants to puke. I guess I can’t blame her.

      “That’s just…” She trails off. “That’s horrible, Kylee. I can’t believe they’d do that.”

      “I can,” I say. “Rich assholes.”

      That makes Iris uncomfortable. I know she comes from a wealthy family but I don’t really think of her that way. She’s a normal person that a lot of money, not one of those horrible rich bitches that rip open my bookbag and embarrass me whenever possible.

      “Are you okay though?” she asks me.

      “I’m fine. Walker took care of me.”

      She blushes a little bit. “Really?”

      “Oh my god, don’t be gross.”

      “I mean, you were gone all night, right?”

      “Yes, Iris. I slept over with him. Is that what you wanted to know?”

      She leans closer to me, eyes wide. “So you really do like your new sponsor, huh?”

      I shrug a little bit, glancing away. I’m not sure why I’m still fighting this but there’s something bugging me. “I don’t know,” I say finally.

      Iris groans. “That means you totally do.”

      “No, it means I don’t know.”

      “Right, sure, whatever. Oh, god, I’m going to lose another friend to these assholes.”

      “Iris!”

      She glowers at me. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her curse before, much less look angry.

      “Come on,” I say softly. “That’s not happening.”

      “Whatever.” She hops off my bed. “Come on, Jenna and Azrael are worried. Let’s go find them.”

      I nod a little and get up. “Give me a second.” I hurry into the bathroom, get myself cleaned up, throw on some clean clothes, and follow Iris back out into the hall.

      It’s usually quiet in the dorms around now. Most people are either at dinner, still at class, or just getting back and starting to study. Some girls are hanging around the bathrooms but otherwise all the doors are shut.

      We head down toward Jenna’s room and I get this strange feeling on the back of my neck. The girls over by the bathroom are both watching us. It takes me a second but I realize that I don’t recognize either of them and I’ve lived in this hall for nearly three years. I know every girl in here, at least by sight.

      “Hey, Iris,” I whisper to her. “Do you know those girls?”

      She frowns and looks at them for a second. “Uh, no, I don’t think so,” she says.

      Before I can ask if she thinks that’s a little weird, one of the girls turns and says something into the bathroom. I slowly stop walking as five more girls come spilling out… lead by Aylin herself.

      Iris is totally oblivious. She keeps going, ignoring the girls up ahead, before finally turning back at me with a frown on her face. “What’s wrong?” she asks then follows my gaze back toward the group of girls gathered at the other end of the hall.

      “Iris, go back to your room,” I say.

      Iris backs up toward me as the girls march down in our direction, Aylin in the lead.

      “Is that her?” Iris asks, her voice a squeak.

      “It’s her,” I say.

      “What are they doing here?” She stops when she gets next to me again but I can tell she’s wavering. “Hey!” she calls out. “You don’t live here!”

      Aylin sneers and comes faster. She’s practically running at me now.

      “Bitch!” Aylin screams. The other girls behind her scream out too, although I don’t really hear what they’re saying. My heart’s beating too loudly in my chest and I feel like I might throw up at any second.

      “Run!” I yell at Iris.

      That gets her moving. The blonde girl turns and sprints away, back down the hall toward my room.

      I don’t follow her. I know this is my fight. I’m not getting away, anyway. If I run, I’ll just make them chase me, and who knows. They might drag Macey and Iris into this. At least they can be safe back in my room with the door shut.

      I square my shoulders and glare at Aylin. I don’t back down and I think that surprises her. Just as she’s getting close, she starts to slow down a little bit, rethinking her strategy.

      “You don’t belong here, bitch,” I yell at her. “Get the hell out of here.”

      “You are SO dead, Kylee.” Aylin looks back at the girls with her, maybe just to remind herself that she has the numbers, and finally rushes me for real.

      But she doesn’t get far. One of the doors in the hall swings open and a person steps out.

      I can feel the sweat on my palms and nerves in my stomach, but watching the tall girl with dark hair step right into Aylin’s path sends a thrill of energy through me. Azrael is suddenly there, her eyes locked on Aylin. Az is at least twice the other girl’s size and she suddenly looks like a pit fighter. The other girls behind Aylin slow down.

      “Bad move,” Azrael says.

      “Watch it, bitch!” Aylin screams, meaning to run past her and get at me.

      But Azrael rears her fist back and punches Aylin right in the nose.

      Everything suddenly stops. Aylin’s head snaps back and the girl stumbles, hands flying to her face as blood sprays out. She screams, or tries to, but it’s all nasal and wrong. Azrael stares at her passively and Aylin’s friends grab onto her, some of them looking terrified, a couple already starting to walk away.

      “Anyone else?” Azrael asks. “Any of you dumb bitches want to fucking come at my friend?”

      “My nose!” Aylin screams. “My nose! Oh my god!”

      Nobody says a word as they pull Aylin away. They don’t try to fight back, they don’t even try to insult her. Azrael stands there and watches them go as Aylin keeps sobbing into her hands, blood dripping onto the carpet behind her.

      Slowly the dark-haired girl turns to me, and I swear, she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. She’s like a glorious angel, shining with bright light.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I say softly.

      “Eh.” She shrugs and shakes out her hand. “Been a while since I punched a bitch in the face. Jenna got to do it last year, thought it might be my turn.”

      I walk up to her and throw my arms around her neck. She squirms a little bit but lets me hug her tight.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Nobody hurts my friends,” she grumbles.

      I hug the strange girl tight for another second before Jenna pops out into the hall.

      “It’s over already?” she asks, eyes wide. She’s holding a hairbrush in one hand and a straightener in the other. “They’re leaving already?”

      Azrael gives her a look and rolls her eyes as I step away and laugh. Jenna looks absurd holding her beauty products.

      “What were you going to do with those?” I ask her. “Were you going to give them the worst makeover of their life?”

      She looks down at her hairbrush and straightener almost like she’s surprised she’s holding them. “I don’t know,” she admits. “I thought I might hit them with it?”

      I crack up even more. Relief is flooding through me. Even Azrael is smiling as Iris and Macey come running out to join the group.

      Soon half the dorm is out in the hallway, milling around and talking. Azrael tells the story of her punching Aylin in the face like ten times. I hope she doesn’t get in trouble for it but she doesn’t seem too worried.

