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      I wasn’t a jock, wasn’t the pretty boy next door. My family didn’t have any wealth, so I was “that guy from the wrong side of the tracks.”

      I got into too much trouble, too many fights.

      I would have been classified as the bad boy, the guy your mother warned you about.

      And when I transferred to Silver Creek High to finish my senior year, I had one goal—keep my head down, don’t let anyone piss me off enough to get into a fight, and graduate.

      And then she came into my life.

      Harlow.

      She was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen, with her shy glances at me, her questions that delved deep. She was the one person, aside from my own mother, who cared about what I thought and how I felt.

      I knew keeping her as mine probably wasn’t smart, because she was far too good for the likes of me. But no one would have her but me.

      I felt that too strongly to ignore.

      I probably shouldn’t have embraced my feelings for Harlow. She was better off without me. But I was too selfish.

      I wanted her too much.

      So screw it.

      What I felt for her was that crazy kind of love.
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      He wasn’t one of those boys next door. I doubt he’d ever been called gentle or sweet. He was rough around the edges, his voice deep and gruff. I had no doubt he’d even been called a little bit crazy.

      And for some reason, I was transfixed by him.

      Aiden Graft.

      He’d been the new kid at school last month, his identity shrouded in mystery, because he was a loner, kept to himself, and seemed perfectly content with that. He seemed like he had a chip on his shoulder and wore a perpetual scowl on his hard-set face. I wondered if he harbored secrets. And if he did, I doubt anyone would ever find out what they were.

      For the last month, I’d watched him from afar, this gorgeous solitary boy who everyone gave a wide berth. It was like they knew he was dangerous. He certainly looked like he had the ability to beat the shit out of someone without even breaking a sweat.

      I wanted to figure him out, to see what made him tick.

      I wanted to know who he was... who he really was.

      I braced my elbows on the table and stared at him from across the cafeteria. He was always alone, but he seemed completely content with that. He sat in the corner of the room, everyone around him loud and obnoxious, always moving, always active.

      But he was still, relaxed, like the world turned at his pace.

      He was leaned back in his chair, his leg propped up on the seat in front of him. There was a bottle of water, an apple, and a protein bar sitting on the table before him. And he was alone, only two people seated at the far end, as if they were afraid to get any closer.

      And every day, I watched as he read a book during lunch. It was always a new one, as if he devoured the one the day before and was hungry for more.

      And I found that so attractive.

      Just looking at him, how he dressed, how anti-social he was, you’d assume he was some unintelligent punk. I knew a lot of people thought that, saw him as dangerous. But I looked past all that.

      I noticed a couple jocks walk past his table, glancing at Aiden and murmuring to each other before they chuckled.

      Idiots. They were all idiots.

      I knew everybody at school was curious about Aiden, wondering why he didn’t care to join one of the cliques, why he seemed far older than any other senior at school. He wore a leather jacket, a white T-shirt underneath. His jeans were slightly loose, with a distressed look to them. His outfit had me picturing Aiden working on a Harley.

      I didn’t even know if he owned a motorcycle, but he looked like he would, especially with that leather jacket. And I found that arousing as well.

      Who was I kidding? I found everything about Aiden attractive.

      “Harlow, why don’t you just go talk to him?”

      I snapped my head in Pixie’s direction. My best friend since elementary school had a bag of chips in one hand, her other hand digging around inside before she pulled out one of the fried pieces of potato.

      She shoved that chip into her mouth, her expression a little bit expectant as she waited for me to respond.

      “What are you talking about?” I played dumb, obviously. Oh, I knew what she was talking about, because it’s not like I was trying to be secretive in my obsession with Aiden. But I’m not sure how I felt about her calling me out.

      She lifted an eyebrow like she couldn’t believe I was trying to play it off that way. “Girl, who do you think you’re talking to? You know exactly what I’m referring to.” She tipped her chin in Aiden’s direction, and I couldn’t stop myself from glancing over at him.

      I felt my heart jump into my throat when I saw him looking right at me. Or maybe he was just staring in my vicinity? Either way, my body reacted.

      I looked away quickly and cleared my throat, staring at my lunch. I wasn’t hungry, but I started to pick at my peanut butter and jelly sandwich, wanting something to keep me occupied, because I could still feel his focus on me.

      “I’m just curious about him is all,” I said softly and turned my attention to Pixie. The fall of my dark hair made a curtain that had me feeling a semblance of security, like I wasn’t under a microscope right now. I felt like it hid my feelings for Aiden, even if I didn’t know what those feelings were.

      She didn’t say anything as she started to talk with one of the other girls at the table, clearly forgetting about calling me out for being a creep where Aiden was concerned. And I found myself looking at him again.

      I couldn’t help myself.

      He was back to reading his book, his apple in hand. I could imagine sitting beside him and watching as he took a bite, his straight, white teeth digging into the skin, the crack of the flesh breaking resounding in the cafeteria.

      God, my infatuation with him which, if I’m being completely honest, was how I was starting to feel, was making me go insane. I felt like his mysterious persona, the fact that no one really knew who he is, drew me to him so much.

      And despite what I wanted or what I’d like to do, I was too shy to actually go up to him and introduce myself.

      It all sounded so immature, but being an eighteen-year-old virgin, who hadn’t been more than kissed in her lifetime, the prospect of taking what I wanted, going after it... terrified me.
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      I felt her gaze on me. I always did, if I let myself be honest.

      Harlow Bradshaw.

      I knew nothing about her on a personal level, but I watched and listened. I found out her name by doing just that, knew who she was. Senior, eighteen years old. I kept to myself, but that didn’t mean I was oblivious to the shit going on around me.

      I normally don’t like people watching me, which they do, because they have assumptions about me. I keep to myself and am quiet. I don’t conform to how everyone else is, how they dress or act. But with her, Harlow Bradshaw, I feel myself liking her watching me. Because when I’ve caught her gazing at me, there’s no expectation or some shit on her face. There’s no judgment. She looks curious about me, like she’s got so much to say, like she’s got so much she wants to find out.

      And for the past month, since I transferred here, I told myself I wasn’t going to get into any trouble. And that included getting involved with anyone. I didn’t need the drama, didn’t need the complication.

      I had one more year of school left and then I could focus on moving away, being by myself. I knew there were questions and assumptions about me, rumors on who I really was. It wasn’t like there was some kind of huge secret that revolved around me. I had demons, family drama, of course, and if they wanted to think it was this massive mystery, I went right ahead and let them. It didn’t matter, because I didn’t give a shit. But then there was her, the feel of her watching me, knowing she was curios. And I didn’t feel pissed or unaffected.

      I felt… interested in her.

      If she knew the type of guy I was, the life I led, what I didn’t have in my life compared to all these other little assholes who were around us, she probably wouldn’t be interested in me. I knew her curiosity was because I was the new guy, maybe even because I had this secret air around me.

      But shit, I was a nobody.

      There was no big mystery. I came from a poor family, a single mother who was diagnosed with breast cancer three years ago. My childhood was rough, especially at school. I had to fight to survive. Hell, I’d been held back twice because of how much school I’d missed, since I’d stayed home to help take care of my mom, help put food on the table and a roof over our heads.

      Here I was, nearly twenty years old and a senior in high school. I was the shiny new thing, no doubt. But as I looked at her, I felt something else... this curiosity. Girls had never really interested me, not in the way that had me needing them in my life for communication or pleasure.

      At school, I didn’t worry about anyone but myself. I kept my head down, minded my own fucking business. It was better that way. I couldn’t get in anymore trouble if I followed those rules. Hell, I couldn’t even miss anymore school, or it would fuck up any chance I had at going to a decent college and making something out of myself.

      But I had something that always fucked me over. And that was my damn short fuse. That meant I couldn’t just keep my mouth shut if someone fucked with me.

      I had to fuck with them right back.

      Then that would lead to a fist fight, and then that would end with a suspension. Hell, I was probably one infraction away from being expelled and having no chance of actually graduating.

      So I ignored her as best as I could.

      I looked down at the book in my hand, just a moment ago immersed in what I was reading, but I felt her watching me. I always felt her eyes on me. It was this strange sensation, one that I... liked. In fact, I was surprised at how much I enjoyed her staring at me.

      The bell rang, and everyone started gathering their shit to leave the cafeteria. I waited until the room was nearly empty, not wanting to deal with anyone as I made my way to my next class. After standing and grabbing my notebooks, I made my way out and down the main hallway that led to the stairs. They’d take me to the upper level where my algebra class was.

      I heard them bullshitting before I saw them, their voices animated as they talked about the football game coming up.

      The fucking jocks.

      And then I saw them, four guys wearing their letterman jackets and leaning against the walls in the common area.

      “Dude, I’m so fucking Michelle this weekend after the game.”

      They all started laughing.

      “I’m going to see if she’ll let me fuck her in the ass.”

      Another round of laughter echoed off the walls, and I gritted my teeth. I’d never been a fan of when guys bragged about banging a chick, as if they had no fucking respect for the person they’d just been intimate with. It enraged me, if I were being honest. It made me want to beat their assess on principle alone.

      The laughter and conversation slowly died down as I rounded the corner. I knew they saw me then, but I kept my books tucked under my arm, my free hand shoved in the front pocket of my jeans, and left my head lowered.

      I could feel them staring at me, knew they had something to say, but I said a silent prayer to whoever was fucking listening that they kept their damn mouths shut.

      “Hey, new guy,” one of them called out, and I looked at him even though I should have ignored his ass. “Yeah, you.” His mouth was pursed tightly as he pushed off the wall. “It’s Aiden, right?”

      I gave him a chin lift as my answer, not bothering to actually say anything. He knew what my fucking name was. He was just prying. I could see on his expression he wanted to be a cocky asshole in front of his friends. He was probably two seconds away from saying some smart-ass comment that would most likely have my patience snapping and me knocking his teeth in.

      Which was the last thing I needed, and which was also why I kept on walking. They could think I was being a pussy and didn’t want to confront them, but they’d be wrong. I was doing them a damn favor.

      “You don’t talk much,” another guy said as I started moving past them.

      “Do you think you’re too good for us, for the school?” a third one asked.

      I clenched my jaw, feeling my irritation grow.

      “Or maybe he’s a mute. Maybe he’s got a speech impediment and stutters.”

      They all started laughing, which was what really fucking pissed me off. Even if I had a speech impediment, they thought that shit was funny? So I found myself stopping, pulled my free hand out for my pocket, and curled it into a tight fist at my side. I felt my spine straighten, my muscles tense.

      Don’t do it, Aiden. Keep on fucking walking.

      But I didn’t listen to common sense as I turned around and looked at them, took a step forward, then another. I stared at each one in the fucking eye, saw as their laughter died down, as their smiles faded. One of them swallowed roughly and shifted on his feet, the others looking between one another. And still, I said nothing.

      Let one of them say one more goddamn thing. Just one more thing.

      And as we stood there in silence, me eyeing each one up and down, I knew shit was about to get real. This was the last thing I needed.

      The one I knew was named Braxton tightened his lips, and I knew he’d be the one to give me shit.

      “Boys, get to class,” a booming voice ricocheted off the walls, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps coming closer.

      I glanced to my side to see a teacher making his way toward us, his brown loafers clacking against the tiled floor. He held a brown worn satchel over his shoulders and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

      “Come on, guys,” one of the jocks said, and after a suspended moment, they all headed in the other direction.

      But I didn’t miss how Braxton looked over his shoulder at me, the grin he sported a whole lot on the asshole side.

      Yeah, he wasn’t smart like his buddies. He wanted to go toe-to-toe with me; that was for damn sure.

      “Come on,” the teacher said to me, tilting his head toward the stairs.

      I made a low sound of irritation and headed to class, and although I wanted to beat their asses, put them in their place, I was thankful we’d been stopped. I had to graduate, not just for myself but for my mother. She deserved to see her only son get his high school diploma and make something out of his life, earn a good living so he could take care of her. She’d been doing that my entire life.

      It was my turn now.

      And that’s what I wanted to do. Because the truth was, I didn’t have much else going for me.
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      I’d been sitting on one of the chairs off to the side in the common area, a little outcropping hiding me, but I’d seen the interaction between Braxton and his friends and Aiden. I felt the cold air come from Aiden even from this distance. If they hadn’t been stopped by the teacher, I had no doubt there would’ve been a brutal fight that took place, and my money would’ve been on Aiden. He was bigger than any of the guys at school, not just taller but more muscular. He also looked like he didn’t give a shit about an outcome.

      And I knew that made someone dangerous.

      As I watched him go upstairs, I felt something shift inside me, this tingling starting in my hands and feet, spreading throughout my limbs, and settling in the center of my body. I was interested in him, curious. I wanted to know more about Aiden. I resolved to take that leap and talk to him, to find out who he was, what he liked and disliked.

