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      We were just friends.

      That’s how it had always been, and that’s how it would always be … if I had any self-control.

      Who said we had to stay in the friend zone?

      Apparently I did, for far too long. But the truth was, I didn’t think there was anything sexier than having blurred lines when it came to Stella.

      The girl I’d wanted for longer than I’d ever admit to anyone.

      My best friend.

      The smartest, prettiest girl I’d ever seen, ever known.

      I was the star quarterback, the most popular guy in high school, who could have had any girl he wanted.

      But I didn’t want any of those things. I didn’t care about any of that.

      All I cared about, all I wanted was one thing.

      Stella.

      And the longer I stayed back, tried to keep myself in control where she was concerned, the more possessive I became, the more obsessed with her, the more jealous I became when a guy even looked in her direction.

      There was nothing worse than being a jock block to yourself. But I was about to change all of that.

      I was about to make Stella mine.
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        Stella

      

      

      “Do you think she gets butt injections?”

      I glanced up from my textbook and looked at Cannon, a guy I’d known since elementary school.

      A guy who I comfortably called my best friend.

      And the boy I kind of had a thing for.

      I followed his gaze out the library window, seeing a group of girls standing over by the student parking lot. I knew exactly who they were right away, their long glossy hair styled perfectly, their designer, skin-tight clothes formed to their perfect bodies. All of them stood around expensive cars their daddies had bought for them.

      “I guess you’ll have to be more specific. They all could’ve probably gotten ass injections.” I could hear the venom in my voice. I hated the fact that they made me jealous in any way.

      I heard Cannon chuckle and looked at him, seeing he was already watching me. I lifted a brow and shrugged. “What?”

      He took off his baseball hat and shook his head, the smile on his face still in place. He ran his hand over his short, dirty blond hair, his smile spreading to a full-on grin. “Nothing.” He leaned back in the seat, one arm braced on the library table, the other over the back of his chair. “I just like how you say shit that’s on your mind.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t stop myself from smiling. Cannon and I were total opposites. Not just in personality, but also on the social totem pole that was high school.

      I was a book nerd, hardly had any friends, and focused on school work instead of going to parties every weekend. Cannon, on the other hand, was the star quarterback, gorgeous, had the body of a god, and the reputation that he could have any girl dropping their panties for him.

      He had a cocky attitude, and I knew he was fully aware he could have anything and anyone he wanted. Hell, I knew girls would be lined up just to drop their panties for him. But with me he was genuine.

      He was the guy I considered my best friend, the one person I talked to about everything. He was just Cannon to me, not a popular jock.

      He leaned forward and braced his forearms on the table, looking back out the window. He’d since put his baseball hat back on, the shadow from the bill covering the upper part of his face. I stared at his blue eyes, so bright they almost seemed unreal.

      That was one of the things the girls at school talked about, not including the hundred other things they liked to gossip about where he was concerned.

      But even though Cannon and I were sometimes joined at the hip, the girls wouldn’t come near me with a ten-foot pole. Maybe they were threatened. Maybe they were jealous. Either way, I didn’t care. I just ignored the way they questioned each other on the daily where he was concerned.

      What was he like in bed?

      What did it feel like to kiss him?

      How big was his…

      “Stella, you can’t tell me you don’t know which one I’m talking about,” Cannon said and I pulled back from my thoughts and looked out the window again. “Do you think Crystal gets her ass injected?”

      I looked at the girl in question and wrinkled my nose. “No doubt. I’m also pretty sure her dad paid for her to get her tits done.” Cannon started laughing and we heard several people murmur for us to be quiet.

      “I’m pretty sure all the girls in that clique have had Botox, lipo, ass injections, and tit jobs done.” Although in that moment I tried to sound like I didn’t care, the truth was they were gorgeous, they were popular, and it always made me feel inadequate, especially when guys like Cannon noticed them.

      I was a shy, nerdy girl whose best friend just happened to be the most popular guy in school. If it wasn’t for that, no one would pay me any attention. They wouldn’t even know I existed.

      No one would give two shits about me.

      I looked at Cannon as he stared out the window, his profile so masculine. Because he played football he was a bigger guy, with broad shoulders and defined muscles. His square jaw was the epitome of masculinity, and the scruff that I saw occasionally on his cheeks when he didn’t shave made me feel extremely feminine.

      Where he was big, I was small.

      But we were friends. Nothing more. I’d never be the girl for him, not just because I knew the type he liked—which wasn’t me—but because we had too much history, that wall of platonic friendship keeping us in our separate corners.

      And I was fine with that. Cannon was like family, and I’d never want to ruin that.

      We’d go off to college and find people that we cared about. We’d have our own lives, but in the end, we’d always have each other. He knew that. I knew that. I was okay with that reality.

      “No doubt Rachel gets ass injections,” I found myself saying out loud and instantly snapped my mouth shut, looking over at Cannon.

      He turned his head slowly toward me, his expression showing a little bit of surprise, but then it turned to amusement. Leaning back in his seat, his grin was full on now. “Damn, Stel, you are really not liking Rachel, huh?”

      I blew it off like it was no big deal, but the truth was I couldn’t stand the girl Cannon was hanging out with lately. I didn’t know what they were to each other aside from Rachel hanging on him like she wanted to be the future Mrs. Cannon Ash.

      I didn’t even want to think about him touching her in any capacity. She was vile, superficial, and so into petty bullshit it was nauseating.

      But if I was being honest, I thought and felt that about any girl Cannon hung out with. I was pretty possessive of his time and affection.

      “I kind of like jealousy on you, Stella.” He winked and I felt this little tingle fill me. “You know you’re my number one girl. No one will ever compare to you.”

      I blushed but rolled my eyes. “You’re so full of shit.”

      His face was serious. “I’d never lie to you.”

      I knew he wouldn’t. I knew he’d always be honest with me.

      “Besides, I don’t do relationships.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You really don’t like her though?”

      “She’s fine,” I lied easily as I focused on my textbooks, acting like I really didn’t care. I felt his gaze on me and glanced up.

      “Who do you think you’re talking to? I can read you like an open book.”

      I exhaled and crossed my arms under my breasts. “She’s a bitch, Cannon. It’s no secret. She’s using you because she thinks it’ll make her social standing higher. It’s weird as hell.” 

      His expression was humorous at first, but then he nodded and grew serious. “Yeah, I know she is.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Then why are you even hanging out with her? She’s the biggest bitch of all of them.” Not only was she superficial as hell, but I also didn’t miss how she looked down at me, almost swearing every time she saw Cannon and me together.

      He shrugged. “She’s a clinger, Stel. She’s like a piece of gum stuck to the bottom of a shoe.”

      I snorted.

      “I don’t know, to be honest. Maybe I haven’t told her to fuck off because of boredom? She’s tolerable when she parties and drinks.”

      I scrunched my nose and he shook his head, laughing. “Get your mind out of the gutter, Stella. I didn’t mean it in a sexual way.”

      “I have a dirty mind?” I lifted a brow. “That’s funny.” He had the dirtiest mind of anyone I knew. Maybe that’s why we got along so well.

      Although I’d never actually seen or heard about him screwing other girls, a guy who looked like him, a guy as popular as Cannon, no doubt was experienced.

      Me, on the other hand … my experience went as far as a sloppy make-out session and getting groped in the back of the movie theater in the ninth grade. Now as a soon-to-be eighteen-year-old and a senior in high school, I was as inexperienced and prudish as they came.

      “You still coming over tonight to help me study?”

      I looked at the clock and saw my next class was starting soon, so I grabbed my books and started shoving them in my bag at the same time I nodded in response to Cannon. “Yeah, is eight okay? I have to work a couple hours at Pete’s, but then I can swing by.” I felt a shift in the air and I glanced up at Cannon. His face was expressionless, his eyes hard. I exhaled and rolled my eyes. “You’re not gonna get weird about it again, are you?”

      He made a gruff sound, as if he were frustrated. “You mean get as weird as Pete is?”

      I rolled my eyes again and shook my head. “He’s just an old, lonely guy.”

      Cannon snorted humorlessly. “Yeah, an old lonely perv who likes high school girls.”

      I wrinkled my nose and looked up at him. I’d been working at Pete’s body shop for the past year, answering phones and filing invoices. It wasn’t exactly my dream job by any means, but he paid well, worked around my school schedule, and really all I had to deal with was his weird personality and wandering eyes at times.

      But overall, he was a decent guy, just not decent in Cannon’s eyes.

      I stood and put my backpack on, looking down at Cannon, who was leaning back in his chair again, staring up at me. “I’ll see you at eight, okay?”

      “Sounds good.” He straightened and narrowed his eyes. “Tell me if he gets nasty with you.”

      “Nasty with me?”

      “Yeah, if he checks out your tits again, kick him in the balls. Or I can come down and do it.”

      “Oh my God. Only you’d make it this extreme.” I turned and walked away to hide my grin. Truth was I liked Cannon this protective of me.

      I should’ve never told him about the one time I was pretty sure Pete had looked down at my chest. I had yet to live that down, and it made for a very awkward situation when Cannon would swing by the body shop. Protective and pissy was an understatement.

      I looked over my shoulder right before leaving the library and stared at Cannon. He had his forearms braced on the table again, his focus out the window where the girls stood. His brows were furrowed in confusion, as if he were still trying to figure out which of them had ass injections.

      If there was one thing to be said about Cannon’s and my relationship, it was that we always kept each other on our toes, maybe Cannon even more.

      But I liked that and wouldn’t change it for the world.
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      Sweat covered my face as I pulled off my helmet, holding it under my arm. I ran my hand over my hair, the short, damp strands no doubt sticking up.

      Coach hollered for us and I picked up my pace, jogging toward where everyone else stood.

      “Good practice, boys.” Coach adjusted his sunglasses, his clipboard in his other hand. “I want your asses here bright and early tomorrow morning for another practice.” There was a round of groans.

      We all started heading toward the double doors on the back side of the school.

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath when I saw Rachel waiting there. I heard a couple of the guys laugh.

      “Trouble in paradise, man?” Will said and I flipped him off and shook my head.

      There was no paradise where Rachel was concerned. Hell, I didn’t even know why I was still spending time with her. She was like a leech, clinging to me as if her life depended on it. Even though we’d only been hanging out for a couple of weeks I was pretty sure that was the longest she’d ever spent with the opposite sex.

      When I got to the doors, she pushed off the wall and grinned, her shirt too tight and too short, the little belly ring she wore having some kind of dangly bits hanging from it so every time she walked it swayed back and forth. Her jeans were low on her hips, so low that I was surprised I couldn’t see the top of her pussy.

      “Hey, Mr. All-Star.”

      Two of my teammates, Will and Rob, were trying not to laugh.

      Rachel was superficial as fuck, and after I spent the afternoon with Stella, that’s all I’d been thinking about. How I really couldn’t stand her, how all she saw were stars in her eyes.

      She jumped from player to player, and I knew that’s what she wanted from me … to get in my pants so she could say she’d fucked another football player.

      Shit, that was never going to happen. Hell, I hadn’t done so much as kiss her. And I could tell that was getting under her skin, could tell she was confused as hell on why I wasn’t fucking her when every other guy at school already had.

      “I watched you practice. You looked good out there,” she said and went to wrap her arm through mine, but then must have thought better of it. I looked at her and saw her nose scrunched up in disgust.

      “Yeah, I’m sweaty,” I said and headed inside. “Happens during practice.” She clearly didn’t like me stating the obvious.

      I looked over and down at her, seeing a big fake smile on her face. “Party this weekend at Stanley’s. You game?”

      I shrugged and grabbed one of the bottles of water a teammate threw at me. “Maybe. I gotta study though.”

      “Well, if you want to come over tonight, I can help you study. My parents will be gone.”

      I shook my head. “Can’t. Stella is coming over tonight to help me.”

      I instantly felt the ice come from her and I stopped and turned to face her. I knew how this was going to go. She didn’t fucking like the relationship I had with Stella. That wasn’t a secret, not when I saw her mean mugging Stella on the constant.

      But the fact was, Stella was my best friend and the most important person to me in the entire world. She came above everyone else. If she needed something, I dropped what I was doing and I did it. Fuck anyone else who didn’t like that.

      I stared at Rachel, keeping my face expressionless, waiting for her to start in.

      She sidled next to me and tipped her head back to smile. I didn’t know who she thought she was kidding, or who she thought she was playing. I saw through all her bullshit.

      “You know, I could help you study instead. Might be a lot more fun.”

      I shook my head. “Nah, I’m good with Stella helping me. She knows how to make me understand shit.” I saw the way Rachel narrowed her eyes before taking a step back. She crossed her arms under her breasts, pushing the twin mounds of her tits nearly up to her chin.

      I knew she’d done that on purpose, trying to be suggestive. But what she didn’t get was that every minute I spent in her company was starting to feel like getting my nails ripped off. I thought it was time to cut the cord with her, so to speak.

      “You don’t think it’s weird that you spend so much time with her?”

      “Nope.”

      “Like, she’s never at any parties, and aside from you, she’s got like no friends—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there before you dig yourself into a big fucking hole.” She dropped her arms to her sides and lifted her chin, almost as if challenging me. “Stella is my best friend, has been for years. She’s always going to be in my life, no matter what. I’m sorry you’ve got some hang-up with it because you’re jealous of her, but if you say one more nasty remark about her, I might lose my shit, Rachel. You get me?”

      And when I said I’d lose my shit, I meant I’d cut her off, ignore her, treat her like a social outcast. She knew that. I could see it in her face, in the way her eyes widened slightly.

      If she wanted to be a bitch that was fine, but talking shit about Stella was crossing a line. One I wouldn’t stand for.

      Rachel huffed out, but I could see I’d set her straight. I didn’t care if you were a guy or a girl, if you talked shit about Stella, I was going to put you in your place.

      “Well, just call me and let me know if you’re coming to Stanley’s.”

      I just stood there and stared at her. I wasn’t surprised that obviously what I’d said went in one ear and out the other. She was focused on parties, social status, and nothing else.

      Yeah, this shit with her was done.

      Before I could respond, even if I would have, she ran up to some of her friends that had stepped inside the building. The girls started giggling, waving their phones around, and flipping their hair over their shoulders.

      I headed back into the locker rooms, thinking about how different Stella was from the majority of the girls that we went to school with. She wasn’t superficial or conceited, and didn’t care about looks even though she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. Her intelligence was so attractive, yet I kept her on the friend level. It was best that way.

      I was pretty sure it was anyway. She was too smart for me.

      Sure, she had the librarian thing going on with her blue-framed reading glasses and her button-up cardigan, but that just endeared her to me even more.

      My best friend.

      That’s what she was to me, that’s what she’d always be to me. Through thick and thin. We’d always have each other’s backs.

      Just friends.
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      I filed the last customer invoice for the night, the scent of motor oil perpetually filling my nostrils. I looked down at my shirt, a few grease stains smeared across the light-yellow material.

      Perfect.

      Then again, working in the body shop, all I had to do was lean against the counter and I had motor oil on me.

      “Hey, Pete, I’m heading out for the night,” I said but knew he probably couldn’t hear me over the classic rock playing ear splitting loud, and the clanging of tools hitting the cement floor.