      It’s like an impromptu party. Even girls I don’t see much or don’t get along with all that great are out and socializing. Azrael is clearly the center of attention but a lot of girls are talking and laughing with me.

      It’s actually pretty nice, and all it took was one stupid jerk getting her face punched in.

      “I owe you one,” I say to Azrael as the party’s slowly dying down.

      “You sure do.” She frowns at her fist. “Punching someone hurts.”

      I laugh and hug the girl again. I can’t wait to tell Walker about this… and immediately wish I hadn’t thought about him.

      Because I feel the stupidest thing imaginable. I feel something so dumb, so childish, so absurd that I instantly wish I hadn’t let myself go down this path.

      I miss him. He’s only been gone for a little while but I miss him. I think he’d love this. He’d love watching Aylin get punched and he’d love hanging out in the hall like this. I wish he could’ve been here for it all.

      “Thinking about him, aren’t you?” Az asks me.

      “Maybe,” I admit.

      “It’s okay,” she says. “If you like him, it’s fine. You don’t have to keep holding on to your baggage.”

      I frown at her. “When did you get so wise?”

      “Always was.” She sighs. “I’m going back to my room. I gotta do some raiding.”

      And without another word, the hero of the day disappears, back to play World of Warcraft. I wonder how many times she’s been a hero in that game, too.

      I stretch and lean against the wall, a smile on my face. I don’t think Aylin’s going to be bothering me again soon… but if she does, I’ll just punch her in the nose.
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      My father’s estate is the most ostentatious thing I’ve ever seen in my life.

      It’s a huge compound in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. It used to be some ranch years and years ago but now it’s a pleasure palace dedicated to the religion of digging oil and making as much money as humanly possible.

      I hate this place. My father calls it Crude Ranch, after the crude oil he digs up, but I think the title works on a different level. Everything is crass and big and absurd here and I never wanted to come back.

      Manny’s happy I decided to come along though. He’s been in a good mood the whole trip, although I’ve mostly been ignoring him. I’m not surprised that he’s happy, since he was ready to pull his gun on me to get me to come along. Fortunately, we didn’t have to turn to that.

      “What changed your mind?” he asks as we step into the entrance hall. I can tell he’s been holding that question back since we stepped foot off the Gradus campus.

      “I knew it wouldn’t end until I showed up,” I say to him. “Either you’d bring me in or he’d send more guys. Sooner or later he’d get what he wants.”

      “Always does, doesn’t he?”

      I shake my head. “Not this time. He won’t be happy with what I have to say.”

      Manny watches me carefully for a second before nodding. “Well, son, best of luck to you.” Without another word he walks off.

      I sigh and stand in the hall for another moment, taking deep breaths and steadying myself.

      I didn’t grow up in this place. We had a different house closer to Houston when I was a kid. My father’s always been rich, but it wasn’t until the last fifteen years that his business really took off. Back then he was merely wealthy, but now…

      Well, the money hasn’t been kind to him. Oh, he has whatever he wants, but I think that’s the problem.

      I walk down the short hall to the left of the central stairs and follow it forward a few paces. It ends in a large wooden door, almost absurdly ornate for something interior. I knock on it and wait until I hear a voice call out.

      The door swings open and I step into my father’s study. It’s a large room with a desk straight ahead flanked by shelves, bookcases, and filing cabinets. He has antique American flags, antique rifles, and stuffed deer heads mounted on the wall. It looks like a Texas businessman owns this room, and I guess that’s exactly what he is.

      “Glad you could finally grace me with your presence,” he says as I step into the room.

      I nod at him and sit down in one of the chairs. “Wasn’t sure I was going to.”

      He grunts at that. “Boy, you never did know what was best for you.”

      I don’t take the bait. “What do you want?”

      My father is an older man in his early seventies with gray hair pushed back and going thin now. His nose is small and pointed and his gray eyes are hard. He looks like the kind of man that would be the perfect actor for a Western film, if only my father had an iota of acting talent in him at least.

      Instead, he wears all his emotions on his sleeve, always has. And right now he’s not happy.

      “You had one job,” he says softly. “One thing. I sent you out to that damn school for one reason and one reason only. You were supposed to marry that damn Aylin girl.”

      “I was?” I smile at him. “Guess I forgot.”

      He glares at me. “I know you dropped her, boy. I know you did it just to spite me. And I’m done playing.”

      “That’s good.” I lean toward him. “I’m done too.”

      We stare at each other for a long moment. I know this is absurd, fighting with my father like this, but I need to get it out of my system. After this, I’m finished with him and all this bullshit. But right now, I need to get some closure from him and move on.

      Finally, he breaks eye contact and reaches into his desk drawer. He takes out a cigar, clips the end, and lights it. Pungent smoke drifts into the room.

      “You really want war, huh, son?”

      “No,” I say. “I don’t.”

      “So why pull all this? Why not just marry the girl? I’ve seen pictures, she’s not bad to look at. You want more of the pie, is that it?”

      I clench my jaw. It’s always about money with him. He can’t understand doing anything that isn’t profitable. He can’t see why a man wouldn’t want to marry a woman just because she might make him a little bit of money.

      “It’s not that,” I say to him.

      “Then what? What do you want, son?”

      “My own freedom,” I say softly.

      He takes a puff of his cigar then laughs. “Freedom? Boy, you were born rich. You can have anything you want. You think you ain’t free?”

      “No,” I whisper. “I wasn’t. But I am now.”

      I stand up. He watches me with surprise.

      “You walk out that door, I’ll destroy it. How you gonna explain that to all your employees? A good man doesn’t turn his back on his people.”

      I hang my head. For a second, I almost turn back. I almost do it, because that was the exact right thing to say to me in this moment.

      Instead, I walk straight ahead. I don’t turn. I leave his office and let the door shut behind me.

      I let out a long breath.

      Freedom.

      That’s what all this costs me.

      I know it seems strange, a rich man not being free. But for my whole life I’ve been under the thumb of my father.

      Now though, now it’s over.

      I walk back to the main entrance hall. I run my fingers down the wall, a little smile on my face.

      I won’t even come back to this place again for as long as I live. Or at least for as long as my father lives.

      Manny’s on the stairs when I emerge. He nods at me. “Go okay?” he asks.

      “Depends for who,” I answer.