      The worst thing that could happen was he was closed off, shut down, and didn’t want to share anything about himself. And that was okay. A part of me was like that too.

      But there was this pull inside me, one that wanted to explore more of who he was. And the damn thing wouldn’t shut up. I was going to go with it, give it free reign, and see where it took me.

      He looked like he could use a friend. I knew I could too. There weren’t too many genuine, honest people I surrounded myself with. A lot of them were fake, superficial. But when I looked at Aiden, I could see he was one of those genuine ones, that he didn’t have a lot of bullshit he spewed. He probably said things and made no apologies for being honest.

      And I liked that. I wanted a person like that in my life.

      I grabbed my books and shoved them in my backpack before standing and heading to the library. I had study hall this period, so I made my way down the long corridor, took the stairs to the lower level, and just as I rounded the corner, I nearly ran right into Braxton. He grabbed my arms to steady me, this slow grin spreading across his face.

      I didn’t miss the way he dipped his gaze down to my chest. The V-neck T-shirt I wore would’ve showed a slight hint of the tops of my breasts from his angle, and given the fact that I knew Braxton had been trying to get in my pants all this year, he was probably having one hell of a look at the moment.

      I quickly took a step back and muttered an apology for nearly slamming into him.

      I could feel that he didn’t want to let go right away, but he reluctantly did, shoving his hands in the pockets of his letterman jacket, that grin still on his face.

      The truth was, I didn’t like Braxton. Not at all. He was cocky in the worst kind of way, slept with just about every female in school that was junior year and above, and had this air about him that he was better than everyone else. He was rich, which meant on his sixteenth birthday—two years ago—his father had bought him a BMW. And Braxton threw parties every other weekend at his parents’ lake house.

      And he made sure everyone and their mom knew just how loaded he and his family were.

      He was obnoxious, and no amount of me turning him down clued him in that I just wasn’t interested. In fact, I almost felt like it made him try even harder.

      He placed his hand on the wall a few inches above my head, caging me in on one side. I really didn’t have time for this, but before I could move away or tell him that, he leaned in close. I smelled his expensive cologne, and it was a scent that made my stomach clinch in disgust.

      “Harlow, when are you going to come to one of my parties?” His voice was sweet and coaxing. No doubt he used this tone to get what he wanted. But it was the fake kind, the kind that would give you a cavity.

      I was about to tell him never, that parties weren’t really my scene, but he started talking before I could even get a word out, clearly not interested in me actually answering his question.

      “I’m having one after the game next weekend. You should come. Bring whoever you want.”

      The very idea of going to one of Braxton’s parties filled me with distaste.

      “I’m not sure,” I said instead. I didn’t like confrontation, and Braxton could be very aggressive in the way he spoke and in his mannerisms.

      He crowded me, almost pressured me into answering him. I liked to think I was an independent, strong girl in my own right, and that I didn’t really put up with a lot of shit if I didn’t have to. But men like Braxton didn’t get told no very often, so when they did hear it, I was pretty sure it pissed them off to whole new levels.

      That’s why I was sure he kept insisting on talking to me, even though I made it clear I wasn’t interested.

      “Just think about it. Bring a couple friends if you want.” He pulled his hands out of his coat pockets and held them up in mock surrender. “I promise it’s all in good fun. We drink, bullshit, and listen to music. That’s it.”

      I found that hard to believe, but I just smiled and nodded. It was easier to end the conversation than engage more.

      “Don’t you two have somewhere to be, Ms. Bradshaw?”

      The sound of Mrs. Pushin’s voice was a thankful interruption and I nodded, muttering I had to go.

      “I hope I’ll see you there,” Braxton shouted out, but I kept walking, not bothering to respond. There wouldn’t have been a point.

      And even as the distasteful thickness of Braxton’s presence tried to cling to me, I focused on Aiden. And for some reason, that really did help. I didn’t even try to decipher why. I just went with it at the moment, because that was better than the alternative.
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      I pushed the front door of the school open and headed toward the parking lot. I was using my mom’s old 1990 Pontiac Firebird, one that could have been a “classic,” but it needed so much work done to it, a complete overhaul really, that it was just a sad piece of metal. But it got me to where I needed to go, and that’s all that mattered.

      I pulled my car keys out from the front pocket of my jeans and kept my head down as I walked toward the car. Everyone was filing out of the school, and the noise was deafening with car horns honking, guys shouting, girls giggling, and the screech of tires in the near distance.

      I’d parked at the far end of the lot, as far away from everyone as I could get. I lifted my head and spotted my mom’s faded red and white Firebird. And when I would start the engine in a few moments, the fucker would rumble so loud it’d vibrate the asphalt.

      I could hear the car beside our Pontiac trying to turn over, the engine sputtering. A second later, the sound of the hood being popped came through, and then the driver side door opened. As soon as I saw the mop of auburn hair atop her head, I knew who it was.

      Harlow.

      I felt this unusual tightening in my belly at the sight of her.

      She hadn’t noticed me yet as she made her way around the front of her car and lifted the hood of her little Honda Civic. She stared at the guts of the car for so long I knew she didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Trouble?” I asked and made my way toward her. She looked up, and I saw her eyes widen a bit before she masked her expression and ran her hands up and down her jeans.

      “Yeah. I have no idea what’s wrong with it.” She looked down at the engine, and I saw the way her brows knitted in confusion.

      I found it cute as hell.

      “Do you know anything about cars?” She sounded so hopeful.

      I nodded. “A little bit.” That was a lie. I knew a hell of a lot about fixing cars. I had to in order to fix the Firebird every time the fucker broke down, which seemed to be every month.

      “I’m Harlow by the way.”

      Oh, I knew, but she didn’t know that.

      “Aiden,” I replied.

      “I know,” she said softly, and again, I felt this pleasurable twinge consume me. “The new guy who has everyone curious about him.” She gave a nervous laugh, maybe embarrassed she’d said that out loud. “Sorry. That was weird.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You’re good.”

      She moved to the side so I could stand beside her. I braced my hands on the frame of the Civic and looked at the engine. I messed with a few things, checked wires, made sure nothing had gotten loose. It took me a good five minutes of checking shit under the hood before I finally found what the issue was.

      I straightened and wiped my hands on my jeans, looking over at her. Damn, she was tiny, probably about a foot shorter than my six-foot-three height. And I couldn’t help but notice how cute her expression was as she stared at the engine again, a look of concentration on her face.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s your fuel pump fuse that’s gone to shit. Maybe your boyfriend can fix it? It’s easy enough if he knows what he’s doing.” I was obviously assuming she had someone.

      She looked over at me. “No boyfriend to fix anything, and I have no idea what a fuel pump is.” She laughed uncomfortably.

      The fact that she didn’t have a boyfriend shouldn’t have pleased me as much as it did. “It’s an easy enough fix, but not something I can do in the parking lot. I do work at Mickey’s in town. I can see about getting you a tow there?”

      She started biting at her bottom lip, her straight white teeth gently pulling at the pink flesh. She glanced at me as if my words pulled her from her thoughts. “Thanks. But I can have my dad work it out. He knows Mickey so I might get lucky and not have to pay for that tow.” She laughed softly and I liked how the sound made me feel.

      I was getting fucking hard. What in the fuck was my problem?

      I cleared my throat and turned away from her, closing my eyes and thinking about doing laundry, fixing cars, hell, stirring a pot of fucking soup. I thought about anything and everything that could help get my sudden arousal in check. When I felt my erection start to get under control, I exhaled and turned back around.

      “Thanks anyways. You saved me some trouble trying to figure out what was wrong then having to pay somebody to tell me what to fix.” She looked back at her car again and started biting on that lush lower lip once more.

      I clenched my jaw as I felt that arousal start to spike again. “Do you have a ride home? Someone you can call?” I don’t know why I asked that. It wasn’t any of my business. But knowing she needed help had this part of me rising up, wanting to take the lead. When she looked back at me, she gave me the sweetest fucking smile. The things I felt in this moment were unusual, but they also felt pretty damn good.

      She pulled out her phone and looked at the screen then glanced up and around the parking lot. It had pretty much cleared out by now. When she looked back at me, I knew what she was going to say.

      “My dad gets off in about an hour. I’ll wait.”

      She actually thought I’d let her stay here by herself? Even if it was school property, I wasn’t an asshole. Besides, I didn’t want to leave her just yet.

      “I can take you home if you’re okay with that?”

      She gave me this warm smile. “Really? I’m not putting you out too much?”

      God, no.

      Although I didn’t say that.

      “No. Besides, I’m not just going to leave you here alone, even if it is just for an hour.”

      Her smile broadened and she nodded slowly. “Who would have known?” The way she said it was more to herself.

      “Who would have known what?”

      She nodded and flashed me a pretty smile. “Yeah, that the silent loner new kid is actually a gentleman.”

      I didn’t know about all that, but I’d let her think I was something I wasn’t if it meant she kept looking at me like that.

      “If you’re sure it’s not a problem,” she prompted, and I shook my head. “I’m only about a ten-minute ride from the school.”

      I tipped my head toward my car. “Hop on in.”

      She grabbed her bag out of her car, locked it up, and then hopped in the passenger seat of the Firebird. I started the engine, the deep rumble loud, the vibrations from the engine shaking the car. I looked over at her, expecting her to maybe seem a little bit disgusted. A lot of people who attended Silver Creek had sticks up their assess, were posh as fuck and not my scene at all.

      The car was outdated, loud, and obnoxious, and it was a massive step down from her little Civic. But the expression she had on her face was… excitement. She glanced over at me with a big grin.

      “This thing is a beast,” she said, her voice enthusiastic as she looked around. “It’s awesome. Do you ever race people in it?”

      I was a little bit taken aback, shocked that she was actually interested in the Pontiac. Back in the day, it had been one hell of a ride. But those days were long gone. “Nah,” I said and put the car in gear before pulling out of the parking spot and heading out of the lot. “I don’t think the Firebird will be winning any races anytime soon.”

      She started laughing softly, and I felt my muscles tighten at the sound. I liked it. I liked it a hell of a lot. I curled my hands around the steering wheel tightly as I pulled onto the main street, following her directions to get to her house. There were intervals of silence between us, but it wasn’t awkward. I was surprised at how much I liked her company, even if we were just sitting in silence for some of it.

      Five minutes into the trip, and I felt her focus on me again. I glanced at her and saw she looked at me with an almost quizzical expression on her face.

      “What?” I asked, feeling amusement, knowing she was probably about to dig a little deeper. Normally, that would annoy me if someone wanted to be nosy, but for some reason, with Harlow, I liked that she wanted to know more about who I was. We were stuck in the vehicle together, so it was only natural she wanted to ask some questions. But what surprised me was that I wanted to answer them, that I wanted her to know about me.

      “Are you liking Silver Creek so far?”

      I felt my jaw clench before I realized I was doing it. “Honestly? The people here are fucking assholes.”

      She started laughing, and I felt myself grin that she was so easygoing. God, she was so damn cute.

      “So true, Aiden.”

      Fuck, I liked how she said my name.

      “Yeah, the people at the school suck,” she added, and I was surprised she admitted it and felt the same way. I’d seen the people she hung out with, the popular crowd, although she didn’t seem like them. She didn’t seem like a fucking prick like the majority of them did.

      I sure as hell thought the same thing. “Well, if I’m being honest, the last couple schools I’ve been to have all had the same shitty people.”

      She made a sound of agreement, and then we sat in that comfortable silence for a couple more minutes.

      “Do you have any plans for after graduation? College, a major picked out?”

      The truth was, no one had really given a shit about me to care what I had to say, no one but my mother. I felt a little off balance with Harlow wanting to know, caring. She didn’t even know me, yet she acted like she was really interested in what I had to say.

      I cleared my throat and shifted in my seat, not used to this attention. I hadn’t answered, and I felt the comfortable feeling that had once filled the interior of the car between us start to get tense.

      “I’m sorry I’m prying. You don’t have to answer.”

      I glanced at her and saw she stared out the passenger side window. I’d made things awkward with my silence. I didn’t want that. “No, you didn’t pry. I’m just not used to people… giving a shit about what I have to say.” I focused on the road again, but I felt her look at me. Long seconds passed with her doing just that, but I refused to glance at her and make this even more weird.

      “That’s really sad,” she finally said softly, and I heard the genuine sincerity in her voice. “Nobody deserves to not have people give a shit about what they have to say.”

      I did look at her then, and I felt my heart lurch in my chest. “I’d like to go to college after this, if nothing else than to make something of myself and my mom proud.”

      She gave me a sweet smile, and I tightened my hands on the steering wheel again.

      “Are you and your mom close?”

      My throat tightened and I nodded. I had this very strong urge to confide in her. “Yeah. I’m all she has and vice versa.” I cleared my throat and shifted on the seat once more, feeling really strange saying this shit to a virtual stranger.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again, so softly I almost didn’t hear her.