      I grabbed my purse and headed out, the parking lot deserted except for a few cars from the guys who’d stayed back for some overtime. I had my bag slung over one shoulder, and twisted it around to reach inside for my keys. I felt the rough edges move against my fingertips and pulled them out. The crunch of gravel underneath my shoes was loud as I made my way toward my car.

      The sound of footsteps behind me had me stopping and looking over my shoulder. I saw Ryan, Pete’s new lead mechanic, heading toward his truck. He had a cigarette in his mouth, the end already lit and burning orange as he inhaled. “’Night, Ryan.”

      He tipped his chin in my direction, continuing to head toward his truck, his focus on me the whole time.

      Once in the car, I started the engine then looked out the driver side window. Ryan still watched me, and when our gazes clashed, he smiled. He placed the cigarette back between his lips, inhaled until the end burned brightly, then exhaled slowly. Smoke filled the interior of his truck.

      I knew Cannon wouldn’t like Ryan, not with the way he looked at me, not with the way he was like Pete with wandering eyes, or the filthy shit I heard them all talking about in the back of the garage when they thought I wasn’t around.

      What they did to the girl they’d fucked that last weekend, how they were going after their friend, who was even hotter and probably “sluttier.” The way Ryan and some of the guys talked about women was disgusting, obscene, and downright degrading.

      But I was there to work. Nothing more, nothing less. Maybe him checking me out should have had red flags going up, especially after all the nasty things I heard him talking about, but the truth was a guy looking at me didn’t happen very often, so maybe that’s why I was oblivious to the dangers of that.

      I pulled out of the parking lot, heading toward Cannon’s place. It was well after eight, later than I’d originally planned. I had my backpack with all the books sitting on the passenger’s side seat, ready for a night filled with studying.

      Although Cannon was insanely smart, he did struggle with social studies. Then again, it wasn’t the most entertaining subject for some people, and Cannon was one of them. If he failed this class, which was how it was looking if I didn’t help, the threat of him being benched during games had him working his ass off to do better.

      I admired that about him. When Cannon set his mind to something, he followed through with it until the very end.

      Ten minutes later I was pulling into his driveway, cutting off the engine, and just sitting there for a moment. I grabbed my cell and sent a reminder text to my mom that I was at Cannon’s to study, knowing full well she’d probably forget. And that’s the last thing I needed ... my mom hysterically looking for me.

      Then again, I wasn’t a single mom. I suppose that would make anyone overly protective.  

      After shoving the cell in my bag, I stared at the garage door. It was wide open, his mother’s car parked inside. I didn’t see his dad’s truck, but he was probably working late again.

      I grabbed my bag and climbed out of the car, headed up the front steps. I didn’t bother knocking. Cannon’s family was like my own. I’d been over here just as much as I’d been at my house. His mom was like my second parent.

      I closed the front door and instantly smelled the scent of dinner in the air ... maybe spaghetti, definitely garlic bread.

      “Hello?” I called out and headed into the living room. The television was on, the volume low. I knew Cannon’s mom kept it on as background noise, and for “company.”

      The volume was muted so the sound of pots and pans banging in the kitchen was loud and clear. I followed the noise until I stood in the entryway. Megan, Cannon’s mother, stood by the sink washing a few dishes. Despite the fact I still smelled dinner in the air, the table was cleaned off, and there was a stack of drying plates and cups sitting in the strainer.

      “Hey,” I said. She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled.

      Megan grabbed a rag off the counter, drying her hands as she walked up to me, her arms outstretched. “Hi, sweetheart.” She gave me a hug, the smile still in place.

      “Cannon upstairs?” I pulled back, the remainders of water from her damp hands dotting my arms. “I’m here to help him study.”

      “I think he’s in his room, or in the basement playing video games.” She headed back toward the sink. “Are you hungry? There’s leftovers from dinner.”

      “No thanks. I ate before work tonight.” I waved as I left the kitchen.

      I headed downstairs first, opening up the basement door and listening to see if I could hear either video games, or Cannon cursing at said games. Although the light was on, I didn’t hear anything.

      I shut the door and headed upstairs. When I got to the top landing, I walked down the hallway, seeing that Cannon’s door was partially shut. I pushed it open slightly and stood there for a moment, staring at him as he sat on the edge of his bed, his cell in hand, this focused expression on his face.

      He had yet to know I was there, too focused on the message he was sending. I took a step forward, a floorboard creaking.  He lifted his head and glanced over at me. That focused expression instantly left as a big grin covered his face.

      “Hey,” he said. “I was just about to call you and see if you were close.”

      I stepped fully inside and tossed my bag on his bed, sitting on the edge of the mattress. “Yeah, sorry. I would’ve been here sooner but I wanted to finish up filing some paperwork before I left.” I looked down at his cell. “Pretty intense texting there,” I teased and gently pushed my shoulder against his. He chuckled softly and shut off his phone, tossing it behind him on the mattress.

      “No, just getting annoyed with everyone texting me about the party coming up.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t have any knowledge of that.”

      I never got invited to parties, which was probably a good thing because I’d be completely out of place anyways.

      I didn’t say anything, but I could feel Cannon watching me. I looked up from my lap and he smiled, pushing his shoulder gently against mine now.

      “Well, you’re not missing anything,” he said but I knew he was lying.

      “You’re a horrible liar, Cannon.”

      His smile widened and he shook his head. “No, I mean it. The parties that I’ve gone to have sucked. You know why?”

      I stared into his blue eyes and shook my head.

      “They sucked because you weren’t there.”

      I felt my cheeks heat. Yeah, he’d asked me to go with him every time, but the truth was, I felt out of place, uncomfortable. Even if I wanted to hang out with him, going to one of those drunken, sloppy high school parties didn’t really seem like something I’d want to do.

      Right?

      Yeah. Right.

      So I declined every time, but I did wonder what he was doing, how many girls had been hitting on him ... how many girls he’d been with.

      Although that was none of my business. But I couldn’t help the thoughts that came to mind. They played like this uncomfortable movie on repeat, over and over again. I shook my head, trying to clear those thoughts.

      His cell chimed with a text and we both glanced behind us. I narrowed my eyes when I saw it was from Rachel.

      I faced forward just as he went to pick it up. I could hear him texting hear, the little click, click, click that settled in my stomach like this heavy rock.

      Maybe I wouldn’t feel this way if he wasn’t hanging out with such a bitch. But a part of me thought that I might still feel like this, that it didn’t matter who it was. If Cannon was hanging out with any girl, I’d probably be sour about it.

      I guess I just had expectations of who he should be with, and so far the girls I’d seen him hanging around weren’t good enough.

      “It’ll make you happy to know that I told Rachel I wasn’t really into hanging out with her anymore.”

      I sat up straight and looked over at him. “You did? Like, right now?” He nodded and tossed the phone back on the bed.

      “Yeah, she’s been texting me all night about this party after I told her I was studying with you.”

      I placed my hands flat on the mattress behind me and leaned back a little. “I’m glad you finally realized how obnoxious she is.” He stared at me for long moments, this strange expression on his face.

      “Well, when she started talking shit about you, I knew that was it. I don’t want that bullshit in my life.”

      I wasn’t even fazed that she’d been talking shit about me. The side-eyed glares she gave me daily told me she wasn’t very fond of me. Well, it was mutual.

      “Anyone who says anything bad about you is not somebody I want to be associated with.”

      I smiled and felt my cheeks become hotter. I really did love how protective he was of me.

      “If she’d been a guy saying things about you, I would have kicked their ass.”

      I felt so flustered all of a sudden. I straightened again and reached for my bag, needing something to do because the way he watched me made me feel all kinds of things I probably shouldn’t. Clearing my throat as I grabbed several books out of my backpack, I set them between us and shifted on the mattress so I could face him.

      “I hope you’re ready to study?”

      He stared at me for a prolonged moment before finally falling back on the bed and exhaling. His T-shirt rode up a little bit, showing me a swatch of his golden abdomen, the defined abs underneath the material visible and in stark display.

      I licked my lips and looked away, staring at the boring as hell textbooks between us.

      “Gonna be honest, I don’t want to study, but I know I need to. No way in hell I’m going to be benched because of failing a fucking class.”

      I glanced up again. “Could be worse. You could’ve gotten kicked off the team for flunking.”

      He rubbed his hand over his eyes and groaned. “Yeah, but they’re not gonna kick me off the team. They need me too damn much. Coach has been on my ass to bring my grade up, even telling me about all this extra tutoring he wants to set up. I finally told him you’re helping me and that things will be fine.” He pushed himself up and looked at the books.

      “Wow, that’s a lot of pressure for a girl like me.” I chuckled awkwardly. “But you’re really smart, Cannon. You’ll pass the class no problem.”

      “I have full faith in you, Stella. You’re the smartest fucking girl I know.”

      And of course, there went my damn cheeks again, my face probably redder than a cherry tomato.

      For the next hour we worked on social studies, went over the wars, the revolutions, the rises and falls of empires, how society handled it all as a whole. By the end of our study session, I felt like I could’ve aced his test.

      I closed the books and exhaled, looking at him expectantly. “So you think you got this?”

      He ran a hand over the back of his head. “I think I got this,” he finally said. “At least I hope I do.” He chuckled.

      I reached for one of the books at the same time he did, our hands brushing together and this shock of electricity slammed into me. “Sorry,” I murmured and pulled my hand away a little too fast.

      “Sorry,” he said as well, this awkward little laugh in his voice.

      I shoved my books in my bag. “I should probably get home. My mom starts to get a little worried, even when she knows I’m over here.” I glanced at him. “You know how she is.” I stood.

      He nodded and stood as well. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      We left his room and I saw his mom’s bedroom door partially closed, the lights off but the glow from the TV peeking through the crack. Cannon took my bag from me and I looked over my shoulder to smile my thanks.

      Once outside and standing by my car, I took the backpack from him and tossed it on the passenger seat. “Listen, if you need to study this weekend, let me know. I’d rather drill it until it’s boring than you not understand and all this studying be wasted.” He stood there in just a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt, his hands shoved in the front pockets of his jeans, his feet bare.

      God, he looked good with all that raw power on display. Who knew a guy could be so attractive in just a pair of distressed jeans and a worn-in shirt?

      “It’s not like I have anything going on this weekend anyway,” I said softly, awkwardly for some reason. He smiled and I felt myself grow loose, a little nervous even.

      His short blond hair was messy around his head, an after product of him running his fingers through it during our studying.

      “Do you actually want to hang out with my dumb ass and help me study?” He gave me a lopsided smile and my heart jumped in my throat.

      I grew serious, all those strange but wonderful feelings I was starting to have leaving. “You’re not dumb,” I said genuinely. “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Look at all the other classes that you’re acing. Look at all the other stuff you excel at. You’re smart, Cannon. You’re really smart.” The air around us grew thick at this moment becoming a little more serious than I had anticipated.

      He cleared his throat as if my words had caught him off guard.

      We stood there and stared at each other, and I felt my emotions start to turn into something deeper, more alive for him. They had started off slow and easy, but were now racing toward the finish line.

      I wondered what it would be like to be with him, be with him in more ways than study buddies, than a confidant.

      I wondered what it would be like to be more than just friends.
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      I caught the ball and stood there. I should have been looking for Landon, our wide receiver and passing the ball off to him, should have been focused on this fucking game.

      But my mind was not on practice. Even though I heard the sound of Coach yelling plays, something he only did during practice for obvious reasons, I still wasn’t focused. 

      The only thing I could think about was Stella.

      How in that moment as we stood by her car and I stared into her eyes, heard her say how I wasn’t stupid, the scent of her had filled my head, making me drunk. She’d talked about things that would otherwise have bored the hell out of me, but she somehow made it interesting as fuck. Or maybe it was just because it was her there with me, speaking, spending time with me?

      Maybe it was the fact she was the only person I knew who would be by my side no matter what. If I wasn’t the quarterback, popular, or had the high school status I had, she’d still have my back. Stella would always be there for me and that meant more to me than anything else I went through in life.

      All I could think about was her.

      Someone tackled me from behind, propelling my body forward and slamming me face first into the field. The air was knocked out of me, the football flying out of my hands. The heavy weight of a team member behind me, pushing me into the ground, had me snapping into focus. A second later, he rolled off me.

      I could hear Coach bitching about how I wasn’t focused, wasn’t paying attention.

      I stayed there, though, breathing heavily, this ringing in my ears, my head feeling fuzzy. I rolled over and stared at the sky, blinking a few times.

      “What the hell, Cannon?” Coach yelled out and I pushed myself up. “Where were you? Clearly not having your damn head in the game.”

      I stood and looked over at Coach, seeing the anger and annoyance on his face. He gestured for me to sit my ass on the bench, and I pulled my helmet off as I started making my way over there. It was best that I wasn’t practicing right now, not when all I could think about was Stella and how I’d been so fucking blind all these years.

      Although I’d always noticed how gorgeous and smart she was, how she’d make some guy really happy, I really started to feel what jealousy was like. And it was eating at me like a fucking parasite.

      I didn’t know when it had happened exactly, maybe when she’d helped me study and I realized how incredible she was. Or maybe it was before then. Maybe it was when I realized she was so unlike the girls I hung around with, how she was so ... genuine.

      It had been like someone had slapped me across the face, like this lightbulb had gone off. I’d started comparing every other girl I met in my life to Stella, and each and every one of them fell short.

      I started thinking about it all and how much time I’d wasted, how she could’ve been mine this whole time.

      I sat my ass down on the bench and ran my hand over my hair, the short strands damp. My mouth guard hung from my helmet, which I’d placed beside me, that little piece of rubber swaying as it hung over the edge of the bench.

      Shit, I needed to have my head in the game, in practice. I should be focusing on my team, on the plays, hell, on the fucking game coming up.

      But I couldn’t.

      I was confused. Consumed.

      Because all I wanted to do was explore these feelings for Stella and see where they led.
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      I sat in the courtyard, my legs stretched out in front of me, students either sitting down like me, or hustling to the next class. I had a free period toward the end of the day, an hour that I usually just wasted in the library studying, but today I decided to actually get some sun on my pale-ass legs.

      My jean skirt rode up my thighs, my legs were crossed at the ankle, and I let out a small moan of approval at the feel of the sun on my skin.

      I rested my hands behind me and leaned back, a slight breeze picking up, the leaves in the tree beside me moving and casting shadows along the ground, showing intermittent swatches of light from the sun peeking through.

      Right about now Cannon was in his final class for the day before getting ready for football practice, and all I could think about was going to the field after school, maybe even letting myself explore what I was starting to feel a little bit more as I watched him in his element.

      I tipped my head back slightly and closed my eyes, the grass beneath my fingers soft, plush. I was just starting to relax when a noise as obnoxious as nails on a chalkboard filled my head.

      Rachel’s voice.

      I opened my eyes and exhaled, that little moment of peace I felt instantly erased. But then again, there was a little piece of pleasure at the knowledge she was probably extremely pissed at the fact Cannon had cut ties with her.

      For a girl like Rachel, that was as bad as it could get. The most popular guy in school, star quarterback, paying you no attention anymore. Yeah, it had to be a blow to her ego for sure.

      I saw her talking to one of her friends, both of them heading right toward me, Rachel’s focus on her phone. I hated that I was jealous of her in any capacity, but it wasn’t about her looks, popularity, or the money I knew her family had.