      He chuckles. “Guess that tells me all I need to know.” He clears his throat. “Nothing personal from here on out, you get me?”

      “Sure, Manny. Just doing your job.” I cock my head at him. “But if you ever want to work for someone that’s not just a petty tyrant… you look me up.”

      And then I leave my father’s ranch, my father’s life, for good.
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      Walker comes back a couple days later and I feel like he’s almost a different man. He smiles at me when he sees me and walks right up to me, wraps his arms around me, and pulls me tight against his chest.

      “Glad you’re back?” I ask him with a laugh.

      “You have no clue.”

      “Things really that bad with your dad?”

      “Not anymore.” He pulls back and grins at me. “Not anymore,” he says again.

      I smile back but I’m not sure what he means. He squeezes my hand and tugs me along. “Come on. I’m hungry.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask, but I already know.

      He leads me along the campus sidewalk back toward the sponsored dorms. We head inside, nodding at the man at the desk who just beams at us passively like he always does. We ride the elevator up and I follow him back into the apartment almost in a dream.

      “Anything good happen while I was gone?” he asks, making himself a drink.

      “Azrael punched Aylin in the face.”

      That makes him pause. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” I let out a laugh. “It was amazing.”

      He grins at me, shaking his head. “I knew that girl had balls, but I didn’t know how big.”

      “You would’ve loved it. She broke her nose and then the whole floor came out to celebrate. It was crazy.”

      He walks over and sips his drink before sitting down on the couch. “Tell me everything.”

      I sit down and put my feet in his lap and tell him the whole story. He watches me carefully with a smile on his face as I go through it all in detail.

      “That’s a friend right there,” he says softly. “You’d better keep her happy.”

      “Are you kidding? She’ll slug me if I don’t.”

      He laughs at that. “True. I think she might solve all her problems with violence now since it worked so well once.”

      “Oh, great. She’s going to be a nightmare.”

      “Yep. Think you can handle it?”

      “Definitely not. She’s going to punch me every time I try to interrupt her video games.”

      “You created this monster.”

      I groan and we both laugh together. I forgot how good it can feel just sitting around with him.

      “You know, you never did tell me what you were doing at home,” I say casually.

      He glances away and sips his drink. I watch his face as it goes through something, flips through a few different emotions, but I can’t seem to read them.

      “It was nothing,” he says finally. “Would you believe me if I said that?”

      “Probably not,” I admit.

      He laughs. “I figured.”

      “You don’t have to say if you don’t want. I guess I just… I want to know.”

      He stares into his drink for a long moment before speaking. “The reason I’m here is because of my father,” he says. “He wanted me to marry Aylin for some political thing. I just… I let it go on because if I didn’t, he’d destroy me.”

      I nod a little bit. “Okay, right.”

      “So I went back to tell him that I don’t intend on marrying that girl. Not now or ever.”

      I blink a little bit. “But that means he’ll…?”

      “Take what I’ve built.” He says it so bitterly. “But I can’t keep letting him push me around. It’s time to burn it all down if I have to.”

      “Why now?”

      He just looks at me for a long moment before smiling. He leans forward and puts his glass down on the coffee table before shifting toward me. He reaches out and takes my cheek, pulling me toward him, and kisses me gently.

      I know this is his answer. I know this is the reason. I just don’t fully understand it. Why this… why me?

      But as the kiss drags on, I know why. I know the truth.

      “I told you I was hungry,” he whispers softly, shifting his weight. He spreads my legs and pins me back down onto the couch, easing himself between them. I can feel his cock against me and I bite my lip. He’s already hard, already granite pressing against my soft folds. I’m wearing a skirt today and thin cotton panties, so there’s barely anything between us.

      “This is what you’re hungry for?” I ask softly.

      “You’re what I’m always hungry for. I’m a starving man and you’re a feast, little Kylee.”

      He kisses me again, this time crushing his lips against mine. I groan as he grinds his cock between my legs and I feel the pleasure flare up my skin. I know what he wants, what he needs and I need it too.

      All this shit between us, the pain and suffering, it disappears when he’s with me. It all goes away. I don’t care about the outside world, about Aylin or whatever else. I only care about him, about his body against mine, about the way he makes me feel.

      He kisses me before dropping down between my legs. He spreads me wide and kisses my inner thigh. “I’ve been thinking about your taste every second of every day since I left,” he whispers. “I’ve been craving it like you wouldn’t believe.”

      I bite my lip as he moves my panties aside to lick me top to bottom. He runs his tongue along my slit, tasting my juice, lapping me up. I groan as he finds my clit and sucks it softly, rolling his tongue around it, driving me absolutely wild. Pleasure flares along my skin and I can barely breathe as it overtakes me.

      He licks and sucks me, making me wild with it. It’s like the man was born to lick me like this, to touch my skin, to roll his tongue along the most sensitive parts of my body. I didn’t know someone could be so…

      So in tune with me. So good at this.

      It’s almost terrifying, but it’s exhilarating too. It feels too good to question and I know I don’t want this to stop. I can’t let this stop. I’m not going to ask questions or worry or do anything else. I’ve spent too much time wondering if I’m doing the wrong thing, if I’m breaking the rules, if I’m being stupid by getting involved with a man like Walker.

      I’m done wondering. I’m done asking.

      I’m giving myself over to him and I know he’s going to take me, every inch of me.

      He licks me top to bottom again before sliding two fingers deep inside my pussy. I groan, low and throaty. He smirks at me as he slides his fingers deeper, moving them in and out, curling them to roll along the roof of my cunt. I lean down, grabbing his hair with one hand, supporting myself on my other elbow as he looks up into my eyes.

      “You know I can’t get enough,” he whispers. “You know that, don’t you?”

      “Show me,” I moan. “Show me what you mean.”

      There’s a spark in his eyes. He kisses me before going back between my legs. He sucks and licks me faster now, like a man possessed, his fingers still buried inside my pussy. I groan and roll my hips, letting him push deeper, the pleasure flaring all over my skin.

      This is what I need, this is what I dream about when he comes into my dreams.

      He lets out a growl as I gasp, back arching. He kisses me again and I can taste my pussy on his lips. I like it, I like that it’s dirty, that he likes it. I let his tongue slide into my mouth as I kiss him back, tasting him, tasting myself, letting it linger and mingle and mix.