      “For what?” She shrugged, and I focused on the road, telling myself to stop looking at her.

      “I’m just sorry you guys are all you have to each other.”

      I pulled to a halt at a set of stoplights and didn’t know how to respond. I could hear how much she meant those words. I had the sudden urge to reach out and hold her hand. Of course, I didn’t do it.

      “What do you want to do when you get to college?” She changed the subject, and I was thankful.

      I thought about her question for a moment, even though I already knew what I wanted to study. “Mechanical engineering,” I finally replied. “Although I don’t know if I’m smart enough for all that. But I like fixing shit, working with my hands.” I gave a sarcastic laugh. “But my future is probably destined in being a grease monkey and working under the hood of cars.”

      “It takes talent to be able to figure out what’s wrong and know how to fix it. Not a lot of people, me included, can do that.”

      I looked at her for probably the fiftieth time since she’d gotten in my car. God, who was this girl and why was she so incredible?

      “Just turn left up here,” she said and pointed in the direction I was to go.

      A couple minutes later and she had me stopping in front of a ranch-style home. The yard was landscaped, with these flowering trees lining the entranceway. Shit, if she saw where I lived, she’d probably think twice about getting into my car again.

      “Thank you so much.” She was smiling at me again. “Here,” she said and reached into her bag, pulling out a ten-dollar bill. “For gas.”

      I knitted my brows and shook my head. “No fucking way.”

      Her eyes widened before she started laughing.

      “Shit, sorry. I meant no. I’m not taking your money. It was on my way and I offered.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “I’d be a real douche to take your money.”

      She tucked the bill back in her bag and gave me a sweet look. “Well, thank you again.”

      “It wasn’t any trouble.” She needed to get out of my car, not because I wanted her to—because I sure as fuck didn’t—but because the longer I sat in her presence, the more I felt that unusual, pleasurable sensation move through me, and that meant I’d do something stupid like touch her, hold her... kiss her.

      I was shocked at how intense that feeling was, the need to stake my claim, because I didn’t want her sharing any part of herself with another person. It was selfish and unrealistic, but fuck did it feel right.

      But she stayed in my car for a long moment, neither one of us saying anything. We just looked at each other, the air thickening between us. I swore she didn’t want to get out, maybe thinking of something to say to me. I could really fucking relate.

      “So, do you want to exchange numbers?” she finally asked. “I feel like we really connected the last ten minutes of you driving me to my house, and of course, I let you look under the hood of my car so you could diagnosis the problem.” She was holding in her laugh.

      God, she was gorgeous, witty, and had a sense of humor.

      “I mean, that would be the logical next step.” I grinned, and it felt good. It was something I hadn’t really been doing a lot of lately, not since my mom got diagnosed, not with all the trouble I got into over the last few years, and especially not with having to start a new school my senior year. But I found that with Harlow, she made it really easy, and I liked being around her.

      I liked the way she made me feel.

      And the craziest fucking part was I felt all of this in the span of a fucking car ride. That had to mean something, right? Or hell, maybe I was just losing my fucking mind.

      She pulled out her cell and I did the same. She took mine out of my hand, her fingers brushing against my skin. That shouldn’t have affected me the way it did, but this electricity slammed into me. I knew if I didn’t start thinking about something else, my cock would start to harden and be clearly visible through my jeans.

      Baseball.

      Grandmas baking cookies.

      Working on a fucking engine.

      I watched as she entered her phone number into my phone then handed me back mine and then hers for me to do the same. After I put my phone number into her contacts and gave her back her cell, we just sat there and stared at each other for a second.

      She had the prettiest blue eyes I’d ever seen, clear and bright, almost the same color as the denim we both wore. And her hair was this mass of long, thick auburn waves. I’ve never quite seen a shade like it before, and I wondered if it was natural golden highlights I saw in it.

      “It was nice finally officially meeting you, Aiden.”

      I nodded, wanting to say the same thing, but she was getting out of the car before the words came out. I didn’t move out of the driveway as I watched her walk up to the front door, unlock it, and step inside. She looked back at me and waved, that smile on her face. It was only when she closed the door that I told myself to get the fuck out of there, because Harlow was the last thing I needed to think about.
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      I found myself heading back home, taking the long way, because the truth was, I liked thinking about Harlow.

      I turned the radio on to try to drown out my thoughts. She was the last thing I needed to think about. I had other things to focus on aside from Harlow. But despite telling myself that over and over again, I couldn’t get her out of my mind.

      She consumed my thoughts the entire way home, and it wasn’t until I pulled into the gravel driveway of the little two-bedroom, rundown house my mom and I were currently renting that I realized Harlow twisted me all up.

      I cut the engine and just sat there, thinking about what this meant, why I felt this way for a girl I didn’t know, that I’d just met. This girl had already gotten under my skin in such a short timeframe.

      I climbed out of the car, leaving my books in the backseat. I had to go to work in a couple hours and during my breaks would try to get some assignments done. It was the only time I really had to do homework, that or stay up fucking late to finish them.

      I opened the front door, and the smell of disinfectant and artificial lemon slammed into my nose. This was the smell I was always greeted with when I came home.

      The house was old, with a retro sixties theme going on. The kitchen flooring was this off-yellow linoleum with little daisies in the center of each faux tile. The counters were Formica, chipped in several places, with gold veining throughout it. The counters might’ve been white at one point, but now they just looked dingy and faded, with a few high traffic areas worn down. Despite the counters being clean, they looked perpetually dirty from age and wear.

      The appliances were about twenty-five years outdated, the fridge occasionally making a rattling noise when the compressor kicked on.

      And although the house always smelled of disinfectant, its cleanliness was something I made sure of. I needed to make sure everything was clean for my mom; with her compromised immune system from the cancer treatments, I didn’t want to risk her getting sick.

      “Mom?” I called out and heard her rustling around in her room. I made my way down the hallway, the carpet not the kind you’d walk on without at least socks on. The brown shag hadn’t been replaced since the house was built, and who the fuck knew what was living in it. No amount of steam cleaning could get something like this fully disinfected.

      I found my mom rummaging through her closet. The colorful headscarf she wore was hot pink today. It had little white polka dots on it. Although she was officially done with her treatments and her hair was starting to come back in, she still preferred to wear it for her own comfort.

      “What are you doing?”

      She started tossing out clothing but looked over her shoulder at me and smiled. I was glad to see each day she was looking and feeling better.

      “Oh hey, sweetheart,” she said in a soft voice and went back to doing whatever she was doing in the closet. “I’m getting rid of a bunch of crap I haven’t worn in years. I figure somebody else can get use out of them.”

      “Do you think you really need to do that right now?” I knew better than to even ask that question, because she would do whatever she wanted. In the end, she was headstrong, very independent, and did what she wanted to.

      She stopped and looked over her shoulder again at me, her lips pursed. She was telling me without actually saying anything that I needed to mind my business.

      I held my hands up in surrender and felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at it, seeing Harlow’s name pop up from an incoming text. Instantly, my body reacted. My heart started beating a little bit harder and faster, and I felt my palms start to get a sweaty. I was nervous, and all over a text.

      I felt my mother staring at me and glanced up at her quickly, seeing in her expression that she knew something was up.

      “Making new friends?”

      I cleared my throat and shook my head but then nodded and shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just a girl from school. She was having car trouble today, and I gave her a ride home.” I swore if my mother’s face could’ve lit up any more, the room would’ve been practically glowing.

      “A girl?” Her grin was wide. “Is she nice?” She fully faced me and sat on the floor, I guess expecting there to be some long, intricate story regarding Harlow and me.

      The truth was, there wasn’t some detailed story about us. Yes, I felt an intense kind of pull toward her, this inexplicable, confusing desire that made no sense because we hardly knew each other, but a story on how it all came to be? I had nothing to tell my mom.

      Instead of saying all that, or hell, saying anything, I shrugged. I hadn’t read what Harlow texted me yet, and I didn’t want to while my mother was sitting there looking at me, this little smile on her face as if she thought I just met the woman I’d spend the rest my life with.

      “Do you need any help?” I asked, changing the subject.

      My mother’s expression told me she wanted to ask more questions, but I got my stubbornness from her, so after a second, she exhaled and looked back at her closet.

      “No, I’m good. Go eat and rest before work.” When she looked back at me, I could see on her face she wanted to say more, not about the texts or girls, but about life stuff in general.

      She hated that I worked. She didn’t want me to have to be the one to provide for her. I lost count of how many times she’d said this. But she’d worked her ass off for so long so we had a roof over our heads, food in our stomachs, and clothes on our backs. I might not have had a lot of superficially things while growing up, but the one thing she always made sure I had an abundance of was the knowledge of how much she loved me.

      So when she got sick, there was no hesitation in me stepping up to be the one to take care of her. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I headed into the kitchen and grabbed some items to make a sandwich. My phone felt like it was burning a hole in my pocket, the thought of that text from Harlow heavy on my mind. Now that I was alone, I pulled the phone out and opened up the messages.

      Harlow: Thx again for the ride. I really appreciate it. Maybe I can return the favor soon. :)

      Her text was innocent enough, but hell, it made me pretty fucking happy, like I’d just been told the best news. And then there was the fact that she’d ended it with returning the favor. Of course, my mind went right in the fucking gutter as I thought of all the ways she could repay that favor.

      Her body pressed against mine.

      My lips on hers.

      The sound of her breathing hard because of what we were doing.

      I shook my head to clear it, but it did no good. I didn’t need the complication of a girl right now. I had to focus on school and work, making sure the bills were paid and I stayed out of trouble.

      I opened up the messages again and typed out a quick reply. It was friendly enough but wasn’t open ended that anything could be misinterpreted.

      And I didn’t like that. I didn’t like how it made me feel as I shoved my phone back in my pocket and tried to push Harlow out of my head.

      But shit, it was hard and impossible. And the longer I tried not to think of her, the more it had the opposite effect.

      Her alabaster skin.

      The tumble of her auburn waves around her shoulders.

      Her big blue eyes.

      Fuck.

      My cock was hard, digging against my zipper. This was bullshit, the fact that I couldn’t even keep my arousal down. I don’t know why Harlow got under my skin so badly, but it had been immediate. I’d been interested, curious about her from the start, but after actually speaking to her, seeing her personality come out... yeah, that curiosity turned to immediate need.

      Possessive, hard, sexual need.

      I cleared my throat and braced my hands on the counter, focusing on the items I pulled out of the fridge, hoping for a distraction. Of course, nothing helped.

      It was like Harlow was a drug... my own specialty drug, and there was no chance of me ever breaking that addiction.

      But I had to, because I didn’t need a complication in my life that was of the female variety.
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      “You didn’t have to come, sweetheart.”

      I glanced at my father. We were in his car and heading toward the mechanic shop in town. They’d towed my Civic from school to their shop to get fixed. Of course, the part may not be in stock, which meant until they figured out when it would come in and then factored in labor time, I’d be riding that big, old yellow school bus. Not the end of the world, but what senior wanted to give up her mode of transportation to ride in a crammed bus with people screaming in your ear?

      “It’s okay. I don’t mind coming,” I replied and looked out the passenger side window. We were nearing Mickey’s Auto, the main mechanic shop in town. My dad turned on the stereo, his love of the oldies station something I teased him about. As a song from the ‘50s came on and I heard him starting to sing, I focused on the scenery passing us by.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about Aiden and our short interaction in his car earlier today. I contemplated what it all might mean. I’d never been so curious about another person before, never been so interested. But with Aiden, I felt like there was more to his story, this deeper side of him. He’d obviously been to more than one high school, seeing as he was a senior and a new transplant at Silver Creek. But I wanted to know the why of it all, not because I was nosy, but because I wanted to understand more about him. And I had a feeling he could use a friend. I assumed he preferred being a loner, but everyone liked having someone they could talk to, didn’t they?

      Eventually, the ride to the mechanic shop came to an end, and we pulled into Mickey’s parking lot. There were a few cars off to the side that looked like they hadn’t started in probably decades. The actual body shop was comprised of the main office and one massive garage with two bay doors.

      My dad pulled into one of the spots in the parking lot and cut the engine. I focused on the office part of Mickey’s, but I heard Dad rustling around before he opened the driver side door.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, and I glanced over at him and nodded.

      I honestly didn’t know why I wanted to come with him. It wasn’t like I knew anything about cars or would be much help in this instance, but I guess I just assumed staying at home would only have me thinking about Aiden and texting him more. That was the last thing I needed to do. I certainly didn’t want to make an ass out of myself. But the car ride hadn’t dimmed my thoughts of him in the slightest.

      I pulled out my phone and opened up the messages, looking down at the text he’d sent me hours ago in reply to mine.

      Aiden: Glad I was able to help.

      I’d regretted texting him as soon as I’d hit Send. I didn’t want to seem overly eager, but his response to me was lackluster at best.

