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      Alaia

      

      “Would you consider it surrender if you allowed someone to enter your dreams without your knowledge?”

      Professor Gideon Tyler's question makes me look up from my notebook.

      Oh, God.

      He is standing at the front of the lecture hall, one hand resting against the edge of his desk, the other holding a copy of The Eve of St. Agnes by John Keats. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing thick forearms, and his glasses sit low on his nose as he surveys the room.

      I swear he knows exactly what he's doing to us.

      Or perhaps to me.

      “Keats presents us with an interesting question,” he continues, his deep voice filling the room. “Madeline is asleep when Porphyro enters her chamber. She is unaware of his presence, unaware of his intentions, and entirely vulnerable to his actions. Yet the poem presents the encounter through the language of romance and enchantment.”

      He pauses, allowing the class to absorb that.

      “Where, then, do we draw the distinction between romantic surrender and a violation of someone's autonomy?”

      A few students shift in their seats.

      I don't.

      I'm too busy looking at him.

      Gideon Tyler is forty-one, although I suspect most women would struggle to guess his age when confronted with him in person. He's exceptionally tall, broad-shouldered, and built with the sort of lean, muscular strength that makes me wonder what he looks like without his clothes. His dark hair is beginning to turn silver at the temples, complementing the neatly maintained beard along his jaw. His eyes are gray, almost storm-colored, and his glasses give him an intellectual appearance that somehow makes him even more attractive.

      He's the reason I actually look forward to literature classes.

      Well, one of the reasons.

      The other is that sometimes, when he asks a question, his eyes find mine.

      And every single time, my stomach does a ridiculous little flip.

      “Miss Cross?”

      Oh.

      He's looking at me.

      My heart immediately starts behaving like an idiot.

      “Yes, Professor?”

      “You've been unusually quiet today. What's your interpretation?”

      I straighten in my chair, trying not to look as pleased as I feel.

      I love when he notices me.

      “I think it depends on whether the person being approached wants to surrender.”

      His eyebrows lift slightly.

      “Explain.”

      I wet my lips.

      “If someone wants to experience that kind of vulnerability, perhaps being asleep is part of the appeal. They don't have to think about what happens next. They don't have to make decisions or worry about how they're being perceived. They can simply let go.”

      “And you think that constitutes consent?”

      “Not unless they've agreed to it beforehand.” I tilt my head. “But if they have, I don't think surrender has to be any less meaningful just because someone isn't conscious of every moment.”

      Something shifts in his expression.

      “An interesting distinction.”

      I smile.

      “Personally, I wouldn't mind surrendering in my sleep.”

      The words leave my mouth before I can reconsider them.

      A couple of students laugh.

      Professor Tyler raises one eyebrow.

      I feel heat creep up my neck, but I refuse to look away. If anything, I'm delighted. I've managed to surprise him.

      “Careful, Miss Cross,” he says, his voice dropping slightly. “Romantic literature has a habit of making dangerous things sound beautiful.”

      “Perhaps that's why people keep reading it.”

      His mouth twitches.

      For one glorious second, I think he's going to smile.

      Instead, he looks down at his book.

      “Let's continue.”

      I lower my eyes to my notebook, biting back a grin.

      God, I love getting his attention. My belly clenches every time his sensual gray eyes flick toward me, as if he cannot help but return to looking at me. I know I’m just imagining it. I’m one of hundreds of students who take his classes. But I’ve had a crush on him since I started taking his class.

      He’s the kind of dominant, intellectual, provocative man who stimulates both my mind and my pussy at the same time. The questions he asks sound so sexual, even though they aren’t, and my pussy starts to leak whenever he looks at me a beat too long. Like there’s some intention hidden underneath those glasses and that stoic, intellectual face.

      I can tell he’s the kind of person who has hidden depths.

      The kind of person I can realistically explore somnophilia with. I’ve always fantasized about being claimed in my sleep.

      I've always liked older men who can take control. Not just because they're handsome, although Professor Tyler certainly qualifies. There's something about their confidence, their experience, the way they seem entirely comfortable taking up space.

      I like men who know what they want.

      Men who don't need to raise their voices to command a room. Men who make me feel as though I can finally stop thinking so much.