      He grabs me and turns me, my hips up in the air, my skirt pushed forward. He slaps my ass and licks me from behind, his tongue ringing around me. I groan and wiggle my hips as his tongue moves all over, licking me from behind, so dirty, so filthy, and yet it feels so good.

      I didn’t know it could feel like this.

      I’ve always dreamed, always wondered.

      But there’s something about a man like Walker just taking what he wants, when he wants it…

      It’s magic. It’s perfect. I’m pushed past my limits and into something so much better.

      He growls again and I look over my shoulder as he unbuckles his belt. He stands and takes off his jeans. “Don’t move,” he commands. “Stay right there. I want to watch your juices drip down the side of your leg.”

      I bite my lip but he’s right, god, he’s right. I’m so excited, so turned on, that I’m literally dripping down the side of my leg. I can’t help myself. His eyes are like fire on my skin and his body is chiseled granite as he finally gets his clothes off, his cock in his hand, stroking himself slowly.

      “I could look at you all day long,” he says. “That skirt lifted up, those soaked panties, that fucking pussy.” He growls and uses one hand to pet my cunt front to back before burying his fingers inside me.

      “I don’t think we’d get much done if you did that,” I croon at him.

      “I don’t think I’d care,” he whispers. “I think this is the only thing I want to do right now.”

      I bite my lip and god, I hate myself, just a little bit, because I completely agree. I don’t want to go to class, I don’t want anything else. I just want to stay in bed with this man and let him… do things to me.

      Let him push my boundaries, way past where I thought they’d be.

      I groan as I feel him grab my hips. His cock rolls against my soft slit again, teasing me just a bit with his big tip. I grab the couch, arching my back, as he sinks himself deep inside of me. It’s slow, agonizingly slow, but god, it feels so good.

      “That’s right,” he growls. “God damn, that’s right. You’re so tight, so warm, so slick. You were built for this, my darling Kylee.”

      “Walker,” I pant as he starts to stroke himself in and out of me. “Please. Keep going.”

      He lets out a low growl again and thrusts himself deeper. He spanks my ass, leaving a sting along my skin as he fucks me faster.

      Pleasure and pain and control. It’s everything he brings and so much more. I love the way he looks at me, the way he tastes me, like there’s not a single flaw anywhere on me. He sees past anything like that.

      He sees me. He tastes me.

      He makes me feel like heaven.

      I arch my back and sit up, his cock buried between my legs. I look over my shoulder and kiss him, burning for him, insane for him. I pull forward and turn around, pushing him back onto the couch before I straddle him. I can feel his thick, rock-hard cock between my legs as I slowly sink back along his length.

      I groan low as he takes a nipple between his teeth and teases me. “Your skin is like honey, girl, and your pussy is heaven. I don’t know how I ever keep my hands off you.”

      “Do you really need to?” I ask.

      He smirks at me and grips my ass, thrusting his cock deep. “You couldn’t handle it if I let myself take you whenever I wanted it.”

      “I don’t know. I want to find out.”

      “You’d be walking sore for weeks.”

      “Maybe I’d like that.”

      His smirk grows deeper and he grabs my hair in one fist, kissing me hard as I sink back along his length. I start to ride him then, jerking my ass back and forth, using my back to move up and down along him. I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him, letting his tongue slide along mine.

      I can feel him filling me to the brim, every inch of his thick cock filling me and spreading me wide. It’s magical, intense, incredible. I can’t seem to slow down even though I’m breathing fast, practically panting, practically drooling for him. I’m dripping down his shaft and making a little puddle but I couldn’t care less.

      I’m lost in it, completely lost in it. I’m sweating and feeling sexier than I’ve ever felt in my life.

      He teases my breasts, grabs my hips, feels my body. His hands don’t linger anywhere for long, almost like he needs to touch every inch of me all at once. It’s intoxicating and I can see it in his eyes. He loves my body, loves my curves and everything about it. He kisses my nipples, my neck, pulls my hair, spanks my ass. I want bruises, red marks, I want it all from him.

      I want him to leave physical reminders of how it feels to have his cock sunk deep between my legs.

      He groans and turns me suddenly. He pins me back down on the couch, lifting my arms up above my head. He holds them there, kissing me slowly, my breasts lifted up and puddling to the side as his tongue finds each nipple.

      I moan and gasp as he sinks himself into me again, taking control. He holds my wrists above my head, keeping me pinned there, as he fucks me deep. Pleasure rips through me, ripening along my pussy and buzzing in my skin. I gasp and groan, panting his name, begging him to keep going.

      And he gives it to me. He gives me what I want, what I really need. He doesn’t hold back, no, not Walker, not this man. I know he’s good for that. I know he won’t hold back, no matter what.

      I groan and roll my hips and let him fill me even deeper. I can feel it building, the tense pleasure between my legs growing. I’m panting, body shaking, sweating, and I know I’m about to come.

      He knows it too. He puts a finger in my mouth and I suck it, tongue rolling around his skin. I suck his finger as he fucks me faster, faster, and I know I can’t take much more. His eyes are hard and inviting.

      I gasp and he pulls his finger from my mouth as the orgasm rips over me. I come hard and he keeps me there, pinned down on the couch, cock moving with furious thrusts. I come shaking, begging, moaning his name, an intense kind of pleasure that nearly makes me black out.

      But he’s not done with me. He pulls back, turns me around again, rolls me over so my ass is in the air. He thrusts his cock into my pussy and he takes me. There’s no other way to describe it.

      He takes me deep and rough. He takes his pleasure and I moan his name the whole time, wanting more, wanting him to give me more and take what he needs. He thrusts harder, deeper, fucking me, growling like an animal.

      And I feel him come. I feel him fill me up with his hot seed, coming in thick spurts deep inside of me. It’s bliss, pure bliss. When he pulls back with a groan, I turn around and take his cock in my mouth, looking up to meet his eyes.

      I lick him, top to bottom. I clean my cum from his cock and lick his tip, sucking down any seed he has left. I swallow it all and clean him lovingly, slowly.

      He kisses me when I’m finished. “You’re already ready for more,” I whisper.

      He smirks. “You’re not. I don’t want you to be too sore.”

      He does have a point. There’s a slight ache between my legs from where he ripped into me. I know if I let him back inside, I’ll walk funny for days.