      I rested my head back on the seat and closed my eyes for a minute, the heavy weight of my phone on my lap seeming even more pronounced. I felt like an idiot. Why did I have to text him so soon after he dropped me off? I seemed desperate, clingy. Why had I offered to repay the favor like I was some kind of thirsty bitch? God, he probably thought I was weird.

      I opened my eyes and looked around. I didn’t want to just sit in the car, not when I just kept repaying how stupid I probably seemed to Aiden. I got out and shut the door, heading toward the main office. I could see my dad in front of the counter, talking with one of the mechanics.

      But before I got to the door, the deep rumble of a car had an immediate, instantaneous reaction in me. My heart started racing, and tingles moved throughout my whole body. I recognized that sound, and I found myself stopping in the middle of the parking lot and looking over my shoulder. I watched as Aiden’s Pontiac Firebird pulled into a parking spot before he cut the engine. I could hear the low sound of music coming from the car before all went silent and he climbed out.

      I should have moved, hid from him so this didn’t become even more awkward. But I found myself rooted to the spot. He had his focus on the ground, his hands shoved in the pockets of his jeans as he headed toward the mechanic shop.

      His pants were worn and stained, presumably from grease. The white shirt he wore was in the same condition. Did he work here?

      He hadn’t seen me yet, although he was coming right toward me.

      My heart was thundering, my palms sweating.

      Move. He hasn’t seen you yet. You can still race back to the car and lock yourself in there.

      And I was just about to do that when he lifted his head and our gazes locked.

      I saw his step falter for a split second, saw the surprise on his face, before he righted himself and cleared his expression.

      I smiled one of those tight-lipped, awkward ones and lifted my hand in an equally weird manner as I waved.

      Oh my God. I was making this worse as I probably looked like a spastic freak with the grin I sported and how I waved my hand a little too quickly.

      “Hey,” I said and was pretty proud of myself for sounding calm and not at all like a spaz.

      “Hi.” His voice was tight, and I felt myself deflate.

      “My car’s here. I came with my dad to see about getting it fixed.” I twisted my hands together. Why was I so nervous?

      Oh… because I brought up repaying the favor and he totally ignored that part, because he’s obviously not interested in furthering a friendly relationship with me.

      “That’s why I’m here. I’m not like… following you or anything. I didn’t even know you work here.” I looked at his clothes. “Do you work here? God, sorry if you don’t and I’m just assuming.” I was a rambling mess and felt my face heat in embarrassment.

      I’m not following you?

      Do you work here?

      Dammit, I was making a total idiot out of myself. Instead of saying anything else—because Aiden just stood there staring at me, probably thinking I was certifiable, gauging by the confused look on his face—I excused myself and started making my way toward my dad’s car.

      “Harlow?” he called, and I stopped and looked over my shoulder. He had a small smile on his face, lifted his hand to run it over the back of his head, and took a step toward me.

      I faced him fully, my heart in my throat, willing my face to not be as red as it felt. I licked my lips, my mouth feeling dry, forcing myself not to say anything else, not to put my foot in my mouth.

      “I do work here,” he finally said, flashing me a straight, white-toothed grin. “I’ll probably be the one working on your car. Small world, huh?”

      I smiled in returned and nodded, unsure what to say, unsure if I should say anything at all. “Thank you again,” I said and just shook my head slowly, wondering how many times in a day I could tell him that. I lifted my hand, waved, and said, “See you later.” And then I turned around and started heading back toward the car, my jaw clenched and my hands curled tightly at my sides.

      Please don’t trip. Please don’t fall flat on your face and make this even worse.

      I could feel him watching me walk away and glanced over my shoulder to see him still looking at me a second before he caught himself and lifted his hand in a wave. He made his way inside, and I still stood there as he disappeared behind the glass door, wondering how any of this would play out.

      The truth was, because of Aiden’s lack of interest, he just made my curiosity in him grow tenfold.
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      After that exchange, Harlow probably thought I was a major asshole.

      I wanted to address the text, or my lack thereof. I’d wanted to tell her I wanted to see her again, that I wanted to take her out and hang out. But I froze, telling myself I had this last year of school to get through and focus on. Seemed easy enough for someone who didn’t have the shit school history like I did, one that was filled with fights, detentions, and suspensions.

      I hadn’t actually meant to grow any kind of relationship with Harlow, not as friends, and certainly not as more than that. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I had other things on my plate that I should focus on.

      But then I’d seen her at Mickey’s, and it was like kismet, like fate had our paths cross all over again. Or maybe it was just because Mickey’s was the closest body shop to the school?

      Either way, I’d like to think it was the former, because forgetting about her didn’t feel right and something I knew I wouldn’t be able to do, even if that was what was best for everyone.

      I wasn’t the type of guy she was probably used to hanging out with, those preppy jocks with money, who said sweet things to have them dropping their panties.

      But I didn’t feel like I was a novelty to her.

      I felt like I was someone.
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        Several days later

      

      

      I’d told myself I was doing the right thing by keeping a wide berth from Harlow. I wouldn’t let myself fall any more than I had for her. But it seemed like telling myself that just made me want her even more.

      The weekend had given me two days where I didn’t see her at school. I thought maybe that would’ve helped clear my head, to try to talk myself into focusing on other things. But there was this longing inside me to talk to her, to see her. I couldn’t count how many times I picked up my cell and wanted to send her a text, to ask her if she wanted to hang out. But here I was, Monday morning and sitting in my car in the school parking lot, hoping to see her.

      I’d been working on her car at Mickey’s, but because we’d come into a snag with the part, it was taking longer than necessary. Hell, I wanted to call her and ask if she wanted me to pick her up, to see if I could be the one to drive her home after school.

      God, I was fucking insane. I couldn’t even stop thinking about Harlow no matter how hard I tried. In fact, forcing myself to try to put her in the back of my mind only resulted in me thinking about her even more.

      It was to the point I basically said fuck it, that I’d just give in. Because what was the point of fighting something that felt so right?

      I grabbed my books and got out of the car before heading toward the front doors of Silver Creek High. There was a line of yellow school buses curved around the driveway, students piling out.

      I moved around everyone, keeping my head lowered, although I wanted to search for Harlow.

      “Dude, she was so fucking into it Saturday. She was practically begging for my dick.”

      The annoying clearly male conversation and responding laughter came through over all the other noise in the front corridor of the school.

      “She would have let me put it in any hole, no fucking doubt.”

      I curled my lip in disgust, knowing who spoke. I’d recognize his condescending, chauvinistic attitude and voice anywhere.

      I didn’t even look at them as I passed by, but I could feel their stares on me. I knew if I glanced at them, told them exactly what I thought about their attitudes toward females, it would result in violence.

      Although I was nothing like Braxton, I knew he had a short fuse. I guess that’s where he and I were the same. But where he was used to getting what he wanted, so when he didn’t get his way, he threw a temper tantrum and became aggressive, I was this way out of pure survival.

      And Braxton was the kind of guy I had altercations with, the kind who thought he was better than everyone else because of his good looks and money, because his daddy bought him a brand-new car for his sixteenth birthday. He probably never worked a day in his life.

      Fuck him.

      I headed toward my locker, and once there and the door opened, I tossed the books I wouldn’t need this early in the morning inside. I still hadn’t seen Harlow, and probably wouldn’t until lunch. And that fucking sucked. Now that I’d come to the conclusion that I’d stop fighting my need for her, I was anxious for us to run into each other.

      God, I wanted to see her and talk to her, wanted to make plans so it could just be her and me.

      Maybe she didn’t even want to hang out with me.

      Maybe I was reading into all this too deeply.

      But I saw the way she looked at me. I saw the need that matched my own.

      I didn’t know how deep her interest in me went, but I wanted to find out.

      I played through my mind what I’d do when I saw her. What would I say? How would she react?

      I guess I’d find out soon enough.
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      I sat down at the lunch table and saw Pixie coming closer. She held a tray of food in one hand, a bottle of water in the other, and Braxton walked beside her. He had his arm over her shoulders. I didn’t know what she saw in that guy, but she had a crush on him for the past year. I was pretty sure it was because he lavished attention on her, but it was only because he hadn’t been with her yet, and he was trying to get in her pants.

      Pixie was a gorgeous girl, but she was shy and overlooked that some guys were just plain assholes. She tried to look for the good in everyone. And I doubted Braxton had any.

      And for some reason, the girls at Silver Creek cared more about money and social standings than a guy’s personality. They didn’t care that Braxton was a huge dick who bragged to his friends about the girl he banged over the weekend. And it made me feel sorry for them, that they needed that kind of validation from an asshole.

      Fuck him.

      Braxton glanced over at me as soon as he and Pixie stopped at the table. The slow grin he gave me made my skin crawl. He looked over at Pixie a second later and leaned in to whisper something in her ear. I could only roll my eyes. I’d told her plenty of times Braxton wasn’t a good guy, and although she gave me a look like she knew, she also still hung out with him and his asshole buddies. She still talked to him and told me how much she liked him.

      Whatever Braxton said made her cheeks turn pink, and then he was gone, leaving her standing there clearly embarrassed. I didn’t even bother asking what he whispered to her. It was probably something filthy and sexual, knowing the kind of guy he was.

      Pixie sat down beside me, and I looked around the lunchroom, hoping to see Aiden. It wasn’t like I saw him frequently during school, but now that I was actively looking for him, it was almost like he was avoiding me. Or maybe it was all in my head.

      His usual spot in the cafeteria was empty, and I felt this dejection fill me.

      I told myself I’d talk to him, just have the courage to break the weird ice that had seemed to grow between us. Or maybe I was making something out of nothing.

      “You want to hang out this weekend?” Pixie asked, and I glanced over at her, her voice pulling me from my thoughts.

      “Hang out?” I had a feeling I knew where this was going, but I didn’t say anything else as I opened up my water bottle and took a long drink.

      Although Pixie was one of my closest friends, we didn’t hang out with the same crowd most of the time. She tended to flock around Braxton’s crew, whereas I kept away from them as much as I could.

      She shrugged and didn’t respond right away, and I knew it was because she probably assumed what I would say. I knew she was going to ask if I wanted to go to Braxton’s party after the game this weekend. And my initial, instant reaction was to say hell no. But then she looked at me, and the expression on her face was one where she thought she could get her way if she looked pathetic.

      “You know how Braxton is having that party?”

      I made a disgusted sound in the back of my throat and took another drink of water so I wouldn’t start bitching about him.

      “He invited me, but I’m not going alone. Will you come with me?”

      I was already shaking my head, but she gave me this big, watery look.

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head more before setting my water bottle on the table. “Pixie, you know that doesn’t work on me. I’m immune to your pathetic expressions.”

      She held her hands up and clasped them together, as if begging me.

      “Please?” She drew out the word, leaning in close and resting her head on my shoulder. “I know you hate him and his friends, and I can see why, but he hasn’t ever really shown me much interest until now, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to jump on that opportunity, even if it’s just for that night.”

      She lifted her head from my shoulder, and I snapped my head in her direction, my eyes wide. “Pixie, he’s an asshole. You know he just wants to use you, right?”

      She shrugged and opened her bag of chips, popping one in her mouth and crunching away while she wore a damn smirk. “Or maybe I’m the one using him.” She waggled her eyebrows, and I couldn’t help but chuckle and shake my head.

      Pixie was in a league all her own. “I really don’t want to go. I can’t stand him. He creeps me out.” Before she could respond, Aiden was setting his books on the seat in front of me and then sitting down. I swore the table went silent as Pixie and I stared at him and as the other students at the end of the table glanced over in our direction. He never sat with anyone and instead kept to himself during lunch.

      “Hey,” he said in that deep, masculine voice that had tingles instantly moving throughout my body.

      I had a hand around my water bottle and involuntarily squeezed the plastic, the crunching noise seeming deafening. I loosened my grip and gave him a smile, but I felt my face already starting to heat.

      Now was not the time to be awkward.

      “Hi.” We didn’t say anything else for long seconds, and I saw him glance at Pixie. I looked at her and could see she stared at him with wide eyes and this little smirk on her face.

      Please don’t let her embarrass me. Please don’t let her tell Aiden how much I stare at him, even if he does probably notice.

      “It’s Aiden, right?” she asked and rested her elbows on the table, propping her head in one of her hands as she looked at him. “I’m Pixie, Harlow’s best friend.”

      He nodded and shifted on the bench-style seating so his shoulder was up against the window.

      “You like it here?” Pixie asked, and I saw Aiden smirk.

      “Sure” was all he said.

      Pixie snorted but immediately started with more conversation. “So, Aiden, do you have any plans this weekend?”

      I snapped my head in Pixie’s direction and clenched my jaw, giving her a look that told her to shut up. And even though she wasn’t actually looking at me to see my silent demand, I could tell by the smile she wore that she could see me well enough out of her peripheral.

