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Prologue
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My entire existence has been a footnote in someone else's story. A hidden line of text you only find if you're desperate enough to flip through the appendix. I've perfected the art of camouflage at Blackwood College, melting into the oak-paneled walls of the lecture halls and the worn-out cushions of the library sofas. I'm Leo, five-foot-eight, maybe a hundred and fifty pounds if I'm carrying a heavy textbook. My hair is blond and unruly, a chaotic mess I've given up trying to tame. I'm majoring in English Lit because it's safer to analyze other people's words than to have anyone analyze mine. Most days, I'm just... there.

Until I see him.

Kai.

Even his name sounds like power. Like the sharp crack of a starting pistol. Like everything I'm not.

He sits two rows ahead of me in my Friday seminar on Romantic Poetry, and I swear Professor Davies could be reciting the entirety of 'Kubla Khan' backwards, and I wouldn't register a single word. All I can see is the way his shoulder blades press against the thin fabric of his hoodie, hinting at the muscle beneath. The slick, dark hair he shaves on the sides but leaves longer on top, falling over his forehead in waves that make my fingers itch. He's on the university's wrestling team—of course he is—and he always smells faintly of chlorine from the pool and clean sweat, something sharp and alive and undeniably male.

I never make eye contact. I can't. But I memorize. I know he has a thin, white scar along his jawline, right where his stubble stops growing. I know he chews on the string of his hoodie when he's bored. I know he has a habit of tapping his index finger against his thigh, a frantic, rhythmic beat, whenever Davies starts droning on about the sublime in nature.

I'm such a cliché. The virgin with a hopeless crush on the straight jock. If my life were one of the poems I study, it would be a pathetic ode to unrequited longing, inked in invisible ink.

Except I'm pretty sure he knows.

The first time I suspected it, I was studying in the campus coffee shop. Kai came in after wrestling practice, his gym bag slung over his shoulder, his body radiating that heat that comes from intense exertion. He ordered with a voice that was low and gravelly, then sat down at a table across from me, hooking his headphones over his ears.

I tried to focus on my edition of 'The Prelude,' but I could feel his attention like a physical weight. When I finally dared to look up, he was staring at me. Not a quick glance away. Just this... direct, heavy look that made the air between us thick and charged. He held my gaze for what felt like a full minute before he pulled out his phone, effectively dismissing me.

I looked back down at my book, my face burning, a tremor running through my hands.

It happened again a few days later in the dining hall. I was picking at a piece of cardboard masquerading as a pizza slice, scrolling through my phone, when that familiar sensation prickled at the back of my neck. I glanced over, and there he was. Sitting with his teammates at their usual long table, laughing at some joke I couldn't hear, but his eyes... they were fixed on me. Not staring, just... aware. Aware of my presence in a room full of people.

And I am so damn aware of him. It hurts sometimes. He dominates my thoughts. He's everywhere in my head—his body sprawled out on the wrestling mat after a match, sweat-soated and triumphant. Leaning back in his chair, causing his t-shirt to ride up and reveal the chiseled V of his hips. Him, him, him, always him.

I could write a dissertation on the way his sweatpants cling to his thighs. The flex of his forearm when he checks the time on his phone. The way he sometimes catches his lower lip between his teeth when he's concentrating.

And I'm still a virgin. Never even been kissed, unless you count that awful truth-or-dare game in freshman year where a drunk Sarah shoved her tongue in my mouth for ten horrifying seconds. It doesn't count. None of it counts.

Because being a virgin isn't just about not having had sex. It's about never having been touched in a way that matters. Never having been wanted. Never having been truly seen.

And god, I wanted to be seen by him. But I was terrified of what might happen if he really did see me—Leo, the poetry virgin, the gay kid who gets hard just from watching him chew on a string from his hoodie. What would happen if he knew how much space he took up in my head?

The answer, as it turned out, was something I could never have predicted.
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The universe likes to fuck with poets. I’m convinced of it. It’s the only explanation for why I ended up trapped in the glass-and-steel bus shelter by the main gate of Blackwood College, a prisoner of a relentless downpour, as the 11:15 PM bus to Northshire pulled away. I could see the blurred outline of the driver shaking his head as he splashed through a puddle, leaving me and my vinyl backpack stranded.

I had an exam in my eighteenth-century poetry class at eight AM. I’d been in the library until closing, riding a caffeine-fueled wave of academic clarity, and I'd missed my usual bus. My parents lived two states away; I was on my own. My bike had a flat tire I kept forgetting to fix. And my phone was at fifteen percent battery, useless for calling a cab that would take forty-five minutes to arrive.

For a solid five minutes, I just stood there, watching headlights cut through the torrential rain, feeling a cold, familiar dread seep into my bones. This was my life. A series of small, manageable failures that snowballed into one big, pathetic loneliness. I was just about to give up and make the miserable three-mile walk home when a set of high-intensity LEDs blinded me, momentarily turning the deluge into a silver curtain.

An engine, a deep, rumbling purr that had nothing to do with a sensible sedan, cut through the storm. A dark, hulking shape of an SUV—something ridiculously expensive and built for punishment, not suburbia—pulled to a stop right beside the shelter. The window glided down, silent and smooth.

And there he was. Kai.

Not just seen up close—he was framed by the dim interior light, looking like a feature in a car magazine. His dark hair was damp, clinging to his temples, and he wore a simple black compression shirt that did nothing to hide the powerful lines of his chest and shoulders. He looked out at me, his expression unreadable in the shadows.

“Leo, right?”

My breath hitched. In my head, I had run through a thousand scenarios of him talking to me, but none of them started here, in the middle of a monsoon, with him saying my name with such easy familiarity.

I managed a nod; my hands numb inside my wet jacket sleeves.

“Aren't you freezing?” he asked, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through the glass and straight into my bones.

“Little bit,” I managed, my own voice sounding thin and shaky.

He let out a short, amused exhale. “Get in. I’ll give you a ride.”

It was a command, not an offer. My feet were moving before my brain could manufacture a dozen reasons why this was a terrible idea. I wrenched the heavy door of the shelter open and scrambled the few feet to his passenger door, the rain immediately soaking through my jeans. I almost tumbled into the passenger seat, my wet backpack making a squelching sound against the pristine leather.

The interior of his SUV smelled like him. That sharp, clean scent of pool chlorine and something... ozonic. Not woodsy like Zack in the other story. This was colder. Mysterious. And completely masculine. The console was gleaming black, the screens glowing a soft blue. This was a cockpit, and I was just a stray piece of debris he’d picked up.

“Northshire, right?” he asked, already pulling away from the curb, the wipers working overtime to clear a path through the storm.

“Yeah,” I managed, my teeth chattering. He hit a button, and a blast of furnace-warm air filled the cab. It felt so good it was almost painful against my freezing skin.

“What the hell were you doing out there? No car?”

“Missed the bus,” I said, trying to keep the shame out of my voice. “It was stupid.”

“Nah. Not stupid. Just bad timing.” He navigated the slick streets with a casual confidence. The campus lights streaked across the rain-slicked windshield, turning the world into a watercolor painting of blues and grays. “You're in that poetry class with Davies, right? The one on Tuesday nights?”

The question was so casual, so unexpected, I almost flinched. “Yeah. Romantics.”

“You seem to really get into it,” he said, and there was no mockery in his voice, just simple recollection. “You always write, like, a ton. I just draw stuff in my notebook.”

Oh. God. He’d noticed. My heart started doing this frantic, heavy beat
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