      So instead I straddle him and kiss him and let him hold me, our naked bodies sweating and close and right. This is what I wanted, what I needed. I feel washed and cleaned and happy, so happy.
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      I’ve never been the kind of man to hide from my problems.

      But for some reason, staying in bed with Kylee for three days seems like the perfect thing to do.

      Oh, she leaves the apartment. She goes to class, even has dinner once with her friends, just so they know she’s okay.

      But for three days, we don’t wear clothes, or we barely wear clothes just for a change of pace. Just to have something that I can peel off her body. For three days we fuck, raw and unrestrained. There’s no other way of saying it.

      We fuck like our lives depend on it. They don’t, we both know that, but god damn. It’s like we have years and years to catch up on and we’re doing it in three days.

      After three days pass I find myself up early again like I am most mornings, ordering coffee and wondering whether she’ll be up soon or not. I check my phone on a whim and instantly regret it.

      Missed calls, missed emails. I know I’ve been shirking my responsibilities. I’ve known it since we started this little fuck binge we just went on, but I hoped that maybe…

      Well, I hoped the outside world would just cease to exist and I could stay in this bliss.

      Of course, that’s not how the outside world works. Most people know that. Apparently, I need to be shown.

      When Kylee finally wakes up, I take her coffee in bed and sit down on the edge next to her. “Morning,” I say.

      “Morning.” She stretches like a cat, in that way she does. She’s always so pretty in the morning, half awake, beautiful. Almost radiant. It’s strange how I’ve tasted every single inch of her body and yet there’s still mystery all around her, the perfect kind of mystery.

      “We need to talk,” I say gently.

      She frowns at me. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s not really about us.”

      “Okay.” She sits up, sips her coffee. “What’s going on?”

      I glance away from her and sigh. “It’s my company. I haven’t exactly been… present.”

      I glance back and she looks pensive. I’m not sure what she’s thinking and I can’t bear to keep staring at her while she considers what I said.

      I feel like a failure. I feel like I’m letting everyone down. My father’s going to crush my company sooner or later and when that happens, a lot of people are going to lose their jobs. I hate that I can’t do anything to stop it.

      “Do you love what you do?” she finally asks me.

      That’s not what I expected.

      “I’m not sure,” I say slowly. “I’ve never really thought about it.”

      “You’ve never thought about whether you like your job or not?”

      “It’s my company. Of course I love it. I care about everyone that works for me.”

      “But do you really love it?” she presses, frowning.

      I narrow my eyes. “What are you getting at, Kylee?”

      She smiles a little bit and sips her coffee, hiding behind her mug for a second. “Don’t get mad at me.”

      “I’m not, I promise.”

      “It’s just, you never talk about it.”

      I let out a breath. “You’re right.”

      “You barely ever mention it. You’ve talked about your dad a little bit and you talked about the business, but you never really…” She trails off and shrugs. “You don’t sound like you care one way or the other about it.”

      “That’s true,” I say softly, almost a whisper. “I really don’t think about it that often.”

      “I think you really do care about your employees. I think you really do care about succeeding. But do you actually care about the work itself?”

      I bite my lip and shake my head. “I don’t know. I guess I don’t.”

      “It’s what your father does, right?”

      She says it so simply and I almost miss the implication. But slowly it dawns on me.

      “It’s all I’ve ever known,” I say.

      “I can’t say one way or the other about that. But it seems like you just… did what he did.”

      I sit back in my chair like she just rocked me in the jaw. I blink rapidly and stare down at the table as my mind slowly pieces together what she’s saying.

      I went into the oil business all those years ago because I knew I could. I remember it, remember buying the land, the equipment, hiring the men, building my company from the ground up… but I don’t remember ever thinking about why I was doing it.

      That’s just what I knew. Just what I’ve always known.

      It never occurred to me back then that I could do something else. There’s an entire world of businesses I could get involved in, and yet I chose the one thing my father does, the one thing I was raised to do.

      “Shit,” I whisper.

      She smiles at me. “It’s not a big deal, you know.”

      I look at her with pain in my eyes. “It is a big deal. I have… hundreds of employees.”

      “So, you can help them. Save the company. Do what you have to do.”

      That gets me. I stand up and have to walk away. When I turn back, there’s surprise and hurt in her expression. “What did I say?” she asks softly.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “Of course I do. If someone can fix it, I think you can.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Then explain it to me.”

      I finally meet her gaze, even though it hurts. She’s smiling a little bit, head cocked, and god damn, she’s beautiful.

      “If I want my father to back off, I have to marry Aylin.”

      She blinks and a frown slowly replaces her smile. “Really? That’s for real?”

      “It’s not a joke,” I say softly. “My father isn’t kidding when he says he’ll crush me if I don’t do exactly what he asks.”

      She goes quiet and looks down at the drink in her hands. I can tell she’s making the same calculations that I’ve been making. She’s weighing how important what we have is against how important the people that work for me are.

      It’s not a fair thing to do. I can’t possibly calculate what their jobs mean against my own personal happiness. And more than that, I can’t even guarantee they’ll always have those jobs.

      That’s the nature of this business. One day the oil’s flowing and the next, it’s all sucked dry. Those wells could run out at any moment and I’d be left with nothing at all.

      Or my father could change his mind and destroy me for no other reason. I can’t guarantee those people are going to be able to keep their jobs no matter what I do.

      And yet I want to try. God damn it, I want to try.

      “You’re doing this because of me,” she says. It’s not a question, just a statement.

      “I am,” I say.

      “I don’t know how you can do it.”

      That surprises me. I frown at her, head cocked slightly. “What do you mean?”

      “The weight of it. Aren’t you... Afraid?”

      I let out a little growl of frustration. “I’m not fucking afraid,” I say and take a deep breath. I get control of myself before I let it out. “I’m just worried that no matter what I do, it’ll all be in vain. I can’t save their jobs indefinitely. I can’t guarantee something won’t happen in the future.”

      She nods quietly. “Still. This is bigger than us.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You think so?”

      “I don’t know. I feel like it is.”

      “If I didn’t give in to my father, would you still want to stay here with me?”

      She bites her lip and meets my gaze. She gives me the smallest of nods. “I would,” she says.

      “You need to know something.” I walk over and sit back down across from her. I reach out and take her hands in mine, knocking her coffee cup to the side. It clatters but doesn’t spill.