      It wasn’t about any of that. What made me jealous was the fact she had Cannon’s attention. I didn’t know what they’d done together, if they’d kissed ... if they’d gone further. I didn’t want to know that.

      It wasn’t even about any of those things. It was just the simple fact that he paid any attention to her. And the selfish part of me wanted to be the only girl who had that with him. It was most definitely selfish, maybe even a little bit childish, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t change how I felt, how I saw things.

      I couldn’t stop what I was starting to feel.

      And dammit if it hadn’t snuck up on me and took me down fast and hard.

      They got closer and I idly thought that if I stayed quiet and made myself as small as possible, Rachel wouldn’t even notice me. I wasn’t in the mood for her pettiness.

      But of course, she’d noticed me. She always noticed me, so I was prepared for the venom she spit my way.

      She looked up from her phone and our gazes clashed. I refused to look away. I refused to act submissive in front of her. She and I might be on separate ends of the spectrum, but that didn’t mean I was going to let her intimidate me because she was pissy she didn’t get her way with Cannon.

      She narrowed her eyes and I kept my expression stoic. I thought maybe she’d walk right by, maybe mutter something under her breath to her friend about me, but she surprised me by stopping just a few feet from where I sat.

      I didn’t move, just waited for her to say whatever she needed to say, maybe blame me for what had happened with Cannon. Because although it wasn’t really that big of a deal if you thought about it, to somebody like Rachel, someone who always wanted to go the extra step, to seem better than everyone else, the situation with Cannon was probably pretty devastating to her.

      “Sitting all alone again?” She smirked but it looked more like a sneer.

      I didn’t answer and that seemed to piss her off even more. She pursed her lips and straightened her shoulders, looking down at me, literally and figuratively. “Don’t think I didn’t know you had something to do with Cannon.”

      I still stayed silent for a moment. That was the best form of action where she was concerned. That’s what really got under her skin.

      I tipped my head to the side and sat up straighter, shrugging. “What do you mean?” She pursed her lips. “I don’t know the ins and outs of what Cannon does or doesn’t do.” I could feel the tension between us rising. I might not be “cool” like her, might not have a lot of friends, family money, or even drive a luxury car that my daddy bought, but I had integrity, a backbone. I could give as well as I got, especially where she was concerned.

      “I’m not sure why Cannon hangs out with you.” She looked at her friend. “I just don’t get it.”

      “Yeah, crazier things have happened, I’m sure.”

      She placed a hand on her hip and cocked it out. “So where is Cannon right now? I need to talk to him.”

      I stood up and wiped the grass off my skirt before bending down and grabbing my bag. I knew this conversation wasn’t going to get any better, so the best thing I could do was just leave. Because Rachel was like a vulture. She’d keep picking and picking until there were just bones left.

      “I’m not his keeper, Rachel. I assume he’s in class.” I smiled, not one that was genuine, but one that told her she wasn’t getting under my skin as much as she thought she was.

      I turned and started walking away, but not before I heard her call out, “You know he’s not into girls like you.”

      I don’t know why I hadn’t assumed she’d place one more nail in the coffin.

      I clenched my teeth together but didn’t turn around. Because the truth was she was right. Cannon wasn’t into girls like me.
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      I ran backwards a few steps, reared my arm back, and threw the ball to the wide receiver. Since last practice I tried to focus on what I needed to, but it was damn hard when the only thing consuming my thoughts was Stella and all the things I wanted to explore with her.

      Things that were really fucking not in the friend-zone.

      But shit, that was dangerous territory. That was crossing a line that could potentially ruin everything between us. And I needed her in my life. I wanted her there. So the fact that me acting on my feelings could fuck things up didn’t sit well with me.

      It made me realize staying just friends was exactly how it should be.

      We did a few more plays, Coach getting on our asses because the game was coming up against Charlton. After another twenty minutes, he blew the whistle, ending practice.

      I started heading toward the field house with the other guys.

      I already had my helmet off, sweat beading down my temples, when I glanced up and saw Stella standing by the bleachers, her backpack sitting beside her feet.

      My heart instantly plummeted to my stomach, but I grinned and jogged over there, not about to let it be known that I was starting to feel things for her.

      “Hey,” I said and stopped when I was a few feet from where she stood.

      “Hi.” She reached down and grabbed a bottle of water from her bag, handing it to me.

      “Thanks.” I took the bottle, our fingers brushing, my heart racing from that small touch. But I was good at keeping my shit together. At least I thought I was. Things were getting all turned around now.

      I downed the bottle as I watched her. She stared at the field where the guys were still standing, some of them heading to the shower, others bullshitting.

      She had her long blond hair in a ponytail, the ends a little bit curly, the wind blowing and moving the strands along the side of her neck. I kept drinking that bottle of water, the action giving me something to do as I stared at her.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off of her for the life of me.

      She started talking about Rachel, how it was clear she was pissy about me cutting ties with her. But then everything else faded away as I grew mesmerized by her, watching as her mouth moved, her lips full and pink.

      Her profile was perfect, delicate and feminine. Little wisps of hair moved along her temples and forehead, her hair so light blond it reminded me of spun gold.

      Damn, look at me getting all cheesy and shit with how I thought about Stella.

      I finished off the bottle and pulled it away from my mouth, continuing to watch her. She looked over at me, still speaking, but her words falling on deaf ears. All I could hear was this buzzing in my head and the sound of my heart racing in my ears.

      Her eyes were so blue they actually had me reaching out and grabbing one of the benches to steady myself. How could I have never noticed how beautiful she was? How had I never noticed how bright her eyes were?

      I watched the way her eyebrows dipped in confusion, and it was only then that the noise came rushing back to me. I could hear the guys shouting in the distance, heard Coach’s booming voice. I heard the wind blowing around us.

      “Cannon? Did you hear anything I said?”

      I could hear crunching, realized it was me as I held the bottle and squeezed it in my hand.

      “Yeah, I heard you.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and I could tell she didn’t believe me, but she didn’t press it.

      “Okay, well are you good then?”

      I cleared my throat and tossed the now crumpled water bottle into the trashcan beside her. “Oh yeah, I’m good. You’re good?” My voice sounded thick.

      She snorted and shook her head. “You didn’t hear one word I said, did you?”

      I gave her a smirk and lifted one shoulder. “I didn’t, I’m sorry. What’s up? You have my full attention.”

      She smiled and shook her head and I refrained from lifting my hand and placing it over my heart, that organ hurting instantly.

      “Are you good with social studies?”

      I nodded. “I think I’m pretty good with it.”

      “Because if you’re not, I can always come by after work. I’m at the body shop the next few days, but I can swing by afterward, or we can study during our free hour in the library.” She reached out and grabbed her backpack off the ground, slipping the straps through her arms.

      I stared at her hands as they wrapped around the nylon, her nails peeking out, pink paint adorning them and nearly having my cock standing at attention.

      She was so vulnerable and innocent, so much more than myself. I’d experienced a lot in my short eighteen years, whereas Stella, not even eighteen yet, probably hadn’t even kissed a boy. Or if she had, she had never told me about it.

      The very thought of her lips pressed against someone else’s had my blood racing, this rage filling me. I didn’t want her kissing anyone, didn’t want any other guy fucking touching her. That feeling, that anger and possessiveness was so powerful, I actually took a step back. What I felt was misplaced. I had no claim over her, no right to her. She was my best friend, that’s all she could be.

      “I mean, I won’t say no if you wanna come over and hang out.” I ran my hands over my thighs. God, I probably looked like a nervous fucking asshole right now. But she seemed oblivious to it, which was a blessing, I suppose.

      “Study at your place again?”

      “Or we can go to your house. Hell, we can go to Charlie’s Chocolate Shop if you want.” She looked at me like I’d grown two heads, and at the moment I felt like I had.

      “Wait, you actually want to go to Charlie’s?”

      Truth was I hated fucking Charlie’s, a little rundown diner with shitty cheeseburgers and watered-down milkshakes located right outside of town. It was where a lot of kids from school went, mainly because the owner, Charlie from Russia, was seedy as fuck and looked the other way where underage drinking and smoking pot behind the building was concerned.

      But despite the freedom a lot of kids got by hanging out there, it wasn’t a place that I typically wanted to go. But if Stella wanted to go, I’d be the first one there with her.

      “I mean, if you want to go there, I’m game.”

      She continued to stare at me. “Who are you and what have you done with Cannon?” She chuckled and shook her head. “First, you ditch Rachel, which by the way was probably one of the best decisions you’ve ever made, if I say so myself.” She grinned. “But now, you’re offering to go to Charlie’s, a place you never wanted to go, because, and I quote, ‘It’s dirty and Charlie probably jerks off in the milkshakes.’”

      I laughed, but it sounded awkward.

      I lifted my hand and rubbed the back of my head, not sure what to say. It wasn’t about what she’d said, but the fact all I could think about was Stella and how good she looked right now.

      Just then, I heard Stella’s phone going off. She took her bag off and grabbed her cell out of the front pocket. She looked at the screen. “It’s my mom,” she said, a little exasperated. “I swear the older she gets, the more paranoid she is I’m gonna get kidnapped.” She typed out a text then shoved her phone back in her backpack and looked up at me, the sun hitting her blue eyes and making them almost glow.

      “She’s just looking out for you,” I said low, my voice thick. “I can relate to those feelings.” She smiled shyly and looked away.

      “Well, I wouldn’t want you to get kidnapped either.”

      She grinned, flashing me straight, white teeth. She proceeded to pull her bottom lip between them, gently nibbling it. It took everything in me to hold back the groan that was about to spill.

      “Listen, I better get going. Text me if you want me to swing by. I really don’t mind helping you study.” I nodded and before I could move or say anything, she lifted her hand in a wave and started walking away.

      I sure as hell shouldn’t have looked down and stared at her ass, sure as fuck shouldn’t have envisioned pushing her up against the side of the field house, pulling up her little jean skirt, and sinking down to my knees.

      God, the images that slammed into my head of me on my knees before her, of the things I’d do to her, had my cock growing hard against my uniform.

      Shit, I was in so fucking deep.
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      I sat on the couch with my legs kicked up on the coffee table, Tristan right beside me cursing as we played a first-person shooter game he’d brought over.

      “Look at this asshole,” Tristan shouted at the screen.

      I was shot in the center of the forehead and Tristan groaned and looked at me. “What the fuck, dude?”

      I set my controller on the couch beside me, stood, and headed over to the mini fridge that was set up in the corner. After grabbing a bottle of water, I drank it as I watched Tristan set up another game.

      “Dude, did I tell you Rani Clarkson totally backed her ass up against my dick the other day?” Tristan leaned back and put his feet on the coffee table. “It was totally not accidental either. She looked over her shoulder at me and winked.” He grinned. “I kind of feel like a fucking pig for popping a boner, but dude,” he said and looked over at me. “She’s so damn hot. Smart too. She’s not like the other chicks that walk the halls like they own the place. She doesn’t have her shirt so low her tits are pushed up to her chin.” He started playing the game. “You know what I mean. The chicks that have their skirts short enough that when they bend over, you can see what color underwear they’re wearing.” He shook his head. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, because believe me, I’ve had my fair share of that type of female. But—” He shrugged one shoulder. “Maybe I’m seeing things more clearly in my old age.”

      “Your old age?” I said and went back over to the couch, sitting down beside him and setting the water bottle on the table. “You’re being kind of extra, aren’t you?” I jabbed.

      Tristan shrugged. “Maybe. But you know the girls at school are petty and jealous, and so overdone it’ll be like coyote ugly if you wake up next to them one morning. I mean, you got smart and broke up with Rachel.”

      “Rachel and I were never a thing. We were never dating.” I said those words pretty harshly, because the thought of anyone thinking I’d been with Rachel left a bad taste in my mouth. I was punching the keys of the controller a little too hard, taking my aggression out on it. “Besides, who the hell told you all that?”

      “Dude, you know news like that travels fast.” I could feel his gaze on me. “And you guys weren’t dating?”

      I shook my head. “Fuck no.”

      “Huh. I guess I assumed since you guys were hanging out.”

      “Going to parties and getting drunk is not dating.”

      “Hopefully at least you fucked her before ditching her.”

      “Tristan, dude? What the fuck?” I glanced over and shook my head. “For one thing, no, I didn’t fuck her. And another thing, is that what you think of girls?” Rachel was a bitch, but I didn’t believe in degrading them like that. Trying to get laid then kicking them to the curb wasn’t my style.

      “Rachel isn’t a girl, Cannon. Rachel is a breed all on her own, man.”

      I sure as hell agreed on that.

      We started playing the video game, and I thought about Stella, how she was so different from those girls that Tristan talked about.

      “What I need to do is find a girl like Stella. She’s cool as fuck and doesn’t give two shits about all that petty bullshit.”

      I felt my body tighten, my hackles rise. But I kept my mouth shut.

      “She’s gorgeous too, man. I wonder if she’d be down to hang out.”

      Everything in me rose up violently. I shouldn’t take this out on Tristan because he didn’t know how I felt about her, but there was no stopping the words from coming out.

      “Stay away from her.” The words spilled from my mouth before I could stop them. The rough gravel of my voice, the way I felt my aggression pour from me ... it was all because of Stella.

      I knew Tristan was very aware of it all because he paused the game and looked over at me. “What the fuck, man?”

      I glanced at him but didn’t say anything.

      “Are you and her together?”

      I set my controller down and exhaled, resting my head back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. “Nah,” I said and that felt like the worst word I could have said in that moment. It was actually painful. “No, we aren’t together, but she’s fucking off-limits, especially to you and your reputation.” I stared Tristan in the eyes, meaning every damn word I said.

      He knitted his brows. “What do you mean ‘my reputation’?”

      I shook my head. He knew exactly what I meant. Tristan had the reputation of being a whore—for lack of a better word—at school. But it wasn’t just rumors. It was the truth. And I didn’t want Stella anywhere near that bullshit.

      Truth was, I didn’t want her near any fucking guy for that matter. Even if I hadn’t started having these feelings for her, the thought of her being with a guy who wasn’t good enough was not something I would’ve stood for.

      “You sure you guys are just friends?” Tristan lifted an eyebrow, a smirk forming on his lips.

      “I’ve never wanted any assholes by her, and dude, even though you’re my friend, you’re a big asshole.”

      He flashed a grin. “Touché.” He shrugged. “Man, I’ll stay away. But you can’t shelter her forever. When she heads off to college, you don’t think she’s going to get some deep dicking?”

      “Tristan.” I said his name on a warning growl.

      Tristan resumed the game and faced forward. “No disrespect, but I mean, why is it cool that you hang out with chicks, but any guy who comes sniffing around her gets mean mugged by you?”

      I didn’t respond, just thought about what he’d said. He was right, of course, and although I should’ve backed off and let her do what she wanted, be with whoever she wanted to be with, truth was I couldn’t change, especially not now, not with what I was starting to feel for her.

      We didn’t talk about that anymore, and instead played the video game for the next twenty minutes. It was only when I beat Tristan’s ass and he cursed me out, did he shift on the couch and look at me.

      “Dude, you decide if you’re coming to the party this weekend, or what?” He continued to play the game, his focus on the TV, but I knew, could tell in his voice, that he wanted me to go.