      My problem is that I think about everything. Every little thing.

      Even the idea of having sex makes me nervous. I've come close a few times, but when the moment arrives, my mind starts racing. Am I doing this right? Do I look ridiculous? What if he notices how inexperienced I am?

      And then I retreat.

      I've never actually slept with anyone. Sometimes I wonder whether there's something wrong with me.

      But the fantasies in my head are different. In those, I don't have to worry about performing or making decisions. I imagine giving control to someone I trust, someone who understands my boundaries and knows exactly how to make me feel safe enough to surrender.

      Someone like the man currently explaining the symbolism of sleep in Gothic literature.

      Which is probably a terrible thing to imagine about one's professor.

      Especially when he looks like Gideon Tyler.

      I daydream about being asleep like Keats’s heroine, having a man come into my room and claim my pussy, fill it until it’s filthy, messy, and leaking his seed. My core tingles at the idea of waking up with cum inside me, not remembering how it got there, but knowing someone took care of my body and fucked me during my sleep.

      Before I know it, class is over.

      It's been a long week.

      Between assignments, reading lists, and a part-time job, I've barely slept properly. The classroom is warm, the afternoon sunlight filtering through the windows in long golden strips.

      I rest my cheek against my folded arms.

      Just for a minute.

      My eyes close.

      And then the world disappears behind darkness, as dreams and sleep collide.
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      Gideon

      
      I should have left twenty minutes ago.

      Instead, I'm standing beside my desk, looking at Alaia Cross.

      She's asleep.

      Her dark curls have fallen across her cheek, partially concealing her face. One arm is tucked beneath her head, while the other rests loosely beside her notebook. Her lips are slightly parted.

      She looks younger like this.

      Softer.

      Without the bright, challenging expression she wears whenever she catches me looking at her, there's something disarmingly vulnerable about her.

      I know better than to confuse vulnerability with permission.

      Still, I find myself studying her longer than I should.

      I've spent years cultivating discipline. I've taught myself to distinguish appreciation from temptation, particularly where students are concerned.

      But Alaia has become an increasingly inconvenient presence in my thoughts.

      Her questions. Her confidence. The way she looks directly at me when everyone else seems determined to avoid eye contact.

      And today's answer.

      I wouldn't mind surrendering in my sleep.

      I adjust my glasses.

      Ridiculous.

      I should wake her.

      Instead, I take one step closer.

      A stray curl has fallen across her cheek. Almost without thinking, I brush it gently aside, my fingertips grazing her warm skin.

      She makes a tiny sound.

      A soft, sleepy murmur.

      Her cheek moves against her folded arms, and she shivers.

      I withdraw my hand immediately.

      Christ.

      I stare at her for another moment, acutely aware of how easily curiosity can become something far less innocent.

      I've read enough erotic literature to understand the appeal of surrender, of trust, of relinquishing control. I've imagined scenarios that would never interest me in reality without explicit agreement.

      And yet, standing here, looking at this beautiful young woman, I find myself wondering what it would be like to have someone willingly place that kind of trust in me.

      Not just for an evening.

      For something permanent.

      The thought is unwelcome.

      I have never wanted children. Never imagined myself as a father. I've always valued my independence too much.

      Yet a strange, possessive thought slips into my mind.

      The idea of her carrying my child.

      I close my eyes briefly.

      Absolutely not.

      “Professor?”

      My eyes snap open.

      Alaia is awake. And my fingers are still on her face, dragging slowly over her jaw, like I never stopped touching her. I pull my hand back as if scalded, realizing she knows.

      She knows I couldn’t help touching her when she was vulnerable and asleep.

      She's lifted her head, and her dark eyes are fixed on me. Her gaze drops briefly to my hand before returning to my face.

      I take a step back. “Miss Cross. You're still here.”

      “I must have fallen asleep.” She blinks, then glances around the empty classroom.

      “You did.”

      Her cheeks turn pink. “Sorry.”

      “It's late. You should have gone home.” I pick up my books, deliberately putting some distance between us.

      She watches me. “Were you waking me up?”

      I pause. “Yes.”

      “Oh.”

      Her fingers touch the cheek I'd brushed moments earlier.

      Something in her expression changes
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