      She didn’t wait for him to respond before she started in again. “I was trying to talk Harlow into going with me to a party Saturday after the game. She’s not really having it, but I think if you tagged along, it would make is so much more fun.” Pixie looked at me then, her grin clearly shit-eating now.

      Oh that bitch.

      I narrowed my eyes at her, and she started chuckling.

      “And if Harlow has somebody there to keep her busy, I can go do other things.” She was speaking to Aiden but looking right at me, and you didn’t have to be a genius to know what “other things” she was referring to.

      I swallowed roughly and looked at Aiden. His expression was stoic, and his focus was on me, and in that moment, I felt like it was just the two of us—that Pixie wasn’t sitting right beside me, that there wasn’t a room full of students surrounding us, that the noise wasn’t ear-splitting.

      He looked at me as if I were the only person in the world. No one had ever looked at me like that.

      I didn’t know how many seconds passed, but I felt like it was a little too long by the way Pixie shifted on the seat beside me. Although it didn’t feel uncomfortable to me, I knew outsiders might think it was weird that Aiden and I couldn’t break eye contact.

      “Well, Aiden? Are you game for this Saturday?” Pixie’s voice was excited, and I blinked a few times before looking at her.

      I could’ve strangled her in that moment. She was good at trying to convince people of things, peer pressuring them. I looked at Aiden again, about to apologize, to tell him that he most certainly didn’t have to do anything he didn’t want to, but when he leaned forward slightly, all words died in my throat.

      “If Harlow goes and wants me to be with her, I wouldn’t say no.”

      Yes, that’s exactly what I wanted.

      My heart jumped into my throat, and I felt my cheeks heat once again. He said it in such a deep, silky-smooth voice that I couldn’t help but feel it throughout my whole body, like he actually reached out and touched me.

      “You hear that, Harlow?” Pixie prompted, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from Aiden. “He said he’s game. Now, you’re not gonna have him go to the party alone, are you?”

      God, in this moment, I was so annoyed with her, but I also secretly loved that she said something.

      “If Aiden goes, so will I.”

      There, the words were out in the open, unable to be taken back.

      But you know what? I didn’t regret them one bit.
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      The bell for the last class of the day rang and I gathered my books, wanting to get the fuck out of here. I kept replaying the scene at lunch with Harlow’s friend asking me to go to a party. Fucking Braxton’s party. And if Harlow hadn’t been going, if it hadn’t been presented to me that I’d be there with her, I would’ve said fuck no and had no shame about it.

      But if Harlow was going, I wanted to be there to protect her, to make sure no fucking assholes looked at her or even thought about touching her. I knew what drunk cocksuckers could be like. Hell no was I going to let her go alone into that fucking wolf den.

      I felt possessiveness so deep in my body that it was like another living person inside me, like this stranger I’d never known existed was finally making himself known. But I embraced him. I let that fucker out and take control.

      I made my way out to the parking lot and started passing the line of school buses, students loading into them. And then I saw her, Harlow in the line, her backpack slung over her shoulders, her focus on the cell in her hand. I felt my heart jump a little bit, felt a smile start to spread on my face. God, just seeing her excited me.

      I could’ve kept walking, but instead, I went right toward her, gently nudged my shoulder against hers until she looked up at me, and fucking loved how I could see the excitement on her face. I swear her eyes fucking lit up when she saw me.

      I was pretty sure I’d never felt anything better before.

      “Hey,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Hey, yourself.” I tipped my chin toward the parking lot. “Want a ride home?” Her smile brightened and she nodded slowly.

      She stepped out of line and we headed toward my car. I didn’t miss the looks we were getting from some of our classmates. They could fucking stare all they wanted to. I’d never cared before, and I certainly didn’t give a fuck now. No doubt they were wondering what the hell she was thinking spending time with me.

      Once at my car, she climbed in before I could open the door for her. Yeah, I was actually going to open the car door for her. The last thing I would’ve ever been called was a gentleman, not because I was that kind of asshole, but because I’d never felt this way about anyone before to the point I wanted to do things like this.

      But it just seemed like the right thing to do and something I really wanted to do for her.

      I climbed into the driver seat and looked over at her. She had a smile on her face as she looked at me. It felt right having her in the car beside me.

      I didn’t say anything as I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. I started heading toward her house, although that was the last place I wanted to go. I’d love to hang out with her, just go somewhere and talk, but I was too much of a chickenshit to actually ask her.

      “I don’t have to work today, do you?”

      I shook my head and then said, “Not today.” My heart was beating a little faster. Maybe she’d say she wanted to hang out. Maybe we’d be on the same wavelength with that.

      “Do you want to go to the park? Or go to the coffee shop on Harrison Drive? I work there part-time, and one of the perks is free drinks.”

      I held in my grin, because I didn’t want to seem overly excited that she mentioned it. “Sure. I’m game for whatever.”

      She told me the directions to the coffee shop, and less than ten minutes later, I was pulling into a parking spot in front of a little cafe called Cool Beans. There were some bistro tables set up on an outdoor patio, and an elderly couple sat at one of them, and a businessman sat at the other.

      I climbed out, and she did the same, and we both headed inside. The scent of coffee was instant and strong as soon as we walked in. A couple employees waved at her as we walked up to the front counter. The young guy standing behind the cash register was in the process of putting his apron on, and I assumed he’d just gotten out of school.

      His face lit up as soon as he saw her. He pushed up his black-rimmed glasses, his face becoming pink, as it was clear her presence flustered him. I didn’t have to be a genius to see he obviously liked Harlow. Hell, I couldn’t blame him. But I sure as hell hoped he didn’t try making a move. Not that I was intimidated or threatened by this dude, but I felt this proprietary sensation toward her. It was a little barbaric, sure, but it was pretty intense that there was no way I could ignore or attempt to rein it in.

      “Hey, Mitchell,” Harlow said and gave him a friendly smile.

      I wasn’t getting any kind of vibes from her regarding how Mitchell obviously wanted her, but then again, she might have been oblivious to it. Regardless, I stayed close to her. Hell, I wanted to wrap my arm around her, letting him know the looks he gave her right now we’re not appreciated or welcome by me. But I had no claim on Harlow, no matter how much I did want that.

      “Can I get a medium iced chai latte with almond milk?” She looked over at me and smiled. “What do you want?”

      I shrugged as I looked at the menu. “I don’t drink coffee, so I really don’t know.”

      She laughed softly, and I glanced back at her. God, that sound made my entire body feel so fucking good.

      “You pick,” I finally said.

      She gave Mitchell my order, and I didn’t miss how he eyed me. It was a pretty blank expression, but I could almost hear his thoughts, as if he wondered what I was doing with her.

      I went for my wallet, but the feeling of her warm, small hand over mine, of her skin against mine, had my entire body tightening and my dick threatening to punch through the zipper of my jeans. God, even a small touch from her felt incredible.

      “Getting drinks for free is one of the perks of working here. The owner actually wants us to try all of them, so we can recommend them to the customers.”

      The look she gave me had me wanting to lean down and capture her mouth with mine. And thankfully before I could do that—because the truth was, I was about a second away from taking her mouth in a searing kiss—she was walking away from the counter and heading toward one of the little tables off to the side. There was an outcropping beside the table, giving it a little bit of privacy, which I appreciated. She sat down, and I took the seat across from her as we waited for our drinks.

      We sat there in silence, but it wasn’t the awkward kind that made you shift on your seat and wish you were somewhere else. I had a feeling this was how it would always be with her. I wanted to know everything, anything about Harlow. But I didn’t want to seem like a fucking creep and start asking her personal questions. If she wanted to give me a shred of information about her, I would gladly eat it up like a starving man. But it would be on her terms.

      “What school did you go to before this one?” she finally asked, breaking up the silence as if she read my mind.

      I leaned back in my seat. I knew I’d have to be honest about everything, so might as well just get it all out in the open now. I was a little worried, because I didn’t want her to see me as some kind of huge fuck-up, to be turned off and not want to hang out with me again. That very thought had my stomach clenching and distaste filling me.

      The thought of not being able to talk to Harlow or see her when I’d just now resolved myself that I wasn’t going to fight how I felt for her did scare me. She was someone special, and I wanted to keep her in my life.

      “Trudeau High.” I doubt she’d heard of it, seeing as we’d moved out of state to have a fresh start. I could see on her expression that she wanted to ask more questions, but she didn’t have to. I’d give up the information to her. “I got expelled, because I got into too many fights.”

      I watched as her throat worked when she swallowed, but she didn’t change her expression. “Can I ask what happened with that?”

      I cleared my throat that was tightening as embarrassment filled me. I didn’t want to tell her, to say it all out loud. I was apprehensive on what she’d think of me, which was the reason why I hesitated. But in the end, I knew I just needed to get it out in the open.

      “My mom has cancer. She’s going through treatments, or she was. She just finished up and we moved here. She wanted a fresh start.” I’d wanted to stay, so she could still see her doctors, but she insisted, found new doctors, and here we were. I stared at Harlow, trying to gauge her reaction to all this. “But growing up, it was just her and me. We didn’t have money, and we rented a shitty little apartment. All through elementary and middle school, even the first part of high school, I was known as trash. I was known as the boy who didn’t have money or the nicest clothes, whose mom worked two jobs at the bars in town to make ends meet.” I cleared my throat and shifted on the seat. I felt weird saying all this out loud. “So the only way for me to survive, do not get beaten down day in and day out, was to fight for survival. So detentions, suspensions, and then finally expulsion landed me in Silver Creek.”

      I shrugged, trying to be calm, to play this off like it was nothing. “This is my last chance to not fuck things up. Not only do I need to make something out of myself, but I need to make my mom proud. She’s already been through enough shit that she doesn’t need a son who can’t control his anger when he butts heads with someone.”

      There, it was out in the open, and Harlow could do with that information what she wanted. She’d probably never want to see me again. Because who wanted to be friends with someone drawn into so much trouble that they had to start a new school in a different state?

      “And because I’ve already told you all of that shit, I might as well also tell you that it wasn’t just in school that I got in trouble. I’ve been in trouble with the police as well, petty things like shoplifting and vandalism.” I had my hands clenched on my lap underneath the table so she wouldn’t see them, wouldn’t see how tense I was over this.

      My entire body was tight, my muscles clenched. I was starting to sweat, never in my life having told anybody all this shit, because I never cared enough about someone to be honest with them. Sure, everyone in my old town knew, but here? I was somebody new, someone different. And as she stayed silent, not saying anything, probably processing it all, all the things playing through her mind of the horrible shit I’d done, I felt that tension in me grow.

      No doubt, she didn’t need to be involved with someone like me.

      “I wish I could say I stole shit, because me and my mother needed to eat. I wish I could say I vandalized other people’s property, because they deserved it at the very least. But the truth is, I had a lot of hate and anger built up, and I took it out on everyone and everything. So I’m trying to make things right, to be a better person now. Better late than never, I guess.” I cleared my throat, shifting back and forth on the seat. And still, she stayed silent. “So all the trouble in school had me being held back. And that’s why I’m a nineteen-year-old trying to finish his senior year, about to be twenty and hoping like hell he graduates to make his mom proud.”

      She still had yet to say anything, but the silence was broken up when Mitchell brought over our drinks. He stood there for a second, maybe wanting to talk to her, but I could tell he felt the vibe between us. He excused himself before walking away.

      I wrapped my hand around the plastic cup of the strawberry lemonade she’d gotten me, chunks of fruit mixing with the ice. I stared down at it, feeling awkward, fucking hating it.

      Maybe I should have just kept my damn mouth shut about all of that.

      “I’m really sorry about your mom,” she finally said, her tone sincere.

      I looked up at her, surprised that after all that, Harlow was empathetic toward my mom.

      “It’s good news she’s done with treatment though, right? That means it helped?”

      I swallowed roughly, the sudden emotion filling me. I nodded and cleared my throat. “Yeah, they say she’s in remission.” I stared into her big blue eyes, seeing the genuine care reflected back at me. Shit, I’d never felt such profound emotion before, not since my mom found out she had cancer, and then when they told her she was in remission.

      Harlow smiled. “That’s really great, Aiden.” She brought her cup up to take a long pull from her straw, her ice clinking together, seeming extraordinarily loud in that moment.

      “That’s it?” I asked, a little bit surprised.

      She set her cup down, and I saw the way her eyebrows pulled down in confusion. “That’s it? What do you mean?”

      I shrugged and brought my drink up, taking a sip out of a straw. The truth was, I didn’t even like lemonade, but because Harlow had picked it out, it tasted fucking incredible. “I’m just surprised you didn’t say anything about all that other shit, about how I’m such a fuck-up.” I had one hand resting on the table, the other one wrapped around the base of the cup. Before I knew what was happening, she reached out and placed her palm over the back of my hand, making every single muscle in my body contract.