      We stare at each other until it comes to a stop.

      “You’re more important to me than any of that,” I say. “Do you hear me?”

      “I don’t know how you can say that.”

      I take a breath and let it out before closing my eyes. I hate having to say any of this out loud. I feel weak, stupid, pathetic. I hate saying these words.

      But the only person in this world that I’d ever say this to is sitting across from me, and I need her to understand why I’m going to make the choices I’m going to make.

      “I’ve never been free,” I say. “My father has always had me under his thumb. Even when I was younger, he controlled everything I did. Especially then. Now he controls me through threats and money. I don’t take his money anymore, but his threats…” I trail off.

      “You want to be free,” she says.

      “It’s about more than that.” I squeeze her hands. “It’s about what this represents for me. But it’s also just about being fucking happy.”

      She looks away, not sure of herself. I can see it all over her body. She’s not sure what she wants, what she needs.

      But fuck that.

      I’m sure.

      I’ve never been surer in my entire life.

      I’m not going to let her uncertainty infect what I want, what I need.

      Because this is the moment. I’m going to decide to take what I want. I’ve always been the kind of man to do what’s necessary, to take what I need, what I want, and I’m going to do exactly that.

      I want this girl. No, I fucking need this girl. And I’m going to have her, fuck the consequences.

      I can fix whatever happens after this. And if I can’t fix it, I can at least try. For right now, I’m going to do what needs to be done.

      “Are you sure?” she asks.

      “I’m sure,” I say.

      “Then do what you have to do.”

      I smile and squeeze her hands again. “I’m sorry you have to be a part of this decision,” I say. “I know it isn’t fair. You never asked for any of this. I threw you into it and now…” I trail off and shrug.

      “It’s okay,” she says.

      “I’m offering you an out, right here and now. If you don’t want to be a part of this, you can walk away. No more games, no more forcing you.”

      She bites her lip but shakes her head. “No. I don’t think so. And anyway, I don’t think you’d just let me walk off just like that.”

      I grin at her. “You’re right. I really wasn’t going to.”

      She glares at me then laughs. “You’re such an ass.”

      “So I’m told.” I let go of her hands and stand. “I have some calls to make. I might have to leave for a bit to get my shit in order. Do you mind?”

      “No.” She gets up. “I’ll get dressed and go back to the dorms. I could probably use a break.”

      I grin at her. “Sorry. You’ll be sore for a few days.”

      “Days? I feel like I’m going to be sore for years.”

      I laugh and walk around the table. I pull her against me in a rough hug and I don’t let go for a little while. Finally, we break apart, and I kiss her gently.

      “Good luck,” she says.

      “Thanks.”

      She goes back into the bedroom. I linger over breakfast, sipping my coffee. She comes out with a bag packed. I walk her to the door and she smiles one more time before disappearing back down the hall.

      I stand there for a second before I call my second in command back at Walker Oil.

      Clayton answers right away. I think he was expecting this. “Walker?” he asks.

      “Clay. We’d better talk.”

      He sighs. “Damn right. You hear what your dad’s been doing?”

      “I can guess.”

      “Bought up every fucking inch of land around our wells and he’s trying to drill drainage lines. Can you fucking believe that? He’s trying to bleed us dry.”

      I clench my jaw and let it go. “If that doesn’t work, he’ll try something else.”

      “What the fuck is going on with you and him? You’d better fix this shit, Walker. He’s going to ruin us.”

      “Clay.” I close my eyes. “This is a fight we’re going to lose.”

      “So the hell what? We just givin’ up?”

      “No,” I say suddenly, my eyes coming open. “No, no, we’re not.” I feel a smile slowly coming to my face.

      “What are you saying then, damn it?” he asks. I can already picture Clay’s face, big and beet red, with his cowboy hat askew and his feet up on his desk, probably half-drunk already.

      “Clay, do you know what it means when a company pivots?”

      He’s quiet for a second then starts to laugh. I grin along with him and I think he can already see where I’m going with this.

      It’s not the perfect solution. It might not work. But at least it’s an idea, something we can try. I can finish this fighting, maybe even win. And I’ll do it on my own terms, away from my father’s world.

      I just hope all my people come along for the ride, and if they don’t, that they won’t hate me for what I’m going to do.
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      He’s going to give up so much for me.

      His company, his employees. It’s obvious it’s bothering him, eating him up inside. He’s willing to throw it all away, to let that guilt get him, just for me.

      I know what was happening between us was special. I knew it meant something. But I didn’t realize just how much it means.

      As I walk back to the dorm, it slowly hits me. This is for real, very real. And if I don’t pull out of this now, there’s no going back.

      The problem is, I don’t want to go back. There’s nothing worth going back to in my old life.

      It’s strange. I hated Walker when he forced me into this, became my sponsor, did all that. But when I found out that I could get out of this easily, I didn’t go to the dean. I didn’t report him.

      I stayed. Because I want to stay.

      The realization hits me like a ton of bricks but instead of feeling wobbly, like my world is tilting off its axis, I can’t help but smile.

      This isn’t how I imagined my life would go. I pictured getting my degree then maybe meeting someone after I’ve been working for a while. But Walker just stormed into my life and changed everything, and now I can’t imagine being anywhere without him.

      I head back to the dorm and find Jenna sitting her in room. Azrael isn’t there, which is surprising, but that’s okay. Jenna smiles at me, her head cocked.

      “What do you look so happy about?”

      “I decided something.” I walk into her room and sit down on her bed. She pivots toward me, crossing her legs underneath her. She’s sitting at her desk with her laptop open, some essay half-written on the screen.

      “Something big?” she asks. “Let me guess, you decided what you want for breakfast.”

      I grin at her. “No. I’m going to be with Walker.”

      She laughs and grins huge at me. “I knew it.”

      “Come on, no, you didn’t.”

      “I knew it all along. You so clearly lo—”

      “No, wait,” I say quickly. “Don’t say it. Please don’t.”

      She laughs but she doesn’t finish her sentence. “Okay, fine. So what now?”

      “Now, I just…” I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “I know what you should do.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? Do you?”

      “Trust me here. Take it from someone that knows, okay?”

      “Go ahead, tell me.”

      “You should move into the sponsored dorm with him.”