      We tended to get rowdy when we’d been drinking, and the parties we went to got out of fucking control.

      “Bring Stella. I don’t think she’s ever gone to a party.”

      “No, she hasn’t. We should probably keep it that way.” I reached for my bottle of water and downed the rest of it.

      “Why? She’s a tough girl and can handle herself. Hell, she might actually enjoy it, too.”

      Yeah, the very thought of Stella around all that bullshit, the drunken guys, the sex filling the air ... already had me anxious and my anger rising.

      “She won’t break, dude.”

      I looked over at Tristan but he was still staring at the TV.

      Yeah, she wouldn’t break, but if anyone tried to get with her, I was liable to break them.
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      I pulled my car into the parking lot of Pete’s just as my engine made a strange sound, and smoke started billowing out from under the hood. I looked down at my temperature gauge, seeing that the needle was all the way to hot.

      “Shit,” I muttered under my breath. After turning off the car and sitting there a moment, the smoke still coming out from under the hood, a few people glancing my way, I rested my head back on the seat and felt embarrassment flood me.

      This was exactly what I didn’t need right now, but I guess the timing was kind of perfect. I was at Pete’s Auto Shop, after all.

      I grabbed my purse and climbed out of the car, heading inside. Ryan stood by the counter going over some invoices, and when the little bell above the door jingled my entrance, he glanced up. He didn’t show any expression on his face at first, but he did look me up and down.

      I felt greasy, oily from his gaze. “Pete around?” He tipped his chin toward the garage. “Thanks.” I moved past him, feeling Ryan watching me the whole time.

      I pulled open the door, classic rock instantly surrounding me, the sound of men laughing and talking, of tools clanking on the cement, filling my ears. For a moment, I just stood there and looked around, seeing cars hoisted up, men working on them. I saw Pete over by the sink, washing his hands. I made my way toward him, smiling at a few of the guys as I walked by.

      Pete glanced up at me and shifted so he faced me now. I didn’t miss his gaze drop to my chest. What was with all these asshole guys?

      “Hey,” I said louder than usual so he could hear me. “You think you could look at my car? Smoke’s coming out from under the hood and my temperature gauge is all the way up.”

      “Sure thing.” He gave a sharp nod before grabbing a rag and drying his hands off.

      I followed him out and toward my car, popping the hood when he asked, and climbing out to stand off to the side.

      For several minutes, he looked under the hood, reaching down and messing with things, before he finally straightened and closed it again. “You need a new water pump,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “Okay. How much is that and how long does that usually take to fix?”

      He lifted his hand and scratched his cheek, looking at my car as if thinking about it. “I won’t charge you for labor, but I know we don’t have this in stock. Cost is probably going to be around eighty bucks or so.”

      I nodded and looked at my car. “How long do you think it’ll be before it comes in?” I knew from working in the shop that it could take as little as a couple days, or as long as a couple weeks.

      He shrugged, his overalls grease-stained, his hands the same even though he’d just washed them. “Week tops, maybe sooner. But I probably can’t get to it until the end of next week, if it comes in by then.”

      “Damn.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Usually how these things work.” He looked back at my car, then back at the garage. “We’ll get ‘er done, though.”

      “Okay, well thanks for not charging me labor. I guess just let me know when you find out more.”

      He gave a gruff grunt. “I’ll have you order the part.”

      I nodded once. That was what I normally did at work anyway.

      We headed back inside and I went behind the front desk, sat in the old rickety chair that felt like sandpaper and smelled like grease, and pulled out my cell phone and sent Cannon a text.

      So, I have a favor to ask?

      A second later I saw those little dots in the bottom left-hand corner that told me he was responding.

      Cannon: Anything.

      I need a ride to and from work for the next couple weeks. If you can?

      Again, those little dots were flickering in the corner.

      Cannon: No problem. Everything ok?

      Fine, just my crappy car finally took a shit.

      Cannon: Where are you? I’ll come get you now.

      I’m at Pete’s. Thank God it waited until I pulled into the parking lot.

      I could feel the worry coming through his text, in the speed of his responses. I couldn’t help but smile.

      Cannon: I’ll be there when you get off work.

      After finishing up the text, I put my phone back in my bag and looked through the main windows out to the garage. Pete was standing by Ryan, both of them staring out at the parking lot. A second later, Pete handed my car key to Ryan. It was a few minutes later that Ryan pulled my car into the garage, the smoke billowing out from under the hood all over again.

      Pete came in and handed me a slip of paper that told me what I’d need to order for it. I went to work placing the order, but my mind was on Cannon.

      Although it sucked that my car was acting like a piece of shit, there was this little part of me that couldn’t help but feel a little twinge of anticipation at the fact Cannon would be driving me around.

      Yeah, keeping my feelings in check was gonna be a lot harder than I thought if getting rides from him made me this excited.
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      I looked out the windows of the front office of the body shop, the sun starting to set, expecting Cannon any minute. I turned back toward the computer and shut it down, grabbed my purse, and stood.

      The sound of the side garage door opening had me glancing toward it. Ryan walked in, a stack of manila folders covered in greasy fingerprints in his hand.

      He set them on the counter and looked up at me, his expression stoic. “These need to be invoiced and filed next time you’re in.”

      I nodded and reached out for them, but as I tried to pull them back, he kept his hold on the folders. When I glanced up our gazes caught. I should’ve just let go of them, shouldn’t have played in to whatever bullshit he was trying to start.

      “Are you going to give them to me, or what?” But I was too damn stubborn for all that. He held on to them for a suspended moment, a smile slowly creeping across his lips, before finally letting go.

      I set them on the counter so I could work on them when I was in next, but I could feel his gaze on me the whole time.

      “How about you let me take you out?”

      This really wasn’t how I wanted to end my night, because I had a feeling Ryan was the type of guy who didn’t take no very easily.

      “Sorry, but I have a boyfriend,” I lied easily. It just seemed like a better cop-out than trying to tell Ryan I just wasn’t interested.

      But he didn’t move, didn’t even seem to breathe for long moments. “Boyfriend, huh?” He sounded unconvinced. “I’ve never seen you with anyone.”

      I shrugged, trying to act like this wasn’t starting to get weird, but it wasn’t any of his damn business. “I’m not sure what to tell you, Ryan. I have one, so...” My words hung between us and then his grin slowly spread, one that made me uncomfortable.

      He moved around the desk so he was now right across from me, his hands hanging over the edges, his fingers playing with the chipped Formica counter.

      I leaned back in the chair to get further away from him.

      “To be honest, I don’t care if you do have a boyfriend.”

      The scent of motor oil covered him like a second skin. I was used to it, but right now I certainly wasn’t. Right now, it made my stomach turn. “Ryan, I do care. So thanks, but no thanks.”

      He reached out and before I could stop him, he took a strand of my hair that had fallen from my ponytail, and started rubbing it between his fingers.

      “How about you and I head to my truck, get to know each other more?” He grinned and looked right in my eyes. “I bet you’re tight as hell. I’d love to—”

      “You’d like to what? Say it again and see what happens.”

      The sound of Cannon’s voice had my heart beating a little faster. It was hard ... angry.

      The silence stretched between the three of us and I felt the tension in the air thickening, felt the testosterone grow between Cannon and Ryan.

      Ryan turned his body so he was facing Cannon. I felt this thick lump in my throat grow, my heart race, and my palms go sweaty. I knew Cannon like I knew myself. Although he was sweet and gentle when it came to me, he was someone totally different when someone was an asshole to him or others he cared about.

      And judging by Cannon’s face, he was ready to cross that line with Ryan.

      Cannon took a step forward, as did Ryan. They were both equally matched in height and muscle mass. I didn’t want this escalating.

      I stood and walked around the desk, placing myself between the two guys.

      “Yeah? And what are you going to do if I say it again?” Ryan was clearly not smart enough to know that this wasn’t going to end well. But then again, he seemed like the type of guy to start shit just to start it.

      Cannon took another step forward and I reached out and placed my hand on the center of his chest. He looked down at me, his jaw tight, a muscle working under his cheek.

      “Cannon, let’s just get out of here.” He was looking me right in the eyes, and I knew he wanted to argue with me but after a prolonged moment, he glanced back up at Ryan.

      “You’d be fucking smart not to disrespect Stella.”

      I looked down at his hands and saw they were clenched into tight fists. The silence stretched even more.

      “Because being a bastard toward her is only going to get your teeth kicked in.”

      Ryan chuckled.

      I used a little pressure on Cannon’s chest and pushed him backward. “It’s time to go.” Thank God he didn’t fight me on it.

      Once we were outside, I exhaled slowly. I was also thankful Ryan hadn’t followed us out, which I’d half-expected him to do.

      Cannon said nothing as we walked to his car, as we climbed in, and as he started the vehicle. The silence was deafening.

      I didn’t know what to say, didn’t even know if saying anything would help the situation. I looked out the passenger side window, watching the town go by. I looked over at Cannon again, the light from the dashboard washing his face in this low glow, the fact he was still upset very clear.

      “Cannon, can we talk about this?” I heard the tightening of his hands on the steering wheel, felt that knot in my throat grow even more.

      “There’s not much to talk about, Stella.”

      I licked my lips, wanting nothing more than to reach out and place my hand on his arm, try and calm him without saying a word. But he wasn’t in a good place right now, his emotions very volatile. I could feel it, sense it in the air, this thickening feeling that was almost suffocating.

      “I think there’s a lot to talk about, Cannon.” After a moment, I heard him exhale. He pulled off to the side of the road, the gravel crunching under his tires. He left the car running, the sound of the car idling not able to mask the silence that descended.

      We sat there in silence for a long moment, maybe neither one of us knowing exactly what to say.

      “I was two seconds away from beating his fucking ass, Stella.” Cannon’s voice was pitched dangerously low. He turned his head and looked at me, the shadows obscuring part of his face, his blue eyes piercing right into me. “I can only imagine how far he would’ve gone if I hadn’t shown up.” He still had his hands on the steering well and he squeezed it tightly, the sound loud in the interior of the car.

      He was grinding his teeth, maybe trying to control himself, but his anger was evident.

      “He wouldn’t have done anything. We were at the shop.” I said that but I didn’t really know if it was the truth. I don’t know much about Ryan, and I’d certainly never thought he would stoop to that level.

      “Stella, you and I both know he would have done exactly what he’d said. The kind of fucker he is always wants what he can’t have.”

      Cannon faced forward again and I could see his jaw working, his gaze leveled on the road before us. He pulled back out without saying anything, and we rode in silence for the remainder of the trip. When we finally got to my house and he parked by the curb, I was about to climb out, not sure what to say, how to make things okay … how to make him feel okay.

      I’d never seen him this upset before.

      “Sorry about how tonight ended. If you want I can find someone else to pick me up and take me to work.” I was about to open the car door when Cannon reached out and grabbed my wrist gently. I stopped and looked over my shoulder at him, our gazes clashing, holding. His expression looked distant. He shook his head slowly.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry,” he finally said and let go of my wrist, placing his hands on his lap, looking forward again. I shifted on the seat so I could face him fully, shaking my head slowly.

      “You have nothing to say sorry about.”

      We sat there in silence for a moment and I could see Cannon was at war with himself over something. I wanted to ask him about it and be there for him, help him through it, but I didn’t want to push. I didn’t want to invade whatever he was going through. I figured if he wanted to be honest with me, he would. If he wanted to share what was bothering him, he would.

      He stared out the front windshield for long seconds, but now he looked at me again, this strange expression on his face, this weird feeling consuming me. I felt as though the air was being sucked out of the car, out of my very lungs. I wanted to reach across the seat and take his hand in mine. I wanted to tell him all the things I felt, how I was not feeling this friendship anymore.

      How I was feeling something much deeper.

      I was feeling love.

      I was in love.

      It was this controlling emotion, taking hold of everything in me, twisting inside of me, growing. It wrapped its fingers deep inside of me so there was never a chance of escape.

      But escape wasn’t what I wanted.

      I’d known this boy for so long, had seen him as my best friend, the closest person I had in my life. And I wanted that to be something more, so much more.

      But I was afraid, and so I didn’t reach out and take his hand. I didn’t tell him all the things I felt, that I was scared, how I anticipated everything that could be.

      Instead I smiled and gripped the handle of the door. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow?” He gave me a short nod, but slowly that stoic expression relaxed with a smile ... although it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Tomorrow,” he said in a low, deep voice.

      So I left Cannon in that car and headed inside, knowing that trying to hide this, fight how I felt, was becoming a losing battle.
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      I’d found my way back to the auto shop, and as I sat in my car and stared at the building, saw all the lights were off except the main garage one, I knew this was a bad idea.

      My hands were on the steering wheel, my knuckles white as I held on to the fucker.

      After I’d dropped Stella off, I should’ve just gone home, but here I was, still stewing over that motherfucker saying that bullshit to Stella.

      My body was tight, the blood rushing beneath the surface of my muscles. This was a bad idea, not because I thought I’d lose if it came down to a fist fight, but because this would probably cause more issues in the long run.

      But I couldn’t let it go, not when there was no doubt that asshole would try to make another go at Stella, saying more obscene and fucking disgusting things to her ... maybe even try and go further.

      No, I had to put him in his place, had to let him know that going anywhere near her would end up with my fist connecting with his face.

      I wanted to hurt him so fucking badly.

      Before I could climb out of the car, I saw the garage light click off, and another minute later, I saw that little bastard come out of the front entrance. He stuck a cigarette between his lips and lit the end, I could see the red glow as he inhaled bright in the darkness.

      My heart was pumping fast from my anger, the blood rushing through my veins.

      I climbed out of my car and shut the door loud enough I knew there would be no doubt he heard. He lifted his gaze and our eyes clashed. He pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and grinned, then brought it back and inhaled once more, slowly blowing the smoke out after a second.

      “Hoped you’d come back, son.”

      For long moments we just stood there, this distance between us, gazes locked. He knew what this was about, hell, it was clear he anticipated it like I did.

      I flexed and relaxed my hands by my sides, rolled my head around on my neck, and felt the blood rush through my veins almost violently.

      After another moment, he took one last hit from the cigarette, exhaled a cloud of smoke, and dropped the butt to the ground. He didn’t break eye contact as he stubbed it out, his smile still in place.

      I was so fucking ready for this.

      I found myself walking up to him, my focus intent, my rage suffocating. To beat his fucking ass and put him in his place for talking that shit to Stella, for implying that she would do anything with him, was like gasoline to the fire inside of me.

      He was a dirty-ass bastard.

      He didn’t move, just kept that damn grin on his face. I stormed toward him. My hands were already in tight fists at my side, a low sound of aggression leaving me, the sound of my blood rushing through my veins filling my ears. I felt adrenaline rush through my body.

      Then we were toe-to-toe, with this bastard still grinning at me like he was itching for the fight. That’s okay, I was more than happy to give him what he wanted.

      I was on him in the next second, slamming his body against the entrance of the building, a grunt leaving him at the contact.

      He had his arms wrapped around me now and moved backward, the momentum propelling us down to the ground. The air left me as my back hit the gravel, his weight on top of me. He swung out and connected with my jaw. I instantly tasted the tangy, coppery flavor of blood fill my mouth.

      I felt my anger grow.