      “You’re not a fuck-up, Aiden.” She added a little bit of pressure to the back of my hand, and I felt my pulse race. “I may not have known you for very long, and I’m just finding out who you are, what makes you tick, but I can tell you’re a good person and have a good heart.” She gave me a sad, small smile. “You’re putting your mother first, thinking about her. I can see in your eyes when you talk about her that you love her very much and only want the best.”

      Her touch felt like fire on my skin in the best of ways. I’d ever wanted to burn so badly.

      “Everyone has problems in their life. It’s the ones who don’t want to make a change that are fuck-ups.” She slid her hand off mine, her fingers trailing over my flesh. I wanted her touch back desperately. “And you do want to make a change, so you’re the opposite of a fuck-up, Aiden.”

      I didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to respond. I was speechless. But what I wanted to do was stand up, walk over to her, get down on my knees, cup her face in my hands, and kiss her until she was breathless, until she could feel my need for her… until she knew I would never let her go.

      But I stayed seated, stayed silent. I gave her a thankful, grateful smile. And for the rest of the time we sat there, neither of us spoke, but it was perfect silence.

      It was fucking perfect.
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      We drove from the coffee shop to my place with little talking. Aiden had the radio on low, and I couldn’t help glancing at him continuously. I kept thinking about what he told me at the coffee shop, about his mom, the troubles at school, the violence and fighting. And I knew from his expression, by the tone of his voice after he told me all of that, that he expected my reaction to be the worst.

      But the truth was, I didn’t see a troubled guy, didn’t see someone who was bad news. I saw a boy who was hurting, who’d been shit on by everyone around him. He’d done what he had to do out of survival.

      I wanted to let him know that I was here for him, that I wasn’t like any of those other people. I wouldn’t look down on him, wouldn’t think he was less than what he was, simply because he didn’t have a lot of money, or because his mother had worked at bars, or any of that. I saw Aiden for the man he was. He was good and kind. I saw it and felt it.

      He pulled to a stop in front of my house, and I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t want to leave him.

      I shifted on the seat so I could look at him, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t know what to say. He cleared his throat, and I felt my heart jump a little bit. What would he say? Would he regret seeing me today, confiding all that stuff in me?

      “Thank you for today,” he finally said, his voice deep and thick, and I wondered if it was like that because of emotion. “I’ve never actually said any of that stuff out loud to anyone.” He slid his hands off the steering well and rested them on his lap as he looked at me. His eyes were so dark, almost like black pools. I felt like he could read me so easily.

      “Why did you tell me all that?” I was curious why he had opened up so easily, or maybe it hadn’t been easy at all. Maybe it had been one of the hardest things he ever had to do. “Thank you for sharing it with me,” I said. I’d never had anybody be so open with me, baring a part of themselves that I knew they probably weren’t proud of. And I’d been able to tell Aiden hated that part of his past, how he’d handled things. But the fact that he wanted to change, to be better, to not resort to violence or theft, or even vandalism, told me a lot about his character and his heart.

      But the truth was, even if he was still that person, the one who got into fights, the one who was acting out, since he hurt so badly because of his circumstances and the health issue with his mother, I still would’ve felt these things for him.

      I still would have wanted him desperately, more than I ever wanted anybody in my entire life.

      And although I knew I probably shouldn’t do what I was about to, what I was thinking of doing, needing to do with so much desperation I could taste it on the tip of my tongue, I found myself leaning forward and placing a hand on his muscular thigh. I felt his body tense beneath my palm, watched as his eyes widened ever-so-slightly as he probably wondered what the hell I was doing.

      I was crowding him, the interior of the car tiny, the heat rising. His dark eyes drilled into mine, and I felt my pulse kick into overdrive.

      “Aiden,” I whispered his name, unsure if I meant to say anything after that, but unable to speak anymore regardless.

      And before I could make a move, he slipped his hand along my cheek, down the side of my neck, and curled his fingers around the nape of my neck. He tipped my head back with his fingers, and then he had his mouth on mine. His kiss was warm, his lips firm. He smelled so good, and when he slipped his tongue along the seam of my mouth, I’d never tasted anything better.

      I didn’t know what this all meant. Maybe it meant nothing at all. Maybe it was just two people who connected in a way, in a moment, and this was how they wanted to show that appreciation, that closeness.

      Or maybe it meant everything.

      And when I pulled back and neither one of us spoke, my pulse thundering in my ears, I knew I didn’t want this to end. I wanted this to be just the beginning.

      There was a lot I wanted to say, more kissing I wanted to do, but before I screwed this up, said something that would ruin this moment, I whispered goodbye and opened the door. I got out of his car, feeling his gaze on me the entire time and not being able to help the smile forming on my lips.

      There was definitely something between us, and I wanted to find out how deep it went.
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        Aiden

      

      

      I don’t know how long I sat in her driveway, watching her, staring at her departing as she headed inside. I lifted my hand and touched my lips. They tingled. I knew I’d remember that kiss forever. I knew nothing would ever top it.

      That first kiss. The one that steals your breath, makes your heart stop.

      And I knew, in this moment, on this day, that there was nothing more I wanted than to keep Harlow close.

      And I knew I’d do just that, screw things getting in the way. She was the best thing that ever happened to me, and fuck anything or anyone who tried to get in my way of making her my reality.
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        Harlow

        The party-Saturday night

      

      

      Well, here we were, staring at Braxton’s house. I felt all kinds of dread and disgust, but I sat in the passenger seat of Aiden’s car, and I felt comfortable, happy in his presence. He could make that horrid feeling just disappear with a snap of his fingers.

      As soon I let Pixie peer pressure me into coming to one of Braxton’s parties, I regretted it. And I’d seen on Aiden’s face, he hadn’t been all for the idea either. But here we were, both of us about to stick out like sore thumbs. Well, that’s how I felt at least.

      “Ready?” he asked, and I looked over at him.

      “No, but here we go.”

      He smiled, and I felt my stomach twist in pleasure.

      Since the kiss in his car, we hadn’t done anything ese, hadn’t even spoken about it. Which made me start to think it was all an “in the moment” thing. I didn’t want that though, hated to even think it, because I felt such profound things for Aiden. But on that same token, I saw the way he looked at me at times. I couldn’t pretend, didn’t want to assume, it was all in my head and the heat I saw in his eyes wasn’t actually there. I didn’t want to think it was my own desire to have him want me with the same intensity in which I wanted him.

      We got out of his car and headed toward the front door. There were so many people outside, the music blasting from the open doorway and windows, that my ears were already ringing. I moved out of the way as a couple guys played—no doubt drunken—football, even had to walk over a guy passed out on the lawn. A couple were on the porch making out, or hell, maybe even having sex, judging by the motions I caught before I quickly looked away.

      I glanced at him, assuming he’d be looking at the sexing-it-up couple, but instead he had his focus right on me.

      “You good?” He sounded so worried, as if he wanted to make sure I was fine.

      I smiled and nodded. “I’m good. Are you?”

      He grinned and gave me a wink, and I felt my body instantly heat.

      Once inside, he pushed a couple guys to the side so we could walk in.

      “Show me your tits,” a drunk yelled at a girl passing by, and she gave him this saucy little smile, her eyes red-rimmed, and lifted her shirt to show him what he wanted. Everyone started cheering, and I felt my face heat.

      Yeah, this wasn’t my scene.

      I looked at Aiden and saw he wore a controlled expression. He had some stubble across his cheeks and jaw, making him seem even older than he was. He might only be nineteen, but his maturity level surpassed all these guys.

      He looked at me, and I mouthed, I’m sorry. Actually speaking right now would have been drowned out by the noise.

      He didn’t say anything, didn’t even tear his gaze from mine; instead, he reached out and took my hand in his. My heart did this little hiccup thing, and the emotions I felt in that moment couldn’t be called anything but elated.

      He leaned in close and said against the shell of my ear, “I don’t want you getting lost in a sea of dirty fuckers.” He tightened his hand in mine, and when he pulled back, I felt his cheek brush against mine. My breath caught.

      I knew a party like this would be a testosterone free-for-all with everyone drinking and partying, with almost-sex going on in every corner, but God, I was glad I’d brought him as I felt him hold my hand and weave us through the people. He pushed guys out of his way, and I swore they parted for him, as if they were afraid.

      I couldn’t blame them. Aiden definitely had a dangerous air about him.

      The house was crammed with people, the music loud and vibrating the very walls. I could smell beer and I swore vomit. The latter had my stomach clenching in distaste. Maybe being drunk was the only way to stand these things?

      Aiden squeezed my hand and looked over his shoulder at me. I had a feeling it was to make sure I was still here. I gave him an answering smile, and he faced forward once more as he pulled me through the house. I didn’t think he knew where we were going, because I sure as hell didn’t, but before I knew it, we found ourselves in the kitchen.

      We stopped and just stood there a moment, and I glanced around for Pixie. She’d sent me a text saying she was already here, but it would be impossible to find her with how many people were gathered around. I had no doubt half these people were from other schools.

      I glanced at Aiden several times. He looked so masculine, and once again, I couldn’t help but think of how much older he seemed than all the other guys here.

      And I sure as hell felt feminine when I was with him.

      “Should we do something, get a drink or something?” I felt out of place here and felt even weirder asking what the hell to do at a party of this magnitude. It seemed people were either drinking or having almost-sex.

      The smirk Aiden gave me had my entire body tightening in awareness, had my lips tingling, had me wanting to rise up on my toes and kiss him again.

      Aiden led us farther into the room, his hand still wrapped around mine. Once in the state-of-the-art kitchen with granite counters, stainless steel appliances, and the stench of money pouring from every corner, we stopped. I spied several kegs set up off to the side, guys loitering around them with red plastic cups in their hands. Those same cups were on the counters and even a few on the floors, as the trashcans set up were overflowing.

      More people started coming into the kitchen, my body being pushed around like a Ping-Pong ball. Aiden tightened his hold on my hand and pulled me closer. Even over the rumble of music and conversation, I heard the low, threatening growl that left him, heard him mumble “fucking assholes” under his breath.

      Aiden leaned in, and I felt the warm stream of his breath along the shell of my ear. “Want something to drink? A beer? Cup of water?”

      The deep sound of his voice had a shiver racing up my spine. I looked up at him when he leaned back an inch. Our mouths were so close together I could have pressed my lips to his. “A beer?” I was at a party. Might as well do what everyone else was doing… well, of the consumption kind.

      He held my gaze with his for long seconds and then straightened, looking around. “Stay here, yeah?”

      I nodded, loving that he was looking out for me, that he was worried about me.

      But the truth was, I didn’t want him to leave. The truth was, I wanted to leave with Aiden right now until we were somewhere alone… until we could explore what we’d started in his car all those days ago.
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      I hadn’t wanted to leave Harlow, but I’d needed to do something other than stand next to her or I would have kicked anyone’s ass who came too close. I was so fucking possessive of her, so damn territorial, I felt like I was losing my mind.

      And Harlow didn’t even realize all the guys were eye-fucking her. But I sure as hell did.

      Now, Harlow stood off to the side in the kitchen of this out-of-control party, her friend Pixie beside her, and three guys forming a semi-circle around them. Harlow looked like she’d rather be somewhere else, like she felt out of place. I felt the same damn way.

      An hour later, I told her I’d go get us another drink, some water, since more alcohol probably wasn’t the best route to go, but then I’d just stood back and watched. I saw how she kept glancing around, and I hoped like hell she was looking for me.

      Although we were here together, I gave her some space but kept close in case she wanted me. I didn’t need to hover around her, but if she needed me, if I needed to kick some asshole’s teeth in because they crossed a line with her, well, then I was right here for her.

      I felt people staring at me and looked to my right, seeing a guy and girl making no secret of the fact that they were boring holes into me.

      I tipped my beer back, because I’d said fuck it and grabbed some more alcohol to get through this party, and glared right back at the guy. He shifted on his feet, clearly uncomfortable that I wasn’t breaking eye contract, and then he and his girl turned and left.

      If people didn’t realize yet, they’d soon find out I wasn’t the type to backdown and wasn’t intimidated.

      “Hey, dude, do you want some of this?”

      I looked over at the guy who was talking to me, his voice slurred, his face sweaty, and his eyes red-rimmed and glossy. It was clear he was already fucked up, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say that bottle of whiskey he held out to me wasn’t appealing as fuck.

      I didn’t answer right away as I looked back at Harlow. I saw one of the guys step closer to her, and I felt my rage grow.

      What I wanted to do was go over to that guy and push him out of the way, insert my body between theirs, stare him down, and let him know without saying a goddamn thing that he needed to back off. And although that kiss still lingered on my lips, the memory of everything I wanted to do with her, everything I wanted with Harlow playing through my mind, I didn’t go over there. I didn’t want to seem like an overbearing, possessive asshole to her.

      So instead, I took that bottle happily, unscrewed the top, and poured two-shots-worth into my mouth. The liquor burned as it went down, but it felt good. I took one more shot before passing the bottle back to him, feeling his gaze and glancing over at him.