      I laugh a little, surprised that she’d suggest it. “Didn’t you leave the dorms yourself and refuse to go back?”

      “Yep,” she says, grinning. “But I’m different.”

      “How?”

      “The dorms had a different meaning for me. It’s complicated, but whatever. For you, it’ll be fun. It’ll be an adventure. You got three years in these dorms, I think it’s time to go have a little luxury for your last year.”

      I sigh and lean back against the wall. Maybe she’s right. I have really enjoyed living in the sponsored dorm with Walker these last few days. It’s been fun, like we’re real grownups living in an expensive apartment… the sort of apartment he could provide for us for real.

      “I don’t know,” I say finally. “I’d miss you guys.”

      “Come on. You’ve been halfway living there already, you know?”

      “True.”

      “So go for it. Do it. Make it happen.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know! I don’t want to do something stupid, like throw away the last year I have here on some guy.”

      “Is he just some guy?” she asks quietly. “If he is, you shouldn’t go.”

      I hesitate a second, mulling that over. “I don’t know,” I finally admit. “I’m not sure.”

      “I think you’re sure. You didn’t come in here and start this conversation for no reason, girl.”

      “Ugh.” I kick my legs out and groan. “Why is everything so hard?!”

      “Because you make it hard. Really, it’s not complicated.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      She gives me a sad look. “Actually, no. I made my life way more complex than it needed to be. I resisted what I really wanted for so long, way longer than you did. I was stupid and naive but now… I’m happy. I’m really happy.”

      I look at my friend for a long second and I know she’s telling the truth. She really is happy. I can see it in her eyes, in her smile. I see it all the time. She’s genuinely happy and I think it’s because of her man.

      I can have that. I know I can have it. I just have to let myself have it.

      “Okay!” I say, getting up. “Okay, damn it.”

      “Okay,” she says, grinning. “Gonna make a decision then?”

      “Already did.”

      “And?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      She rolls her eyes and turns back to her computer. “I have work to do. Come back and tell me how it goes.”

      “You think I should go talk to him right now?”

      “As soon as you can, at least.”

      “Yeah. Right.” I nod my head once. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

      “See you.”

      I leave her room and go to turn back to my dorm. I hesitate a second, and in that short moment, my phone buzzes in my bag. I take it out and answer it.

      “Hi, Walker,” I say.

      “Listen, I want to talk,” he says. “I know you just left. I’m coming down to the dorms.”

      I bite my lip. “I was just thinking about you, actually. I want to talk, too.”

      “Good. Meet me out front.”

      He hangs up the phone and I feel a thrill run through me. I shove my head back into Jenna’s room. “He’s meeting me right now!” I shout.

      “Go then, idiot!” She’s laughing as I slam the door shut and hurry down the hall, grinning like a moron.

      I get outside and drop my bag on the ground as I see Walker coming toward me. I have a huge smile, grinning ear to ear. I practically run over to him and throw myself up into his arms. He laughs and grabs me, lifting me up, and kisses me nice and deep and slow. Girls are watching us, some of them throwing nasty looks, but I couldn’t care less.

      There’s nobody else in the entire world right now but him.

      “I need to tell you—”

      “I need to tell you—”

      We both start at the same time and stop. I laugh and he grins at me.

      “Go ahead,” I say.

      “You sure?”

      “Go!”

      He takes a deep breath and nods. “I’m sorry about this morning. I was just stressed, but I think I have an idea that could save the company. Or part of it, anyway.”

      “Walker! That’s amazing. All this happened in the last twenty minutes?”

      “Yep. All because of what you said to me.”

      I grin at him. “I’m so brilliant. What did I say?”

      “You said that I should do what I like to do. That there are other things in this world.”

      “Exactly. I really am brilliant.”

      He grins and kisses me. “I don’t know if it’ll work. There’s a lot of stuff to do, but I have an idea at least.”

      “Can you tell me what it is?”

      “Not exactly. We’re going to pivot though.”

      “Pivot?”

      He grins at me. “I’ll tell you more later. But I wanted to thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      He laughs and kisses me. I hug him tight and look up into his eyes.

      “I want to live with you,” I say softly.

      That seems to surprise him. He takes a second to respond. “Really?”

      “I want to move into the sponsored dorm. And I want you to stay with me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Good.” He takes my chin and looks into my eyes. “Because I love you, Kylee. I love you and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I love you too,” I say, finally getting the words out like an explosion from my throat.

      We kiss for what feels like hours. He holds me there and I feel so many more doors opening, so many new paths forking. I feel my whole life opening up in front of me.

      He’s free, I’m free. We can be together and free and right. Nothing’s going to get in the way because nothing else matters but this. Him and me, together, making things work.

      That’s what love can do. That’s what I need it to do. That’s what he’s going to give to me.
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      Three Years Later

      

      “Did you get that order?”

      I frown at the gray-haired woman poking her head into my office. She’s looking at me like I should know what she’s talking about but, unfortunately, I have no clue.

      “Uh,” I say.

      She sighs. “He didn’t tell you, did he?”

      “Nope.”

      “Of course not.” Martha steps into my office. “Walker wants a big ad buy this week. All over if you can.”

      I groan. “Really?”

      “Really. Internet, trades, whatever.”

      “He’s supposed to give me more notice.”

      She just shrugs like, what can you do? and I feel a little spark of anger.

      “Sorry,” she says. “I’ll pass along the email.”

      “It’s almost like I’m not married to the man,” I grumble.

      “Don’t worry, hon. He’s just preoccupied.”

      Martha slips back out from my office and I sit there for a second until the email arrives. Sure enough, Walker wants a big ad buy and he wants it very, very soon.

      “You ass,” I grumble. He has no clue what goes into marketing around here. You don’t just do some big ad buy at the last second. You need to plan for it, build up the creative, get a good campaign all settled. I could reuse what we did the last time but I don’t want to put out stale advertising.

      Which means I’ll be working late tonight and tomorrow doctoring what we do have just enough to make it feel fresh.

      Annoyed, I get up from my desk and storm out of my office. Martha glances at me and tosses me a sympathetic look. “Don’t say anything,” I shoot at her and she throws up her hands in a peaceful gesture.

      I walk quickly down the hall and through the main office. We have about eighty employees now, most of them in this main office but a few in a satellite office in New York. I smile and nod to a few of them in my department, Mikey and John and Tina and Bridget, before I turn left down a short hall and stop outside of Walker’s office.