      I used all my force to push him off of me so now I was the one on him, bringing my knuckles down against his cheek.

      I pulled my arm back again and slammed my hand into his face, feeling a surge of pleasure wash over me at the fact that he howled in pain.

      He exerted some strength and pushed me off of him, my shoulder landing on the ground, a grunt of discomfort leaving me before I could stop it. We both stood, our chests rising and falling, blood dripping down the cut in his cheek and along his jawline.

      The flavor of copper still filled my mouth. I turned my head and spit out a mouthful of saliva and blood, ready to go round two, ready to put him in his fucking place.

      “This all over some piece of ass?” He grinned again, his teeth stained pink from the blood. “I’m more than willing to share, especially when it’s a hot fucking piece of ass like Stella.”

      I growled out and charged forward, using my shoulder to push him back until we were up against a truck, the vehicle stopping us from going any further. He grunted out from the impact and had his arms wrapped around me, trying to get out of my hold.

      I kept slamming my fist into his side, the sounds of him roaring out in pain filling my ears.

      All I could picture was Stella, her shocked expression when he spoke to her, the things this asshole would’ve probably done to her if no one was looking. I knew this type of guy, an asshole who was used to getting what he wanted, and if he didn’t, he just took it.

      I saw red, a blood red rage filling me and becoming my driving force. Stella was mine, and I’d do anything to protect her.

      After long seconds, I forced myself to lean back and stare into his face. The motherfucker was still grinning. I reared my arm back, and as I slammed my hand into his nose, I was faintly aware of the sound of bone crunching, could see the river of red dripping from his nostrils to cover his mouth and chin, splattering against his already stained white T-shirt.

      He howled in pain, covering his nose before letting his body sink to the floor. I took several steps back, still having that hazy red shade of anger covering my vision. I was clenching and releasing my fingers into tight fists at my sides, my chest rising and falling, the air sawing in and out of my lungs.

      “Don’t look, talk, or even fucking think about Stella. If you do, I’ll come back and finish this.” I looked him right in the eye, his body slouched against the truck now, his hand covering his nose. “I mean it, motherfucker. You look at her and I’ll break your fucking legs.”

      I turned my head again and spit a mouthful of blood, my heart racing, sweat covering my body. I didn’t give him another glance as I turned and headed to my car, got in the driver’s seat, and cranked the engine over.

      I left the parking lot and headed home, but really where I wanted to go was right to Stella.
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      “You’ve been so quiet lately.”

      I looked up and stared across the table at my mom. She brought a fork full of salad to her mouth, the green leaves stuck to the prongs. She smiled, and I knew she wanted to have the type of relationship where we were not just mother and daughter, but best friends.

      As close to my mother as I was, how I knew I could talk to her about anything, this was about Cannon.

      But I couldn’t talk to her about Cannon. I couldn’t talk to anyone, not because I was ashamed, but because I was afraid someone would tell me that it was a bad idea, that he and I could never be together.

      “Just thinking, I guess.” I shrugged.

      “Are you doing anything fun with your friends for your birthday?”

      I shook my head and started eating. “No, nothing planned.” She didn’t know that I didn’t really have friends, that Cannon was it for me.

      Truth was, I just wanted to spend time with Cannon. But how did I bring that up? How did I tell him any of this?

      “I wish I could afford to throw you a huge eighteenth birthday party.”

      I heard the disappointment in my mom’s voice and I set my fork down, waiting until she looked up at me. “Mom, you know I’m not the type of person who wants flashy things. I’ve never been like that. As long as I get to see you and spend time with you on my birthday, that’s all I care about.”

      And I truly meant those words. I could’ve just been saying them, blowing smoke up my own ass regarding that, but it was the absolute truth.

      “You’re such a good girl, Stella. I don’t know how I got so lucky to have you as a daughter.”

      I smiled.

      “What about Cannon?”

      My heart jumped to my throat. “What about him?” She gave me this smile that had me shifting on my seat.

      “Spending time with him for your birthday?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe? Hopefully?” I hadn’t meant to say that last word out loud, but it spilled from me before I could stop it.

      I felt my cheeks heat, but thank God my mom didn’t press. She went back to eating, the silence descending, my thoughts once again getting lost on things I couldn’t have.

      Or maybe it wasn’t so much the things I couldn’t have. Maybe it was my fear holding me back. Maybe it was the fact I really didn’t know how Cannon would react if I confessed anything to him. It’s not like I’d asked him, not like I’d told him anything.

      Maybe I should just take that plunge. After all, what’s the worst that could happen?
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      After eating dinner with my mom, Cannon picked me up and dropped me off at work, telling me he’d be back when I got off. But as I climbed out of his vehicle and looked back at him, I could see this angry, intense expression on his face as he stared at the shop.

      I wanted to go talk to him, to see what was wrong, but as fast as his annoyance surfaced, he put that wall back up. Cannon waved at me and left the parking lot, and I stood there wondering what was going on, despite having this nagging feeling in the back of my head.

      The sound of music coming from the garage was loud and obnoxious, as usual.

      I headed inside and took my place behind the counter, starting right away on the paperwork and invoicing, but in the back of my mind, I was a little worried about seeing Ryan again after what had happened.

      I didn’t know if what had happened—what could have happened—would make things worse. A part of me knew Ryan probably was not the type of guy to just step back in the face of intimidation.

      And that’s what had me worried most of all.

      For the next twenty minutes I worked, but every time I heard someone shouting in the garage, or heard a car pull up, my heart did a little flip. The bell above the front door rang and I looked up, seeing Ryan walk in. My throat tightened as I waited to see how this interaction would go.

      He wore a pair of sunglasses, but there was no mistaking the bruise lining one side of his face, or the white bandage and tape straddling the bridge of his nose.

      I half expected him to stop and look at me, maybe make some snide comment, but he didn’t even glance my way. It was as if I was invisible, not even there. He headed into the garage, the music pouring in only for a moment before he shut the door behind him.

      I sat there a little confused, but extremely relieved. I didn’t know what had happened to make Ryan completely ignore me, to not even acknowledge the situation with Cannon. But I was even more curious about what the deal was with his face.

      Could that have been a byproduct of Cannon’s aggression? He’d been so upset last night that I had thought about him, worried that he might go back and start something with Ryan. But I’d assumed he was smarter than that, that he wouldn’t resort to violence with a guy who wasn’t even worth it.

      As that thought crossed my mind, picturing Cannon actually coming back to see Ryan, I shook my head. No, no way Cannon would’ve done that.

      But even though I thought that, a part of me still questioned ... what if?
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      I leaned against the lockers and waited for Cannon to show up, wanting to make sure he was okay after he’d dropped me off. He’d been a little distant since then, but I knew he was working extra hours at the landscaping company in between football practice.

      I hoped that was the reason he’d been quiet, and not acting weird around me because he somehow felt uncomfortable because of Ryan and the confrontation.

      I pulled my phone out of my bag and looked at the screen. Class started in five minutes, and usually Cannon met me in the parking lot. But he’d sent me a text saying he overslept, was running late, and not to wait for him.

      I hated the fact I worried so much, that I was paranoid. It twisted up my stomach, made me feel nauseous, and was impossible for me not to constantly think about it. I rested my head back on the locker, staring straight ahead, seeing students walk back and forth, the loud clatter of conversation filling my head. The sound of Rachel’s high-pitched laugh had me exhaling slowly and bracing myself.

      I turned my head and looked at where she was, her locker catty corner to where Cannon’s was. She stood with a couple friends as she put her books away, her long blond hair pin straight, shiny … perfect. She wore this light pink top that showed just a little sliver of her midsection, her jeans high-waisted and formfitting, stopping right above her ankles. She wore a pair of these strappy, glittery sandals, seeming kind of out of place for our school, but when it came to Rachel that was exactly how she was.

      She was flashy and screamed she needed attention.

      She flipped her hair over her shoulder and looked at me, her fake lashes in place, the highlight on her cheekbones catching the light in this holographic glow. She raked her eyes up and down me, no doubt doing inventory on how I wasn’t like her, on how I was lacking.

      And when she turned to face me, all I wanted to do was tell her to fuck off.

      Her gaze moved away from me and down the hall, and as I saw her grin widen, I followed her line of sight to see Cannon coming toward his locker. A few of his buddies trailed behind, one of them tossing a football up and down, their letterman jackets telling everyone their status.

      I straightened, and as he came closer, I saw the bruise underneath his eye, a nasty black and blue one that looked pretty damn painful. It was clear it was no coincidence that he and Ryan were both sporting battle wounds.

      He had yet to notice me, his focus on his phone, a crease between his eyes. A second later, he shoved his cell in the front pocket of his jeans and looked up, our gazes clashing and his expression softening as he smiled. He stopped in front of me, waving off his friends, and although there were people all around us, I felt like we were alone, the silence settling, this heaviness on my shoulders.

      Before I could say anything, I felt Rachel step up beside us before I heard her annoying voice.

      “Omg, Cannon,” she cooed and reached out to touch him. But before she could make contact, he tilted his head to the side so she wouldn’t touch him.

      Good.

      “What, Rachel?” He sounded annoyed.

      “What happened?” Her fake concern grated on my nerves.

      “It’s nothing.” He looked at her but showed no expression. It was clear Rachel was still trying to weasel her way into Cannon’s life. “What did you need?” Although he wasn’t being rude, his voice was void of emotion.

      She pursed her lips. “Just wanted to make sure you were okay. I bet the other guy looks worse.” The bell rang before Cannon could say anything, if he was going to, and she gave him a coy smile before turning to leave. “See you later,” she said and looked at me after she said it.

      Bitch.

      I looked at Cannon and sighed. “Your eye,” I said softly and lifted my hand, gently touching his cheek. He didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away and that melted me even more.

      I didn’t know why I felt so threatened by Rachel. It was clear she was nothing to Cannon.

      His blue eyes bore into mine. “It’s nothing,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice.

      I noticed a cut on his upper lip and a light bruise moving along his jaw. I dropped my hand back to my side, looking into his eyes, wanting him to tell me what happened so I didn’t have to pry about it.

      “It’s nothing.” He turned from me and opened his locker, shoving his books inside.

      I stared at that bruise, that split lip. It was clear he wasn’t going to just admit it. “Why can’t you just tell me it’s because of Ryan?” I saw the way his body tensed, how he froze. After a second, he finally looked over at me and exhaled slowly. “You went back there, didn’t you? After you dropped me off?”

      He didn’t move, didn’t respond for a suspended moment, but then he slowly nodded.

      “Yeah, it’s because of him. I had to,” he said as if there’d been no other choice.

      I leaned my shoulder against the locker. “Why? Why couldn’t you just leave it alone?”

      He lifted his hand and rubbed his other eye, as if he were frustrated, maybe with himself, maybe with me because I was asking.

      “I told you he wasn’t worth it.”

      “I had to do it because I couldn’t stop myself, Stella. I had to protect you.” He dropped his hand to his side and stared into my eyes. “The asshole wouldn’t stop. He would’ve kept going until it got worse, until he did something and I wasn’t there to protect you.”

      My throat tightened at his words.

      “I’m not sorry I did what I did, because I’d do it all over again. I’d beat his fucking ass until he couldn’t walk, Stella.” He took a step closer until there was only a small sliver of space between us. “I’d do it all over again to make sure you were safe because you mean that much to me.”
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      I sat in the bleachers, the Friday night lights bright against the football field, the players moving back and forth, each one trying to gain dominance, get the ball.

      I should’ve been focusing, but all I could keep thinking about was what Cannon had said this morning, how he’d looked into my eyes and said with such passion that he’d hurt anyone who tried to hurt me.

      That he’d protect me no matter what.

      I could’ve played it off like he was just being a friend, my best friend, but the way he said those words, the way he looked at me as he spoke them, told me something very different.

      The crowd cheered and I blinked a few times to focus, watching as the guys showed their enthusiasm, the scoreboard showing the home team had won.

      Cannon had won.

      Everyone was going crazy, the girls chanting the players’ names, the players patting each other on the back, the marching band playing a victory song. And here I was, still sitting down, my mind a whirl of confusion, realization, and this feeling settling in the pit of my stomach that told me I knew what I had to do.

      I had to tell Cannon how I felt. I had to be honest with him, but also with myself. I didn’t know how things would turn out, but they couldn’t possibly be any worse than this tug-of-war I was having inside myself over my feelings.

      Resolve settled within me and I stood and made my way down the bleachers. Rachel and her friends were already down there, a group of players standing around them. I kept my distance.

      I searched for Cannon, not able to see him among the sea of bodies, the air congested with this excited energy that was so thick I felt it cover me like a blanket.

      I pushed through some of the people until I found myself on the track, still unable to find Cannon.

      And then I felt hands on my waist, strong fingers curling gently around my hips, pulling me backwards into a hard, very masculine chest. I knew it was Cannon instantly, the scent of the cologne he wore mixing with the clear aroma of sweat filling my head. I felt drunk from my arousal.

      I swore time seemed to stand still as he just held me. All I could imagine was the feeling of him holding me in a more intimate way, his fingers on my bare skin, his breath moving along the shell of my ear as he moved in and of my body slowly.

      God, I could’ve moaned in that very moment.

      But this whole interaction was only a few seconds, whereas it felt like a lifetime for me.

      I turned around and tipped my head back to look into his face. He was already smiling, just the corner of his mouth lifting up, his gaze boring into mine. And I swore he lowered his eyes to my mouth. I licked my lips involuntarily, feeling that maybe he felt something a little bit more for me than just friends.

      Or maybe that was wishful thinking.

      “Hey,” I said softly and quickly cleared my throat. He still had his hands on my waist, and I wanted them there, wanted everyone to see that he was mine and I was his. 

      I was insane.

      I hadn’t even told him how I felt. But surely the way he looked at me, the things I felt when he was near ... surely it just wasn’t in my mind, my imagination?

      “Hey,” he said and that half smile turned into a full-on grin. “What’d you think of the game?”

      I cleared my throat and took a step back, his hands falling from my waist. I ran my palms up and down my thighs. “It was incredible,” I lied, not wanting to admit that I’d been so caught up in my own thoughts, I hadn’t paid attention to the game.

      He lifted his eyebrow and I knew he could tell I was lying, but that smile on his face still held true.

      “Stella ...” he said in that voice that told me I didn’t have to pretend.

      “I’m sorry. I missed quite a bit of it because I was lost in my thoughts.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close, not giving me a hard time because I didn’t watch the game.

      A few of the players came up and started talking with him, all of them oblivious to my presence.

      “Dude, you coming to the party?”

      “Yeah, it’s supposed to be fucking off the charts.”

      “Lots of ass and beer,” the last guy said and I held in my groan and stopped myself from rolling my eyes.

      That seemed to be what these guys were all about ... pussy and alcohol.

      “Nah, I don’t really think I’m up for partying tonight.”

      I felt Cannon’s fingers tighten gently around my shoulders.

      “Dude, seriously?” one of them said.

      “You have to come,” the second guy said.

      “Yeah, you can’t fucking bitch out. It’s to celebrate the big win.”

      I looked up at Cannon, his profile stoic as if he didn’t give two shits about the party.

      “You should go,” I finally said and he looked over at me. For a moment I didn’t say anything, but I could feel the other guys watching us. “I’ll go with you, if you want.” Although I wasn’t really the partying type, if it meant I got to spend time with Cannon, I was all for it.