      “Thanks,” I muttered dismissively.

      He stared at me with appreciation in his eyes, maybe because I just downed three shots without taking a breath. But he needed to go now. I wasn’t in the mood for company, especially from some drunken dude I didn’t even know.

      He ended up stumbling away, and I focused back on Harlow. The guy kept looking at her, although staring was a more accurate description. I clenched my jaw and curled one of my hands tightly into a fist at my side. There was only so much annoyance I could take, and the longer I watched their exchange, the more I wanted to lay claim to her in front of everybody.

      I’d never felt this way before, never felt so territorial about somebody in my entire life. But here we were, my heart already Harlow’s, and she didn’t even know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Harlow

      

      

      I felt someone watching me and glanced around the kitchen, not seeing anyone right away but then noticing Aiden off to the side, over by the kegs, his focus on me like a predator intensely watching their prey.

      I turned my focus from Aiden, because his was so consuming I could feel it in every part of my body.

      Pixie was talking to Braxton, but the look on her face told me she wasn’t enjoying it as much as she probably thought she would have. It was clear Braxton was drunk, his eyes red and glossy, his movements sloppy as he leaned in close to her. She wasn’t even looking at him but instead focused across the room, bringing her bottle of water up and knitting her brows at whatever he said. Finally, she shook her head and walked away.

      Aiden was by my side when I turned to look back at him. I was so surprised that he was right there a little gasp left me. He held out a red plastic cup, and I looked down at the contents. The frothy beer sloshed around as we handed off the cup. The scent of hard liquor came from Aiden, and I wondered if he’d been drinking more, or if the scent was just wafting around, because everyone was getting good and drunk.

      “You didn’t get anything?” I asked right before I brought the cup to my mouth and took a long drink of the nasty-tasting beer. It was cold and foamy, slightly sour, and tasted disgusting. But I took another drink. Maybe more liquid courage would help me feel comfortable in my surroundings.

      “I had a couple shots,” he said.

      It was about twenty minutes of us standing there, me drinking my beer and Pixie coming up to us a few times before she darted off. I finished my drink and looked at Aiden. He was watching me again. In fact, I don’t think he took his focus off me for more than a few seconds at a time. I felt like he was worried that someone would snatch me up. I couldn’t help but feel excited at the prospect that maybe he wanted me that much he didn’t want anyone else to have me.

      Or maybe that was all wishful thinking?

      “I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” I said, and he nodded. I turned and started looking for the nearest one.

      There was one downstairs but currently occupied, the sounds of moaning coming from the closed door having me steer clear of it. I felt Aiden following me, and when I got to the stairs and started to ascend them, I looked over my shoulder. He stood at the landing, leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “I’ll be right back,” I shouted down, because the noise in this part of the house sounded even more obnoxiously loud. I didn’t even know where the bathroom was upstairs, or if it was fuck-free, but I’d find out soon enough.

      I made my way up the stairs and moved out of people’s way. As I navigated the hallway and opened doors, I finally found the bathroom, one that was tucked away in a spare bedroom and thankfully free.

      Once inside, I door closed and leaned against it, my hands resting flat on the smooth, cold wood. Although I could still hear the music, it was drowned out, almost muted in this part of the house. I just wanted to leave. This wasn’t my scene, and I was kicking myself for even agreeing to come.

      And I told myself I’d just talk to Aiden tonight, to tell him how I felt, that the kiss we shared meant a hell of a lot to me. The worst thing that he could say was he didn’t feel those emotions for me. But God, was I so blind, so into him, that the looks I caught him giving me, the possessiveness, protectiveness I felt come from him where I was concerned were all in my head?

      After using the bathroom and washing my hands, I left the bathroom and made my way back downstairs, weaving in out of the bodies crowding every square inch of this house. Aiden was still in the same place I left him, almost as if he’d been guarding me.

      Once I was downstairs, Aiden stood right beside me. “Can we just leave? Get out of here?”

      The smirk he gave me, the little nod, told me he’d probably been hoping I’d say that. I found Pixie and told her I was leaving, and although I didn’t want to leave her here, she had several friends she was with, wasn’t drunk, and told me she’d be headed home soon as well.

      And as we headed toward the front door, the farther we got from the party scene, the more the idea of it just being Aiden and me had excitement and anticipation filling me.

      God, I had it bad for him.
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      We were about to leave the house when I saw Braxton leaning against the wall by the door. He was drinking right out of a bottle of vodka, his focus on Harlow and me. I had no doubt he’d been watching us for some time, probably glaring at me while I waited for Harlow. I knew he was still stewing about our altercation at school, and I had the feeling this would turn into something I really didn’t want it to. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to fight him, because I sure as fuck did. No, I didn’t want Harlow to see that side of me. I didn’t want to scare her, didn’t want to disgust her or have her thinking differently of me.

      Just keep walking.

      And as soon as we got to the front door, of course Braxton blocked it.

      Dude. Just walk away.

      I stopped Harlow and placed myself in front of her.

      “Hey, Harlow,” Braxton said with a thickly slurred voice, trying to look over my shoulder to see her. Braxton looked sweaty, like he’d been running laps around the house. But I knew it was because he was trashed. This should be fun. He brought a beer bottle up to his mouth and took a long drink from it, finishing it off before tossing it aside as if he didn’t give a shit it could shatter on one of his parents’ no doubt expensive-as-fuck rugs. “I was hoping you’d come,” he mumbled out and chuckled, which caused his friends to do the same. I didn’t know what he thought was so funny or why his bonehead friends were following suit.

      “Can you move the fuck out of the way? Harlow wants to leave.”

      Braxton’s laughter died. “That true, Harlow?” Braxton looked at me then. “Or is this asshole taking you against your will?”

      I snorted at that. “Get the fuck out of the way, dude.”

      He didn’t move and instead smirked.

      I let go of Harlow’s hand and curled my fingers into my palms, making fists at my sides. I should’ve found another way out, stepped away and not let him goad me. But I was already itching to fuck this guy up.

      And then I felt Harlow touch the center of my back. “Come on, Aiden. It’s not worth it. Braxton is so not worth it.”

      I looked at her and felt that anger start to lessen, knowing she was right. I was about to turn away, to leave and spend some time with Harlow, to put this bullshit behind me, when I heard Braxton laughing.

      “Damn, dude, she must be giving her tight little virgin pussy up to you for her to have a chain wrapped around your dick like that.”

      I felt my body tense, become like steel as his insult to Harlow filled my head.

      “I’ve been trying to make Harlow spread her legs for me all year. I just wanted a taste before I tossed her used ass aside.”

      By now, the music had been lowered and people had grown silent. I spied Pixie off to the side, her shocked expression turning to rage as she stared at Braxton.

      “I don’t do sloppy seconds though, so you can have her uptight ass.”

      I felt that self-control snap then, just crumble. He was grinning from ear-to-ear, but soon I’d wiped that fucking smile off his face. He’d be eating his teeth.

      “Come on,” he taunted me.

      I saw red as I felt my muscles contract. He pushed off the wall and gave me a wink.

      This motherfucker.

      I was on him a second later, tackling him against the front door hard enough a picture on the wall shook from the force. I slammed my fist into the side of his face, and his head cocked to the side. People started chanting, calling out for a fight. I was surprised his fucking friends didn’t try to pull me off of him. Maybe they knew they’d get rightly fucked up as well.

      He got me in the gut before our momentum propelled us away from the door. I grunted from the contact but slammed my fist into his face again, had enough force and at just the right angle blood erupted from his mouth.

      He used his body to move us backward until we slammed into a couch. The piece of furniture skidded across the floor before we followed suit. He used his strength to roll me over, so he was now the one on top, his fist connecting with my jaw. But he wouldn’t have the upper hand for long.

      In a matter of seconds, I used my strength to dominate the situation until I was on top of him now. I threw punches, my anger and aggression coming through fiercely. All I saw was red. All I saw was this motherfucker insulting Harlow… wanting her. All I saw was this fucker wanting what was mine.

      I was vaguely aware of people shouting, no doubt wanting to see more violence. I’d gladly give them all they wanted. I doubted this little prick had been in the rough, back-alley-style fights I’d been in. He’d messed with the wrong fucker.

      All I saw was a flurry of motion as my fists connected with Braxton’s face. He kept trying to get me off of him, but he wouldn’t be able to. The beast had overcome me, and I was letting it have it’s time. Then I got the scent of copper, thick blood lacing the air and covering my chest.

      But as the world tilted and I just let the motions drive me, I felt people pulling me off. I felt my anger start to take a backseat as everything around me became quiet. It was then that my vision cleared, that I saw the massive crowd of people gathered around. They’d once been rooting for blood but now looked at me like I was a freak.

      Let them stare. Let them think the worst. It was that fear that would keep fuckers at bay.

      “Come on,” she said, and Harlow’s voice pierced that fogginess that filled my head. She slipped her hand in mine, and I got strength from the touch. I looked back at Braxton. His friends were helping him off the ground, and I got a clear view of his face. Bloody, beaten, swollen, and bruised. He wouldn’t be winning any beauty contests anytime soon. He’d also think twice about harassing a female.

      He looked at me but was smart enough to keep his mouth shut and not make this worse, and it would have been so much worse… for him.

      “Come on, Aiden,” Harlow said and started pulling me away. People parted for us, keeping a wide berth. The blood that covered my chest wasn’t mine. They’d do well to keep that at the forefront in their minds if they thought I was a pushover, that I’d let shit happen and just stand back and watch like they all had.

      Before I knew what was happening, Harlow was all but pushing me into the front seat of my car and holding her hand out.

      “Keys,” she said softly, and I handed them over.

      I was too buzzed, the alcohol taking the front seat once more as my aggression faded.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head back on the seat, hearing the driver side door open, feeling the car gently shift as she sat in the seat. Then the engine rumbled to life as she started the car. We were pulling away just as I opened my eyes and looked out the window, seeing everyone still watching us, some of them with open mouths and looks of shock on their faces.

      “I’m sure someone called the police,” I muttered more to myself than to her.

      She was silent for a second before she said, “No one will. That’s not the first fight to happen at one of these parties, and it won’t be the last.”

      I looked at her, really feeling the alcohol now. “You’ve been to these parties before?”

      She shook her head and looked at me. “No, but word spreads fast at school. Besides, if the cops are called, it’ll only draw attention to the fact that Braxton was having a party where illegal drinking, and most likely drug use, was going on.” She shook her head again. “No one will call; believe me.”

      I rested my head back on the seat and looked out the window once more. “What about your friend?”

      “Pixie?”

      I nodded but didn’t look at her. I was humiliated I hadn’t been able to control myself around her, but unashamed that I’d stood up for her.

      “She already texted me and said she’s heading out too.”

      I ran my hand over my jaw, feeling stubble along my palm. “I’m sorry,” I said softly, not sure she even heard me.

      “For what?” There was shock in her voice.

      I looked at her then. “For showing you who I really am, and for making a scene like that.”

      She shook her head and glanced at me. “Braxton deserved that. He deserves more than that. You did me a favor—hell, did every girl there a favor by beating his ass and putting him in his place.” She tightened her hands on the steering wheel. “I know Pixie is grateful she really saw who he is, the disgusting, vile piece of shit that is Braxton Franklin. Besides, come Monday, no one will even think about it, mainly because Braxton was the one who got his ass kicked and no one wants to have that memory lingering.”

      I didn’t care if people did talk about it, if I were being honest.

      “Braxton will claim his injuries are from roughhousing, maybe backyard football practice. He’ll go on acting like nothing happened.”

      I found myself reaching out and placing my hand over hers, wanting to do more but knowing right now, this was all I should be doing.

      I cared about Harlow, probably more than I should, more than I deserved, and tonight cemented that fact.

      There was no way I could walk away from her. No fucking way.
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      I’d taken Aiden to his place, not worrying about how I’d get home. I already told my parents I was staying with Pixie, which had been the original plan. I could call her and have her pick me up. Maybe I should’ve just had her follow us, but my main concern was getting Aiden home safely and helping him wash off the blood that covered him.

      I pulled to a stop in front of his home, cut the engine, and looked out the front windshield. His home was small, the yard mowed but with several areas where you could see the grass had died off. Outside of the property line, the grass was tall, the weeds trying to creep into the yard. The paint on the house was chipped, and I could see the living room window had a large crack that was haphazardly fixed with what appeared to be duct tape.

      I glanced at Aiden and saw he was watching me, his focus seeming clear in this moment.

      “Ready to run away yet?”

      I couldn’t help myself from reaching out and placing my hand over his. “Not on your life,” I whispered. “A fight, a little blood, and certainly not a house or money make a person who they are.” I stared into his eyes. “I see who you are, Aiden, who you really are.” I felt like it was the perfect time to kiss, to seal those words together between us. But instead, I pulled back, knowing he was tired, his knuckles probably sore, the blood on him needing cleaned off. Not to mention, he was probably drunk, or close to it.