      He’s on the phone, of course. He’s always on the phone like he’s so important. I knock and he looks out at me with a frown on his face. He mouths the words, Another shortage, and I just roll my eyes before stepping inside.

      I sit down and cross my legs as he finishes his conversation. He’s mostly making short affirmative statements and I smile as his eyes roam up my legs. I’m doing it on purpose, of course. I know what he’s thinking right now with my skirt pulled up slightly, showing off just a little more of my legs than normal.

      He can’t help himself. It’s what I love about him. He’s insatiable and his appetite for me is never-ending.

      It helps that I have the same appetite for him, even eight months pregnant.

      Finally, he hangs up the phone. “I swear, I’m going to go out there and wring their balls out,” he growls.

      “Wring their balls out? That sounds weirdly dirty.”

      He sighs and rubs his temples. “I’m so tired I can’t even insult them right.”

      “Poor baby.”

      He shoots me a look. “What’s up?” he asks. “You come in here just to distract me?”

      I smile a little bit. I knew he couldn’t help himself.

      “No, actually. I came in here to yell at you about this ad buy thing.”

      He sighs. “Look, I know it’s—”

      “No, you look.” I lean toward him. “You can’t just leave word with my secretary about important shit like this and you can’t just make these decisions last minute.”

      “I get it, it’s just, the new bits are finished and I want to sell—”

      “I don’t care what you want,” I interrupt him. “You can’t drop this on me like that. I’m going to have to work late tonight now, and let me remind you that I’m eight months pregnant with your child.”

      He throws his hands up in defeat. “Okay, okay, I get it.”

      “Do you? Next time, talk to me, face to face. No emails or calls or notes. And please, leave Martha alone.”

      “Martha can handle herself.”

      “I don’t doubt it, but still.”

      “Fine.” He puts his hands back down and smiles, his eyes moving down to my legs again. “Since you’re here, I was thinking I’d close the blinds and—”

      “Save it,” I say, grinning at him, then thinking twice. “Okay, maybe later.”

      “Thought so.” He grins right back then stands. He comes around his desk and sits down next to me, leans over, and kisses me gently. “How’s my beautiful, pregnant wife doing today?”

      “She’s tired and annoyed about her bonehead husband.”

      “Understandable. And yet you’re glowing.”

      “Shut up.”

      He kisses me again before leaning back in his seat. I stand up and drift over to a little work table off to the side with blueprints covering it. “This is the new bit?”

      He nods, excitement in his eyes. He gets up and joins me. “Crazy new materials,” he says. “Fusion of diamond and titanium and all this other shit. I honestly don’t know how it works but apparently it’s indestructible.”

      “Think it’ll sell?”

      “I already have a few interested clients. Your ad campaign will get us a few more.”

      I nod a little bit, eyes tracking the bit, my mind already working. I can see the thing tearing through the earth, hitting something, but not shattering like other drill bits might…

      “I think I can work with this,” I say.

      “I knew you could.” He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me against him. I rest my head on his shoulder for a second and we stand there looking down at what we built together.

      Three years ago, just after we decided to get together for real, he sold his company to his father’s biggest competitor. He sold everything and used that money to start a new business. I took over the marketing while finishing my degree, and although that first year was horrible and difficult, it was one of the best years of my life.

      He hired most of his old employees back. Not right away, but slowly, over time. Now we’re hiring even more people and expanding all the time. We build drill bits for oil drillers, and we’re starting to expand into other drilling markets. The company is growing, the money is flowing in, and I can tell that Walker feels a sense of pride on his work that he didn’t have before.

      We got married after I graduated. And I got pregnant a little over a year later.

      Now we live outside of Austin in a cute little suburb and we commute every day to this office in downtown. It’s a gorgeous area and I couldn’t be happier, although I never imagined that I’d be a Texan.

      Life is good. Life is never hard, although work can be hard sometimes. But life, with Walker, is beautiful. We wake up, fuck, sleep late, fuck in the middle of the night, drink coffee, talk, laugh, watch movies, and basically have an amazing and fulfilling existence together. Sometimes working can be tough, but we figure it out.

      And soon, the family will grow by one.

      “I’d better get back to my office,” I say.

      “Long night ahead of you.”

      I glare at him then kiss him. “See you for lunch?”

      “See you.”

      I leave his office and smile at him as I head back to my own. I nod and smile at other coworkers and Martha grins at me as I pass.

      “You work it out with the mister?”

      “I laid down the law,” I say to her.

      “Good, thatta girl.”

      I laugh and head inside. I sit down at my desk and pull up my computer. The first thing I see is a message from Walker.

      

      Walker: I love you.

      Me: I love you too. Get back to work.

      Walker: Can’t stop thinking about those legs.

      Me: You have a problem.

      Walker: I know. My problem is you’re not here giving me what I need.

      Me: You’ll survive.

      

      I sign off messaging and smile to myself. I lean back in my chair and look out my window for a long while, just drinking in the moment.

      My husband, my job, my life. He’s given me so much and just keeps on giving. I can’t believe how things have happened but I don’t think I’d change a thing, even if I could. I’m fulfilled, blessed, joyous.

      Every morning is better than the last and I go to sleep already looking forward to what the next day will bring.

      All thanks to my man, my Walker.

      
        
        THE END
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      Your next series is ready! Yes Daddy is the first in a series of steamy, hot, fun, over the top older man / younger woman novels. Grab it today and treat yourself!

      Sign up for my no-spam newsletter and get awesome bonus material plus a FREE novella! http://www.bbhamel.com/signup

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving me a review. That really is the best way you can help new readers find my work, and I would seriously appreciate it!

      I want to hear from you! Message me any time: bbhamelwrites@gmail.com.

      Follow me on Amazon and like me on Facebook!
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      All my books are standalones, steamy, safe, and have a guaranteed HEA!

      Click Here for the whole catalogue on Amazon!

      Series include Steamy Daddies, SEAL Team Hotties, Love to Hate, Baby Daddy, Miracle Babies, and more.
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      I’m from a little suburb just north of Philadelphia. I love black labs, stupid jokes, and dirty stories. As an Indie author, your support means everything. Thank you so much for reading!

      Click Here to check out all my books on Amazon!
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