      Besides, tonight I wanted to tell him how I felt.

      Tonight I wanted to tell Cannon that I loved him, that I saw him as more than just my best friend.
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      We found ourselves at the party, bodies crammed inside, as well as out front and in the back. The house was on the outskirts of town, cornfields surrounding it, so the level of privacy was pretty extreme. It also meant there wouldn’t be any noise complaints.

      For the last twenty minutes we’d been roaming around, plenty of guys, but mainly girls, clamoring for Cannon’s attention. I was pleased when he brushed all of them away, kept his hand wrapped around my waist, and refused to let me go.

      Everyone kept handing him drinks, and after the fourth one being shoved at him, Cannon had started saying no. But I could see he was pretty buzzed, and I knew over time that the alcohol would only intensify in him.

      “Are you thirsty?” he asked loudly over the rush of music.

      I nodded. “But just water, or a pop,” I all but yelled back. Alcohol was the last thing I needed, even if liquid courage sounded heavenly right about now.

      The look he gave me spoke volumes. He didn’t want to leave my side, but trying to maneuver ourselves through the thick crush of bodies also didn’t sound very appealing.

      “I’ll be fine, Cannon. I can handle myself in the time it takes for you to get some drinks.” I gently nudged him, a smile on my face.

      He looked unsure, hesitant. He looked like he wanted to argue, but I straightened my spine and nudged him again, gesturing for him to go because I’d be okay.

      Cannon left and headed toward the kitchen, glancing back at me intermittently like he thought I’d disappear.

      So I stood there and waited for Cannon to come back, feeling eyes on me, knowing everyone was watching me and probably wondering what the hell I was doing here. I was wondering what in the hell I was doing here.

      I heard the sound of something crashing to the ground, and glanced over to where I knew Cannon was, where he’d gone to get us some drinks. Cannon stood toe to toe with some guy I’d never seen before, but then again, I didn’t know the majority of the people at this parry.

      I felt out of place.

      People moved to the side and I saw the cause of the crash, a keg having fallen off the counter.

      A brunette pushed her way through the crowd and got between them, a very stupid move on her part because I could see the anger on Cannon’s face as he looked at the guy he was about to fight.

      I pushed through the crowd of people that were now huddled around Cannon and the guy that was about to get his teeth busted in.

      “Cannon?” I stopped beside him. “Come on. Let’s just go.”

      Although I knew how sweet and kind Cannon could be, the truth was, he had a pretty short fuse when someone crossed him.

      “How about you get the hell out of here?” the guy said to me. “Both of you,” he added, talking to the brunette now.

      “He’s right, Stella. Step to the side as I put this motherfucker in his place.” Cannon cracked his knuckles.

      I could see that he wasn’t going to stop this. Whatever the guy had said or done, it had pissed Cannon off enough he wasn’t going to let this go.

      I reached out and touched Cannon’s arm until he looked down at me.

      “Don’t stop this, Stella. I can’t. This fucker was talking shit and now he needs to be put in his motherfucking place.” His voice was hard, like steel.

      “Cannon, let’s go. He’s not worth it,” I said again, knowing that if Cannon was going to go through with this, there was no stopping him. He wouldn’t end it until the other guy was lying flat on his ass. “Let’s you and I just go somewhere, talk, get away from all this … bullshit.”

      He looked over at me and I could see the anger start to dissipate the longer he stared at me. He shifted so he faced me.

      “That’s right, Cannon, listen to the bitch.”

      Dammit.

      Cannon smirked and turned back to face the asshole.

      And then he cocked his arm back and slammed his fist right in the center of the guy’s face.
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      We found ourselves back at my house, my mom asleep, so it was easy enough to sneak Cannon into my room. I shut the bedroom door and leaned against it, my palms flat against the cold wood, my heart racing. I watched Cannon walk over to the bed and sit down. He looked massive on my small twin-sized mattress.

      Looking at Cannon right now did funny things to me, things that had my nerves rising and my pulse racing.

      You act like you’ve never been in the same room with Cannon before.

      “I should go,” he said and stood, but was unsteady on his feet. Yeah, he’d had way more to drink than maybe I assumed.

      “Hey,” I said softly and walked over to him, grabbing his thick arm to steady him.

      He sat back on the bed and a deep sound left him on impact. Thankfully my mom’s room was at the end of the hall, a good chunk of length from where my room was, so hopefully she couldn’t hear us.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” I sat beside him. “How much did you drink anyway?”

      He looked at me and lifted his hand, rubbing it over his jaw. “I’m starting to think those shots the guys were handing me might have been too much.”

      I smiled, but I knew it didn’t quite reach my eyes. I wasn’t surprised I hadn’t paid attention to how much he’d been drinking. I’d been so out of place, like a fish flopping around on dry land surrounded by all the people who ignored me on a daily basis at school.

      “Just stay here tonight,” I whispered. He stared in my eyes, not moving, not speaking. And then he lifted his hand and cupped my cheek, causing everything in me to freeze. I felt my mouth part as I stared into his eyes, as he stared into mine.

      “Your mom will be pissed if she knows I’m here, staying the night in your bed.”

      I wanted to reach out and run my fingers through his hair.

      “She won’t find out. We’ll just be quiet and I’ll have you out before she even wakes up.” I smelled his cologne, a spicy scent that had desire coursing through me. I was wet, my nipples hardening, this tingling sensation moving through me so fast I couldn’t handle it.

      He opened his eyes and glanced over at me, our gazes holding once more. I felt the air growing so thick it wrapped around my body. Beads of sweat started to cover my temples, droplets lining the area between my breasts.

      I didn’t know how long we stared at each other, but then I found myself lifting my hand and placing it over his, feeling the warmth of his skin, wanting to open myself up.

      “Your birthday’s tomorrow,” he finally said softly and let go of my face, placing his hand back on his lap. “Eighteen,” he said even softer, his gaze going down to my lips, causing my heart to jump in my throat. He cleared his throat and lay back.

      “Yeah,” I said, my throat thick. “But it’s not a big deal.”

      “It is though,” he said, this little slur in his voice. “I want to spend time with you. I want to make it special.”

      I smiled and before I knew it, he had his hand on mine, twining our fingers together. We didn’t speak for long seconds. “What did that guy say to you that made you so angry?”

      Cannon exhaled and removed his hand from mine to rub his eyes. “It’s nothing.”

      I knew that was a lie.

      “Cannon?”

      He opened his eyes so he was looking at me again. “First he asked why I’d brought you. Then he said it was obvious.”

      “What was obvious?” I said right away.

      Long moments passed before he finally spoke again. “He asked why I wanted you.”

      Everything around me froze.

      “Why you wanted me?” My voice was barely audible, and my breath hitched. He watched me intently, his gaze clear despite the alcohol flowing through his veins. I found myself leaning forward, not really sure what I was doing, if I could stop myself.

      “Stella?” His voice was soft.

      I went to reach out and touch him, but stopped myself at the last minute. But it was clear he didn’t like that because he grabbed my wrist gently, smoothing his thumb over my pulse point.

      “Cannon.” I said his name softly, having no idea how to respond, how to be honest about how I felt.

      But now seemed like the perfect time.

      He pushed himself up until he was resting his upper body on his elbow, causing his muscles to tense. I couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe. I stared into his eyes and felt something shift in the air. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the heat that suddenly seemed to fill the room, but I felt myself leaning forward.

      Cannon let go of my wrist and cupped the side of my face at the same time he leaned in. Time seemed to stand still as I watched him come closer, as I felt the sweet liquor-laced scent of his breath move along my lips.

      When our mouths were just inches apart, I closed my eyes and moved that bit of space that separated us. It was like I was on auto pilot. Everything inside of me yearned for this.

      That first touch of my lips against his was like pouring gasoline on a fire. Sparks shot from my mouth, all the way through my body, and settled right between my thighs. The feelings moving through me were intense and potent.

      Cannon took the lead, moving his lips on mine, slow and easy. He pushed himself up all the way now, slipped his hand behind my neck, and curled his fingers against my skin. I tilted my head at the same time he did, and together we deepened the kiss.

      He slipped his tongue into my mouth, stroking the very tip of mine with his. He moaned when I did the same thing. He moved his hands to my face and curled his fingers on my shoulders, pulling me closer to him so our chests were pressed against each other.

      “Stella,” he groaned against my mouth. “Straddle me. I need you.” His voice was gruff with desire. I pulled away and looked into his face.

      “Cannon…”

      “Stella.” He said my name softly. “Straddle me, baby.” His tone was hard, as if he couldn’t handle himself, couldn’t control his emotions. He shifted so he was resting back against the headboard. I found myself looking down his body, at how his T-shirt molded to his abdomen, how his six-pack was in stark display. I lowered my gaze even more until I saw the very large, very impressive bulge he sported. His cock pressed against the fly of his jeans, and I swallowed the thick lump in my throat.

      That was because of me.

      That was for me.

      God, I was so wet.

      “Come on, baby, I want to feel you on top of me.”

      Cannon had his hands on my waist, and he was hauling me on top of him. His mouth slanted on mine and he took me with a force I’d never felt before, not from Cannon, not even from myself. The groan that spilled from him was loud and I greedily swallowed it. With my legs spread wide over his, my pussy was in direct contact with his stiff hard-on.

      My panties were soaked. I shifted on top of him and gasped as the movement caused Cannon’s erection to rub against me. His zipper caused a little pressure against me, and I couldn’t help but moan, didn’t even try and stop.

      But I had to be quiet. My mom was just down the hall.

      “Fuck, baby.” He dragged his lips across my jaw and licked and nipped at me. I let my head fall back and my breath left me.

      I gripped his broad shoulders and curled my nails into him. A hiss escaped his mouth, but I felt how he got harder and knew he liked it.

      “Are we doing the right thing, the smart thing?” I asked softly, although in my heart I knew this was what I’d wanted for so long.

      He leaned in and kissed me softly, and I closed my eyes and just absorbed the feeling of having Cannon here beside me. When he pulled back I forced my eyes open and tried to get control of the euphoric sensations moving through me.

      “Stella, I think this is perfect. I think this is the best idea we’ve had in a long time.”

      Yes. It was perfect.
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      Cannon slid his hands along my back, pulling me in close, and slanted his mouth against mine. I sucked on his tongue, but he pulled away far too soon. He moved his lips down my jaw and made his way down to my neck. The light feeling of him sucking at my pulse point had me shifting on top of him again. He groaned and moved his hands to the small of my back, then lower to my ass.

      He started moving me back and forth on his jean-clad erection, creating a delicious rocking motion that sent hard jolts of pleasure straight to the center of my body.

      “That’s it, Stella. God, you’re so sweet.” He panted against my neck, and the fact he was having just as hard a time as I was at controlling himself turned me on even more. “Yeah, baby. That’s so it.” He started lifting his hips slightly, grinding himself on me. “I can feel you, can feel how hot you are.” His mouth was back on mine, his kiss so hard and demanding that I couldn’t keep up, but that was okay.

      That was really, really okay.

      “Cannon,” I found myself whispering.

      “Stella.” He groaned my name. “Do you know how long I’ve wanted you?”

      I could only shake my head, this low sound of desperate need leaving me.

      “I’ve wanted you for a long fucking time. So damn long.” He rocked me atop him harder and faster, creating a friction that had me trying to catch my breath. My clit swelled from his ministrations and I knew my orgasm was right there. I’d need only a little more rocking and I’d go over the edge for him.

      My first orgasm that didn’t come from my own hand … as I thought about Cannon.

      He broke away and stared into my eyes. “I want you,” he groaned and closed his eyes. When he opened them, I could see this pained expression on his face. He looked at the clock on my bedside table and made a gruff sound. “It’s your birthday, Stella,” he groaned. “Thank fuck.” He looked in my eyes again. “Happy eighteenth birthday, baby.”

      I looked at the clock, panting, my arousal a living entity in me. It was midnight. I didn’t know what he meant at first, and then realized I was now … legal.

      But honestly, I didn’t care. I had been ready to give him my virginity for so long.

      “Cannon. I’m so ready,” I finally said, speaking the words that had been locked inside of me for so long.

      He closed his eyes, his expression looking as if he were almost pained. And when he opened them and looked at me again, I swore my heart stopped.

      “I’ve dreamed about what you’d feel like, how wet and hot you’d be for me, how you’d tell me this is what you’ve wanted for as long as I’ve wanted it.”

      I licked my lips and nodded, because honestly that was all I could do right now.

      He leaned in an inch and the warm, alcohol scent of his breath moved along my lips. I felt myself grow wetter.

      “I’ve pictured how your sweet little pussy would feel like on my cock, what your tits would feel like in my mouth.”

      God, yes.

      “For years, Stella, fucking years I’ve wanted you.” We breathed hard and heavy, and then he was kissing me, spearing his tongue in my mouth, seeming to touch very part of me with just that kiss.

      I was ready. So ready for this.

      He didn’t have to say anything as I broke the kiss and started to remove my shirt. He leaned back to give me more room, and I lifted the material up and over my head. Tossing the shirt aside, I watched as Cannon lowered his gaze down to my breasts.

      “The bra,” he said harshly. “Take off the fucking bra.” The deep-seated need came through him like a slam to my body.

      My heart was racing. I reached behind me, unsnapped the bra, and before I slipped the straps down my shoulders, Cannon was taking it off my body and throwing it to the ground. He stared at my breasts for long seconds, his mouth slightly parted, his chest rising and falling almost viciously.

      “You’re so perfect, Stella.” He slowly lifted his eyes from my chest and looked in my face. “You’re so damn pretty.”

      We didn’t speak for several long seconds and I wondered if he was having second thoughts, maybe realizing that we were friends, the best of friends, but nothing more. But this desire was uncontrollable, consuming. Lust could make anyone do just about anything. Was this that moment? Was the alcohol and his arousal making his judgment clouded?

      Maybe if I was smarter, I’d put a stop to this, tell him that this would ruin our relationship. The logical part of my brain snapped to attention, and even though I loved this boy so much, was in love with him, giving my body to him might very well cost me everything.

      As if he read my mind, he slowly shook his head and leaned closer, our mouths just inches apart.

      “This isn’t a mistake,” he said so softly I almost didn’t hear. “Being with you will never be a mistake.”

      I licked my lips and nodded, because that’s truly how I felt, too.

      “I want this, Stella, and I know you do too.” He slowly lowered his eyes back to my chest. I felt my nipples bead under his gaze, chills popping out along my flesh. “Do you want this, like really want this, baby?”

      “Yes,” I said instantly.

      Before I knew what was happening, Cannon had his mouth latched onto one of my nipples and he sucked furiously. I found myself lifting my hands and spearing them into his hair as if they had a mind of their own.

      I grabbed chunks of the strands and pulled him closer. But he broke the kiss. I groaned out in disappointment.

      “I knew you’d feel like this, knew you’d taste like this, Stella.” His words were muffled against my chest, the warm wetness from his mouth sending delicious shockwaves through me.

      Cannon went back to sucking on me then, sweeping his tongue along my nipple, the stinging nip of his teeth almost my undoing. I was so desperate for him. I let the pleasure wash through me, my hands still in his hair, pulling him closer, needing his mouth on every single inch of me.

      And when he scraped his teeth along my turgid flesh, I cried out in pleasure.

      “Shhh, baby,” he said softly, although there was a hint of a groan mixed in there. The pleasure/pain combination was going to be my undoing. “Come on, Stella. Come for me. Let me feel you let go.”

      And just like that I did what he said. I climaxed, hard. I heard a low, mewling noise and realized it came from me.

      Cannon grunted and sucked harder on me, alternating between my breasts and prolonging my orgasm. I ground myself against him while I peaked, needing to have Cannon wring every last drop of pleasure from me.

      He had hold of my hips, pushing me down on him, having us both grunt in ecstasy. But that’s where my control ended. He had me flipped on my back a second later, and now hovered over me.

      “We’re just getting started, baby. Just getting started.” His words were deep and low.

      Before I knew what was happening, Cannon was helping me out of the rest of my clothing, tossing it aside then going for his own. He took his shirt off first, and I was mesmerized by the sight of his torso, of the lean muscles that contracted with his subtle movements. I’d seen him shirtless plenty of times, but this was different. This was so different.

      Then he was going for his pants, unbuttoning them, pushing the zipper down, then standing only long enough to take those and his boxers off.

      When he was completely naked all I could do was lie there and stare at the very hard, very big erection that he sported.

      It was all because of me … for me.

      Cannon was back on the bed, over me, a second later. I felt his hand smoothing over my thighs, then he was pushing my legs open, moving his fingers closer to the center of me that ached desperately for him.

      I held my breath, waiting for him to have me going over the edge, to have that first orgasm that he brought out in me. He slid down the length of my body, and the feel of his warm breath moving along my pussy had me gasping out.

      “I’ve been so hungry for you, Stella. So fucking hungry for you.” At the first touch of his mouth between my thighs, I nearly came.

      Cannon looked up at me from between my legs, this carnal expression on his face as he let his gaze travel up and down my body, taking in every single inch of me.

      I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. I rested against the bed and let him do whatever he wanted to me. I felt his thumbs slide along my inner thighs once more until he was framing my pussy. He pulled my lips apart, spreading them wide. And then Cannon blew a warm stream of air across the inner lips he exposed. I arched my back. Electricity slammed into me, and despite the fact I had already gotten off for him, I felt myself winding tighter and higher, that coil inside of me pulling taut with pleasure.

      He ran his tongue in slow circles around my opening, but he wouldn’t dip the muscle inside of me, wouldn’t give me that small mercy. He teased me, brought me to the precipice of orgasm with his tongue and fingers until I shamelessly begged for more, pressing my pussy against his face.

      “Yes,” he groaned against my soaked flesh. “So good.” He slid his finger down my center, teased my opening, then slowly pushed the finger inside of me.

      “God,” I whimpered out.

      Cannon was gentle and soft as he fingered me, all the while sucking on my clit. My orgasm slammed into me suddenly, and I felt everything else fade into nothingness.

      “Look at me.” The command was clear, and I felt myself coming back from the hazy fog of desire he’d given me.

      I lifted my head, bracing my upper body on my elbows, and stared down the length of my torso at Cannon. He watched me possessively.

      “This is mine,” he said and pushed the finger inside of me a little deeper. “You’re mine.” His exhaled slowly, deeply, and closed his eyes for a second. “This is all I’ve ever wanted. You.” He opened his eyes. “But I’m not done with you yet, Stella.”
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      Cannon pulled his finger from my clenching body, moving his thumbs on each side of my pussy lips still, and held the folds open obscenely wide. I could see my clit poking out from the hood, engorged from his sucking. While holding my gaze with his, Cannon flattened his tongue and dragged the muscle from my pussy hole to my clit.

      Watching him do that to me while staring at my face had a fervent plea leaving me.

      He whispered against my pussy, “Look, Stella. I want you to watch what I’m doing to you, how I make you come.”

      “Oh. God. Cannon.”

      I felt myself climbing toward another climax. I didn’t know if I could handle another one, but I found myself yearning for it. The air left me violently when he started running his tongue up and down my cleft. His lips suctioned around the tiny bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs and I teetered on the edge. When he slowly inserted one finger into my pussy again, humming against my clit, I couldn’t stop myself going over the edge.

      “That’s it. Mine. Only for me.”

      My eyes slid shut of their own accord. The waves of pleasure took my breath away and I gripped the sheets beneath me, pulling at them, trying to stabilize myself. It was long moments before I found myself back on solid ground, so to speak.

      I opened my eyes just as I felt Cannon move up my body, kissing a trail along my belly, over my ribs, across my breasts, and finally my lips. He thrust his tongue in my mouth and I sucked on it, wrapped my arms around his neck, and spread my legs wider.

      He had his hips nestled between my legs, the thick length of his cock right against my pussy. Cannon started grinding his dick against me, sending little sparks of pleasure and sensitivity through me. I was intoxicated by my arousal, greedy for more.

      “Tell me you want more,” he said between kisses. His deep voice sounded thirsty for more. He looked down at me, waiting for my answer, almost willing it in that moment without saying anything else.

      “I want you, Cannon. I want more.”

      Cannon groaned and then took my mouth in a bruising kiss. I had my hands in his hair, pulling at the strands, bringing him impossibly closer. I gasped at the feel of his hot, smooth, hard cock pressed against my pussy, needing that length pushed deep inside of me.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he said as he fucked my mouth with his tongue, and that’s exactly what it felt like he was doing. Cannon pushed his cock against my pussy, back and forth, over and over again until I was feverish from the pleasure, blissfully unaware of anything else that was going on.

      His hips rocking back and forth was almost my undoing, his length slipping between my folds until I was all but clawing at him, lifting my hips and shoving myself on him.

      “Easy, baby. I’ll give you all you want.”

      The tip of his cock bumped up against my clit and his balls gently rubbed against my ass.

      “I want it all,” I found myself saying like a desperate fiend.

      “You feel how good we are together?” He picked up his motion without waiting for me to respond.

      I felt myself close to going over the edge once more. It was like I was insatiable for Cannon.

      “God.” I thrashed my head from side to side, unable to stop myself, unable to control myself. I let the exquisite pleasure wash through me.

      “Look at me.”

      I obeyed him instantly, lifting my head to look at him. He moved back so he was on his haunches. But what I saw was the thick jut of his big, long cock glossy from my arousal.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. Then he was moving closer so his cock was nestled right back between my folds. He started to move faster against me. He placed his head in the crook of my neck and then moved slightly so his mouth was at the underside of my jaw. He breathed hard and heavy, and worked his hips back and forth against me, not stopping, not slowing down.

      The bed squeaked and I should have been worried my mom would hear, but all I could think about was how good he felt against me, on me.

      I was so wet he slid against me easily, fluidly. But then he slowed, and a second later stopped.

      “I can’t keep doing that,” he grumbled against my throat. “I’ll come before I’m even in you.”

      His rock-hard cock was nestled between my folds. He lifted his head and kissed me instantly, gently, and I swore I felt his cock jerk, felt him become harder.

      “Cannon.” I said his name on a gasp.

      “You feel what you do to me?” He pressed against me harder. “Do you feel how hard I get for you, Stella?”

      I nodded because in that moment I couldn’t find my voice.

      He ran his tongue up my neck and kissed the side of my mouth. “You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve jerked off to you, Stella.” The words were low, dark … real.

      “I don’t have a condom,” he whispered as he looked in my eyes. “I’ve never done this, Stella, so never needed them.”

      My throat tightened. He’d never done this. This was a first for both of us. How was that even possible? Cannon was so attractive, so popular. He was a virgin? God, was this real life right now?

      He ran his hand up my neck and cupped my cheek. I rose up and kissed him on the lips. The only thing I wanted was to be with him, to forget about everything aside from the two of us in that moment.

      I should have been smart, thought about protection. The last thing either of us needed was a baby. But I trusted Cannon and knew that if something more came from this, he’d be by my side. He always had been, and I knew he always would be.

      “I want you. I need you now.” I kissed him softly and murmured against his lips, “I trust you.”

      He lowered his mouth to mine at the same time he reached between our bodies and aligned the tip of his dick with the opening of my pussy.

      This was it.

      This was the moment where lines would be crossed, where a friendship would change.

      This was the moment where I’d no longer just be friends with Cannon. We couldn’t go back after this, so I prayed it wouldn’t ruin us.

      When he started to push into me, I didn’t stop myself from lifting my legs and wrapping them around his waist, causing him to sink further into me. I felt the stretch and burn of him working his way inside of me, of claiming my virginity. His expression was strained, as if he were trying in vain to stay in control, to not lose it.

      Beads of sweat broke out along his brow, dampening the roots of his hair, having me hungry for more. One of his hands was braced by my head, his arm straight and tensed, his bicep bulging. His other hand cupped my cheek, his eyes trained right on me.

      It was like everything around us disappeared, like there was nothing else that mattered in the world but this one moment.

      His eyes were half–closed, his mouth slightly parted, his breathing heavy like he’d run a marathon.

      “You’re so tight and wet.” He gritted his teeth and retreated from me slowly. When just the tip was at my entrance, Cannon waited for a prolonged moment before he pushed back inside.

      A cry of pain left me. He groaned when he bottomed out inside of me, but then stilled, as if to let me grow accustomed to his length and girth. My inner muscles contracted around him involuntarily.

      “Jesus. Yes.” He reached up and smoothed his thumb over my lip. “I’m your only one.”

      I nodded. I’d been saving myself for him, for Cannon.

      “You’ll only ever be mine, Stella.” He sank his upper body on top of mine and I sighed when his hardness met every feminine, soft part of me.

      “You’re so perfect.” The way he touched me, spoke to me, was soft and gentle, as if he didn’t want to frighten me by the intensity I knew he felt.

      Moving his hips back and forth, he stroked me from the inside out. I closed my eyes and tipped my head back. Cannon picked up speed as it was clear his control was slipping. So was mine. He started moving in me in a way that could only be described as one thing.

      Fucking.

      The image in my mind of my first time had always been with Cannon. It always started off slow and sweet, but then morphed into something dirty and erotic.

      Just like right now.

      The feeling of him moving in and out of me like he couldn’t get deep enough was one of the images I’d thought of countless times. Both of his arms were now beside my head, his abdomen contracting, his six-pack flexing as he thrust into me. He started whispering dirty words, filthy things that had me growing hotter, had my pussy clenching around his cock as he plunged in and out of me.

      “You’re so tight. So wet and hot. I’ll never get enough.” Sweat started to bead on his temples. “I’ll never be with anyone but you.”

      Cannon was everything I shouldn’t want but everything I desperately needed.

      I wanted a life with him, wanted to be the only girl for him. And it was clear he felt the same way.

      “That’s it, baby, take all of me.”

      He thrust into me, hitting something deep and secret, something that had me opening my mouth and crying out softly in ecstasy. Cannon placed his hand gently over my mouth to muffle the sound that came from me. God, the last thing we needed was to be interrupted, especially by my mom.

      “Stella. Fuck. Yeah, baby.” He reached between us and ran his finger over my clit.

      And just like that I came again.

      My pussy clenched around his cock, which in turn sent a hard wave of wetness spilling from me.

      “Christ,” he ground out and leaned in to kiss me hard, possessively … as if he were claiming me. He pumped inside of me for the third time before slamming into me hard enough I slid up on the bed and had to grab his shoulders, holding on as pleasure wracked me.

      “Stella,” he said with a clenched jaw and eyes shut tight. I felt how hard his body became, swore I felt the hard jets of his orgasm pump into me.

      With his groin pressed to mine, our pleasure matching each other’s, I knew I’d never be the same after this night.

      The sounds that came from him were gruff, guttural. They were of a guy finding his release and it was because of me.

      When he opened his eyes and stared into mine, the world shifted … stopped.

      “I love you,” he whispered. His eyes were glossy and I didn’t know if that was from his pleasure or the alcohol he’d had. But it didn’t matter because I knew he was right here with me.

      My heart stopped. “I love you.”

      And then he collapsed against me. For several long moments, he did nothing but breathe heavily against my chest, but all too soon he rolled off of me and onto his back. We panted, the aftereffect of what we’d done slamming into me. I could do nothing but stare at the ceiling, letting the experience wash through me. There was a delicious ache between my thighs, the wetness from my arousal, his orgasm, and what was probably a little bit of my virgin blood, started to slip out of me.

      Cannon rolled onto his side and pulled me toward him, holding me.

      “I love you,” he said again, his voice a rumble against my neck. “So much my heart hurts.” He pulled the covers over us and I closed my eyes.

      “I love you, Cannon. I love you so much.”

      He kissed my throat and I smiled, my eyes closed, my hand resting on his chest.

      “I’ll make sure to leave before your mom gets up.”

      I wanted to tell him to stay, but I didn’t want my mom finding out about us this way. I didn’t want her checking up on me before she left for work—which I knew she did—and seeing me lying here naked with Cannon wrapped around me.

      Then again, the very thought of him leaving was almost painful.

      “I don’t care,” I whispered, even though I was contradicting what I’d just thought. “The thought of you leaving sucks.” He chuckled softly and pulled me in closer. He kissed me on top of my head and I closed my eyes, easily about to fall asleep despite the slight discomfort between my thighs.

      “Believe me, I don’t want to, but your mom finding us like this would probably cause shit to hit the fan.”

      I couldn’t help but smile and nod. “Yeah, you’re right. But still, it’s nice to think of you staying here.”

      “It sure is.” He held me tighter.

      We stayed like that for long moments, and I was about to fall asleep when I felt him shift beside me, the deep rumble of his voice rousing me.

      “Have dinner with me tomorrow. Let me cook for you, make it special.” He ran the tips of his fingers along my back. “My parents are going out for the night. We’ll have the place to ourselves.”

      That sounded like heaven.

      “Tell your mom you’re staying at a friend’s. Let me have you all to myself.”

      I smiled and nodded. Despite the slight slur in his voice, I heard the genuine quality in it. “Okay. I’d like that,” I found myself saying softly, because honestly, that’s the only thing I could muster up. I was sore and tired and … happy.
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      All I kept thinking about was last night, what we’d done, what we’d shared together. I was so nervous right now, something that had never been this way between us. Everything had always been so easy-going, but what we’d done, how intimate we’d been, had definitely changed that. Despite all he’d said last night, I was still so worried there’d be this difference in how he saw me, in what we had.

      Today was my birthday. But it felt more special than any other birthday I’d had before, or any other birthday that I’d have hereafter. Because I had the love of Cannon. Not the kind of love that we shared throughout the years, but that bone-deep, soul-consuming, heart-stopping kind of love that I could have only ever dreamed about.

      It was real.

      I sat in my car in his driveway, about to go inside. He’d asked me to come over so he could cook me a birthday dinner, so that we could be alone because his parents were gone for the night.

      I climbed out of the car, my legs feeling like pudding, my hands shaking. I curled my fingers tightly around the car keys to try and steady them. Before I could even get to the front door, it was opened and Cannon stood on the other side, a smile on his face, his focus trained right on me.

      He had a small dish towel in one hand, the scent of dinner he’d cooked for me wafting to where I stood.

      “Happy birthday,” he said and grinned.

      He’d told me so many times throughout the day, yet once again, I still felt my cheeks heat at his attention.

      He stepped aside and I walked in, feeling so nervous about how things would play out. Although he’d held me after we’d been together last night, whispered things in my ear that I’d always dreamt about, and made me feel like I was the only person in the entire world for him, I felt like I was at the end of the world with nowhere else to go.

      And I hated it, hated that I felt this way.

      He shut the door and as I turned around, I realized he was right in front of me, his chest just an inch from mine, the scent of that cologne he wore that I loved so much filling my body.

      I tipped my head back, this small sound leaving me, my heart racing so hard I felt it, heard it in my ears. His face had lost the grin, and now held a serious expression.

      I didn’t know how long we stood there, but as he stared at me and I looked up at him, I felt the air change, shift. I felt it move around us, heat up again. I felt my arousal grow, my nipples harden, and my panties get wet. At the moment dinner was sounding like an afterthought.

      I really didn’t want to have dinner right now. What I wanted was for Cannon to take me to his room and for us to do a repeat session of what we’d done last night.

      He had the dish towel tossed over his shoulder and his hands wrapped around my waist, pulling me in close to his body. I got lost in the sensations.

      I guess this solidified my thoughts and worries, washing them away so I didn’t even dwell on them.

      There was no hesitation from Cannon. He was right here with me.

      He slid his hand up my back and cupped my nape, just staring into my eyes. This moment felt surreal, as if we weren’t just two high school kids that had fallen in love, who had done some pretty dirty things just last night.

      And then he leaned down and kissed me, and I closed my eyes and opened my mouth for him, sucking his tongue between my lips, letting his flavor move along my taste buds. He was masculine and spicy, with a hint of spearmint laced along his tongue.

      When we pulled back we were both breathing heavily despite the kiss only lasting a few seconds. My eyes were still closed but I felt his finger move along my cheek, urging me to open, to look at him.

      “Stella.” He whispered my name softly and I finally opened my eyes, staring into his blue ones. “I love you.” His words were this accelerant inside of me.

      I felt myself grow even wetter, my arousal filling every erogenous zone in me until I came alive.

      “Let’s skip dinner,” I found myself saying, and instantly felt my cheeks become hot at my bold suggestion. The corner of his mouth kicked up in a smirk and he chuckled softly.

      “As much as I want to take you up on that offer, and probably will here shortly, there’s something I want to give you.” He took my hand and led me to the kitchen, but my legs felt weak and my pulse raced.

      I kept replaying his words over and over in my head, how he’d ‘take me up on my offer shortly.’ I imagined all the things we’d do together, how dirty he’d be with me, how possessive and consuming I’d feel.

      We stepped into the kitchen and I looked at the table, dinnerware set out, a bottle of wine in the center. The scent of something delicious filled the air.

      “My mom loves her red wine, so she won’t miss one bottle,” he said and looked over his shoulder at me, giving me a wink.

      He turned around carrying a small white box wrapped in a blue ribbon. He walked over and set it on the table, lifting his hand and cupping my cheek, smoothing his thumb along my bottom lip. But then he turned from me again and went toward the fridge, opening the door and pulling out a chocolate cake with a single candle in the center.

      When he set it on the table, I looked down and saw he’d written ‘Happy Birthday, Stella’ in the center in teal. My favorite color. I didn’t want to cry, but he’d gone above and beyond, the little things that showed me he’d paid attention to detail, knew what I liked.

      Before I could say anything, he picked up the little white box and handed it to me. I felt my hand shaking as I took it from him, pulled the blue ribbon off of it, and opened the lid. I could already feel tears welling up in my eyes as I stared down at the little sparrow necklace, the dainty chain, the little silver bird hanging from it, all of it having a tear sliding down my cheek before I could stop it.

      “Shit. I didn’t mean to make you cry, Stella.”

      I wiped away the wetness and shook my head, smiling up at him. “They’re tears of happiness, Cannon.” That had him smiling again, that worried expression leaving his face. He took the box from me, pulled the necklace out, and held it up.

      “Can I put it on you?”

      I nodded and lifted up my hair, turning around so he could place it around my neck.

      “When I saw this, I knew it was perfect for you. I know how much you like sparrows, and I was hoping that every time you saw one, you’d think of me, of this moment.”

      I turned around and faced him, placing my hand on the necklace, my fingers at the base of my throat. It was smooth, the wings outstretched, the detailing simplistic … just how I liked. I’d never been one to be into flashy things, to be into jewelry, but this right here, this was my favorite thing I owned.

      I knew that without a doubt.

      “It’s perfect,” I said softly and looked down, as if I could see the necklace that rested against my neck. “Thank you,” I said again.

      He reached out and ran a finger along my cheek. Although I didn’t cry any longer, I could imagine him brushing the tears away. “I wanted to make today special, and although dinner at my house probably isn’t what you imagined—”

      “It’s perfect, Cannon. As long as I’m spending it with you, it really is perfect.” And I meant that more than anything else in the entire world.

      He took a step closer and the atmosphere changed, the air felt sexually charged. The longer we stared at each other, the more I felt my desire for him grow.

      God, I was so wet. He stood in front of me with this hungry expression on his face. The table was right behind me now, my hands flat on the cloth that covered the wood. I should have known that my emotions and arousal would take priority over everything else. We’d just been together last night, and my body was still lit up like a firework from it.

      He took a step closer until his chest was pressed right to mine. I stared up at this boy, wanting nothing more than to feel his powerful body over mine, to be in his bed, to have him over me. He was so hard, his cock pressed against my belly. My breasts pressed against my shirt, and I knew my nipples were hard, felt them dig against the material.

      He looked at my lips, this low, deep sound leaving him.

      And then, Cannon gripped my waist, lifted me up, and set me on the table. He dropped to his knees in front of me, placed both his hands on my legs, and pushed my thighs open. The skirt I wore rode up, the feel of the vibrations from Cannon’s groan settling right in the center of me.

      Our gazes locked for a heartbeat. Then he slid his fingers under my skirt, gripped the edge of my panties, and started to pull them down. I lifted my hips slightly to make the act easier, the air leaving me violently as he pulled them away and tucked them in the pocket of his jeans. I didn’t know how we’d gone from cake and a necklace to Cannon on his knees between my legs, but I wasn’t complaining.

      He shoved my skirt up all the way, the cool air moving along my pussy. He looked up at me from between my legs, his hands on my thighs, his fingers digging into my flesh. The feel of his warm breath skating across the center of my body could have made me climax right then.

      The sight of him looking up at me had every erogenous zone in my body lighting up. He had to know the effect he had on me.

      “I have to taste you,” he whispered.

      I licked my lips and nodded. I leaned back slightly, my feet resting on the edge of the table.

      God, we were really doing this right here on the table, in his kitchen.

      And then he had his tongue right between my thighs. I opened my mouth and cried out, tipped my head back, and closed my eyes.

      He used that muscle to run up my center, sucking my wetness off and causing more to come from me. He was so incredibly slow with his ministrations, so agonizingly slow with licking my pussy, that I found myself pressing closer to him, trying to have him give me more. My hands seemed to have a mind of their own and gripped handfuls of his hair. And when he pulled back, breaking the spell he had on me, I groaned.

      “I want to go slow.”

      I shook my head slowly. “I don’t need slow.” The arousal pounded through me.

      He groaned and smoothed his hands up my legs, framed my pussy with his hands, and resumed licking me. With my eyes closed, my body aching for him, I just let myself feel.

      His tongue moved up and down my slit, teasing my clit on the upstroke and pressing minutely inside of me on the down stroke. My legs were starting to shake, my climax threatening to rise up swiftly and end this before it really even started.

      Over and over he brought me close to climax but wouldn’t exert enough pressure to actually bring me over the edge. I wanted to beg him to make me come, but plead with him to take his time.

      I was on my back now, dishes and silverware pushed aside and now so close to the edge that they’d fall to the ground with just a push from my arms. Perspiration started to coat my body, and I closed my eyes and just absorbed all the feelings Cannon brought out in me.

      As I tried in vain to hold off on getting off and prolonging this experience, Cannon kept grunting against my soaked flesh, urging me with his actions to just let go. His fingers on my inner thighs were painful, but that discomfort felt incredible with my rising pleasure. All I wanted to do was grip his head and shove his face more deeply against my pussy.

      Air left me in moans and gasps. I couldn’t stop thrashing my head back and forth, couldn’t stop pressing my pussy to his mouth.

      “Cannon,” I whispered, begged. “Please, I need to come.” I’d never thought I’d ask Cannon for that, plead with him to bring me over the edge.

      “Do you need it, baby?” he murmured against my soaked flesh. “Do you want me to make you come, Stella?”

      He had to know I was so close as it was. Maybe he wanted me to really beg for it, more than what I had already been doing. And God, I was not above it. At this point, I would have done anything to feel that crest of pleasure wash over me.

      “Cannon,” I whispered, rising up slightly to look at him down the length of my body.

      “Tell me, baby.” His mouth was glossy from his saliva and my arousal.

      “You know that’s what I want. God, I want that.” The words left me on a whoosh, and I locked gazes with him. The look he gave me had my entire body tightening. It was possessive … lust-filled.

      As if he wanted to prolong my torture, I watched in rapt shock as he slid his hands closer to my pussy, placed his thumbs on my lips, and pulled the tender, sensitive flesh apart. And then he leaned in, all the while staring me in the eyes, and ran his tongue up my center.

      “Oh God,” I gasped out at the sensations filling me.

      He brought his tongue back to my clit and sucked the tiny bud into his mouth, sucking hard. Rhythmic motions had me grinding myself against him once more. He sucked on me, bringing the tiny bundle of nerves over his tongue and ever so gently running his teeth along it. I couldn’t hold myself up anymore. I fell back against the table, and the dishes finally falling to the ground, the sound of silverware clattering, of plates breaking, couldn’t even dim what we were doing.

      The orgasm that moved through me was intense and heady. He never stopped sucking on me, but instead intensified the feeling by thrusting a thick finger into my pussy as I writhed.

      “That’s it,” he grunted. “That’s so fucking it, Stella. Give it all to me.”

      The orgasm seemed to claim me for an eternity. I was breathless, dizzy, and felt like lead weights filled my limbs.

      When the tremors started to dissipate, I breathed out.

      Cannon lifted me so I was standing, pulled me in close, and kissed me hard and possessively. I melted against him, needing more, so much more.

      “I love you so much, Stella,” he whispered against my hair.

      I rested my head on his chest. “I love you, too.” So much. I loved this boy so much my chest hurt just from thinking about it.

      “It’s you and me. Always.”

      And all I could do was nod, because that was the absolute truth.

      I pulled back and looked up at his face. He cupped my cheek and just stared at my lips, this heavy-lidded expression covering his face. He leaned in slowly and kissed me, the flavor of me and him mixing together and moving over my taste buds.

      The kiss grew more scorching as the seconds passed, and I knew where this was leading. I smelled myself on him, a heady, musky but sweet scent that seemed to make what we were doing even more erotic.

      “I’m thinking taking you back to my room is sounding a hell of a lot better now that I’ve tasted you, Stella.”

      A shiver raced up my spine and I grinned. “How about you show me instead of all the talk?” I challenged him on an aroused whisper.

      The low growl was the last thing I heard before he did just that.
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      “I’d like to introduce to you the class of 2019.”

      Everyone in the audience stood and started shouting, clapping, whistles and shouts from family members filling the auditorium. My face was sore from grinning, but it wasn’t only because this was graduation day. It was because I had Stella right beside me, her love the only thing I needed in life.

      I took her hand as everyone started to file out, to find their families. Her mom was talking with my parents, and when they saw us, our mothers started crying.

      I groaned and Stella laughed softly.

      After hugs, the wiping away of tears, and congratulations went around, we all headed outside. Families gathered together, pictures being taken. You could feel the excitement in the air, but I was pretty fucking sure no one was as excited as I was because no one had Stella by their side but me.

      “I want to get a picture of the two of you,” Stella’s mom said.

      I took Stella’s hand and led her over to the fountain in front of the entrance of the high school.

      The sound of water trickling into the small pool, the feel of the mist hitting the back of my neck, and the very reality that I was standing here holding Stella, everyone knowing she was mine, told me that this day—my life—couldn’t get any better.

      I curled my arm around her waist, my fingers gently holding on to her hip. The scent of flowers and honey that came from her filled my head and nearly had me groaning, and popping wood.

      “Smile,” Stella’s mom said and I did just that.

      But me smiling had nothing to do with the camera, and everything to do with the girl by my side.

      I loved her more than anything else.

      I’d gotten a full scholarship for football to the University of Sweetwater. The same college Stella was going to. But the truth was, I would’ve said fuck the scholarship and gone wherever she did. I would’ve followed her to the end of the world if it meant we could be together.

      But as luck would have it, as fate would have it, we were in this together, our lives intertwined, our youth spent connected with one another. It sounded like such a cliché, maybe even poetic bullshit. But it was the Goddamn truth.

      Although it certainly wasn’t anything I’d ever thought I’d think about, I was realizing each and every day that Stella brought out these parts of me, areas that I’d never even known existed.

      And I fucking loved it.

      As we stood there and took pictures, all I wanted to do was freeze time, to stay in this moment with her forever.

      I turned and looked down at her, wisps of her hair gently blowing against her temples as the breeze picked up, her delicate braid starting at the crown of her head and falling down, having my fingers itch to touch them, to run those strands between my forefinger and thumb.

      “Hey,” I said softly, and when she looked at me I felt my heart stop. “I love you,” I said only loud enough for her to hear. The smile she gave me lit up my entire world.

      “I love you, too.”

      Some would say we were young, maybe thought it wouldn’t last. But there was nothing I was more excited to do then to prove all those assholes wrong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Stella

      

      

      We’d found ourselves at the field house, mainly to get away from the crowd, but also to be alone. Our parents had left, giving us time to “reminisce with our friends” as they’d put it.

      But all we wanted to do was be with each other.

      “I feel like I’m suffocating,” Cannon said as he pulled at the collar of his graduation gown.

      I rolled my eyes and started chuckling. “This is like the least suffocating piece of clothing out there. It’s basically a bedsheet.”

      He winked at me before taking it off and setting it beside him on the bleachers.

      The fact we were going to the same school, that I was staying in a dorm and he was renting a house with a few of his football buddies that had also gotten into Sweetwater seemed almost too good to be true. And although he’d asked about me living with them, the truth was, I knew having our own space was good in the beginning, especially while we navigated this new chapter in our lives.

      He reached out and took my hand in his, and I didn’t stop myself from smiling. “Are you afraid of the future?” I found myself asking him after a prolonged moment of silence. He didn’t answer for long moments, but then looked at me and smiled.

      “Honestly?”

      I nodded and returned the smile.

      “As long as I have you by my side, that’s all I need.” He leaned in and kissed the top of my head. “I am so in love with you, Stella. So in love with you,” he said softer the second time.

      “I love you, too.” I moved closer to him and rested my head on his shoulder, both of us staring at the field. We could hear people from graduation in the distance, the sound of cars honking, of students shouting. There was so much going on, but in this moment, it felt like it was just Cannon and me, like we were in our own little world and nothing else mattered.

      And I knew that it didn’t. I knew that as long as I had this boy by my side, and his love, everything would be just fine.
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