      “Come on. Let’s get you inside.” I climbed out and walked around the front of the car, but he was already out and shutting the passenger side door by the time I reached him. “Is your mom up?” He shook his head then rolled it around his neck, his eyes closed and the exhaustion clear on his face. I looked down at his hands, saw how bloody and bruised his knuckles were, and although maybe I should have felt disgusted at the sight, all I noticed was what he’d done to protect me.

      “The medication she’s on makes her tired. She’ll be out cold until the morning,” he said low and deep, and we started walking toward the front door. He reached out and took my hand, and I slipped my fingers between his. “You didn’t have to walk me to the door. I should have been doing that for you, taking you to your place and making sure you got home okay.”

      I shook my head and stepped aside so he could open the front door. “I want to make sure you’re cleaned up and got home okay. I’ll have Pixie pick me up after. No problem.”

      Once inside, I noticed the scent of lemon and disinfectant filling my nose. I assumed the house was kept pretty clean and sanitized due to his mother’s condition, and that was made clear when I looked around. Nothing was out of place, no dishes, no trash lying around. Although the house itself was pretty outdated, it was immaculately cleaned.

      “Where’s your room?” I whispered, not wanting to wake his mother up, even though he said she’d be out until morning.

      “This way.” He led us down the hallway, and we found ourselves in his room.

      He sat on the edge of the bed, and I left this room to go to the bathroom I’d seen as we passed it on the way. I turned the light on, and the florescent bulb flickered before it turned on, and the room was washed in a muted yellow glow. I found a washcloth under the sink and ran the tap over it, soaking it in cold water before turning off the water and light, and headed back to his room. He was lying flat on his bed now, his arm thrown over his eyes, his legs hanging over the edge of his bed and his feet touching the floor.

      “I rarely drink anymore, and I think those three shots were a bad idea,” he muttered, clearly sensing me come in.

      I shut the door and walked over to him. “You’ll feel better in the morning.” I doubted that, but I lied to make him feel better. He dropped his arm to the mattress, and I started cleaning off Braxton’s blood, the droplets splattered along Aiden’s chest and neck mainly, but a few had made their way to his cheeks. He watched me the whole time, his gaze seeming sleepy.

      “Your shirt is ruined,” I said softly, the white material dirty from the fight. Before I knew what he was doing, Aiden sat up and reached behind him, pulling the material of his shirt up and over his head and tossing it aside. He immediately flopped back down, but I couldn’t help but stare at his chest, at the way his muscles contracted, and the sight of his six-pack, of all that raw, masculine power. His chest was clean since the shirt got all the blood, but I wiped off his neck and a couple spots on his arms. My hand was shaking as I did this, as I felt him watch me… as I wanted to do more than just sit here.

      And I found myself running the rag over his skin that was already clean, transfixed, mesmerized by the sight of his body flexing from my touch.

      I glanced up at him and saw the way he looked at me, his focus so intense that I stopped my washing motions, my heart jumping into my throat. The way he watched me was full of… primal need.

      “God, you’re so pretty,” he murmured, and I felt his hand on my arm, his fingers trailing lightly up my forearm. Every part of me was heightened, sensitive, so ready for him.

      I wanted to give myself over to Aiden. I wanted to give him my virginity. I’d never felt comfortable enough to want to give myself to someone, but I didn’t even hesitate about being intimate with Aiden.

      Keep it together.

      That thought moved through my head over and over again. I’d help him to bed and call Pixie to take me home. I didn’t need to cross lines right now.

      “Can I touch you?” he whispered, and I lifted my gaze to his face, nodding before I could even think about what he asked. But I heard him… and I wanted that.

      I licked my lips when I watched him rise, felt my heart race when I saw his hand lift, and then felt my heart drop to my belly when I felt the warm skin of his palm cover my cheek. I could barely breathe. I just wanted him to touch me. I’d also never done this before. I was a virgin, knowing nothing about what a guy liked or how to please him. Hell, trying to make myself feel good had taken some practice. A guy like Aiden no doubt knew what he liked. What if I messed up, did everything wrong? What if I ruined what we could have, because I didn’t know what to do?

      “Aiden,” I whispered, unsure if what I wanted to say would actually come out of my mouth.

      His big body seemed to shake slightly, as if he were trying to control himself. “Tell me what you want, Harlow. Tell me and it’s yours,” he promised.

      The way he looked at me told me he wanted this, wanted me, but here we were, at this standstill, at this crossroad. So, instead of saying anything, because I didn’t trust my voice or my words not to make a fool out of me, I reached down and started loosening up his belt. The whole time, we stared into each other’s eyes. The whole time, I tried to not talk myself out of doing this. I was out of my comfort zone, had never been so free with my desires before. But I felt like I could with Aiden.

      My fingers shook as I took off his belt and then unzipped his jeans. His body practically vibrated, and this low sound left him. I recognized it as need. His pants were now unbuttoned and unzipped, but I didn’t do anything else. I was too nervous. And when I felt his fingers trail along my arm that rested on the bed, my breath hitched. He watched me intently, his gaze clear despite the fact that I knew he was buzzed.

      I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe as he leaned in close. He smelled good, a mixture of the cologne he wore and the whiskey he drank. The two scents coalesced as one, heightening my arousal.

      And as I stared into his eyes, I felt something shift in the air. Maybe it was the alcohol, or maybe it was the heat that suddenly seemed to fill the room, but I felt myself leaning forward too. Our mouths were just inches apart, and I closed my eyes and moved that last inch that separated us. Everything inside me yearned for this.

      That first touch of my lips against his was like pouring gasoline on a fire. Sparks shot from my mouth, moved through my body, and settled right between my thighs. The sensations moving through me were intense and potent… consuming. Aiden took the lead, moving his lips on mine, slow and easy. He pushed himself up farther, cupped my nape, and tilted my head to the side to deepen the kiss. This was so much different than the kiss in the car. And I wanted more.

      “Kiss me more, Aiden,” I begged against his mouth, whimpering.

      And he gave me exactly what I wanted.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth, and as he stroked his along mine, his answering groan had wetness spilling from between my legs. I never felt myself get this wet before, didn’t even know it was possible to be this worked up, to want someone so badly.

      The taste of him was tangy from the whiskey and sweet from his passion. His hands moved from my face to grip my shoulders, pulling me roughly to him so our chests pressed against each other. God, he felt so hard and masculine against me.

      “Straddle me, Harlow.” His voice was gruff with need, and I did what he wanted.

      He had his back to the mattress and me on top of him. “Aiden—”

      “That’s it, Harlow. You feel so good on me,” he moaned. Aiden shifted so his back was to the wall.

      I swallowed the very thick lump in my throat as I watched his muscles contract from the small movement. God, he was so masculine. He wasn’t like the assholes at school. Aiden was mature, intelligent, and he made me feel wholly feminine. I lowered my gaze to stare at his chest, going lower still until I saw the very large, very pronounced bulge pressing against his jeans. Even in the darkened room, I could see how his erection strained against his fly, demanding to be free.

      God. He looks massive.

      The junction of my thighs became impossibly wetter, and I felt my nipples bead. “I’ve never done this,” I whispered honestly, lifting my gaze back to his face and staring into his eyes. “I’ve never done anything like this, Aiden.” Would he stop this, knowing I was a virgin?

      He cupped my cheek again and smoothed his thumb over my skin. “I know,” he groaned deeply. “I want to be your first, Harlow.” I saw his throat work as he swallowed. “I want to be the only guy to ever know how you feel.” He continued to stroke his thumb along the skin right below my cheek.

      “Maybe we should wait until you’re sober.” God, I didn’t want to wait. I wanted him now.

      He shook his head slowly. “I’m not drunk, Harlow. I know exactly what I’m doing. I know exactly who I’m with.” His chest rose and fell quickly after he said that. “I’ve wanted this with you, wanted to touch you, kiss you… give myself to you.” And then he had his mouth slanted on mine as he gave me a searing kiss.

      The groan that spilled from him was loud, and I greedily swallowed it. With my legs straddling him, I pressed fully down on him. My pussy was in direct contact with his raging hard-on, and even though we both wore jeans, I felt how big and hard he was. God was he so big and so hard. I felt my panties become uncomfortably soaked. We continued to kiss, and I shifted on top, both of us grinding against the other. His zipper pressed right on my clit, and I gasped, the pleasure and pressure almost too much.

      “Fuck, baby.” He dragged his lips across my jaw and licked and nipped at my flesh. I couldn’t help but let my head fell back as the air left me forcefully. I moved my hands to grip his wide shoulders and curved my nails into him. A hiss escaped him, but I swore I felt his dick grow impossibly harder beneath me.

      He continued kissing along my jaw and made his way down to my neck. The light feel of him sucking at my pulse point had me shifting on top of him again. Aiden groaned, and his hands landed on my ass to squeeze the mounds.

      “God, you’re fucking perfect.” He sounded out of breath as he said those words. 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, Harlow.” He panted against my neck, and the fact that he was having just as hard a time as I was turned me on even more. “That is so it.” He lifted his hips, causing his erection to dig impossibly harder against my pussy. “I can feel you, can feel how hot and wet you are, even through our clothes.” His mouth was back on mine, his kisses so hard and demanding that I couldn’t keep up, but that was okay.

      I wanted him losing control. I wanted us both to just go with our passion and let it lead the way.

      The pleasurable sound that left me was a muffled moan against his mouth.

      “I’ve thought about being with you so many times. I’ve jerked off to images of you just like this more times than I even want to admit, Harlow.” 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 only a few moments away. It was imminent, and I was greedy for it.

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

      Yes. Oh, God, yes.

      His tongue speared into my mouth, and I felt like he touched every part of me.

      “Take your shirt off,” he groaned in this distorted voice.

      I didn’t hesitate when he stopped momentarily so I could do what he said… what I wanted to do. I grabbed the hem of the shirt and all but tore it off, feeling so frantic I could barely breathe. He grabbed the material from me once I had it off, brought it to his nose, and inhaled deeply. The low sound of desire that left him turned me on so much.

      “You smell so damn good.” He tossed the shirt aside, and I watched—felt—Aiden’s gaze as he raked it over my breasts. “The bra, Harlow, take off the fucking bra.” There was no anger in his voice, just a deep-seated need.

      Reaching behind me, I unsnapped the clasp on the bra, and before I slipped the straps down my shoulders, Aiden removed one of his hands from my ass and placed it in the center of my chest, stopping my movements. I looked into his eyes and saw the fierce pleasure reflected back at me. We didn’t speak for several long seconds, and I wondered if he was having second thoughts.

      “Do you want to stop?” I asked him, actually finding my voice. It was low, maybe too low for him to hear, but I said them and now wished I could take them back. I didn’t want this to end.

      “Fuck no,” he said with so much clarity there was no doubt in my mind he meant it. Besides, his raging erection told me he was still right here with me. “I want this, Harlow baby, and I know you want this too.”

      I nodded instantly. After a second, he slid his hand along my chest and slipped the strap of my bra down my arm, did the same to the other side, and even though the bra was now off me and my breasts bared, he stared right at my face. Slowly, he let his gaze fall to my chest, and I felt my nipples bead up under his attention.

      The air left him in a hard rush. “God, Harlow. You’re beautiful. So fucking beautiful.” Before I could react to his words, he was leaning forward and latching his mouth onto my right nipple. He started sucking furiously. I found myself lifting my hands and spearing my fingers into his hair, grabbing chunks of the soft, short dark strands and holding his head to my chest. I couldn’t have stopped myself even if I wanted to. It was like my body was on fire and autopilot.

      “I knew you’d be like this, knew you’d taste this good.” His words were muffled against my breast. The suckling of his mouth, sweep of his tongue, and stinging nip of his teeth were almost my undoing.

      I was so desperate for his touch… for Aiden in general.

      His hips jacked up at the same time his teeth pulled at my nipple. The pleasure/pain combination was my undoing, and I felt myself going over the edge. This low sound filled the room, and I realized it came from me.

      Aiden grunted and sucked harder, alternating between my breasts now and prolonging my orgasm. I found myself grinding myself on his hardness, moving back and forth, rocking against him like a fiend.

      And before the pleasure dissipated, Aiden gripped my waist and shifted us so now I was on my back.

      I held my breath as he leaned back, his hands on the zipper and button of my jeans. But he didn’t move, as if he waited for me to give him permission. I licked my lips and nodded slowly, wanting this more than I wanted to breathe.

      He let out this hard exhale, and then he was removing my pants. I lifted my hips so he could, and then I was lying there in just my panties, Aiden’s big body over mine as he stared between my legs. Although the cotton still covered the most intimate part of me, I felt like I was totally bare.

      And when he ran his fingers along my panty-covered pussy, I couldn’t help letting my head fall back and closing my eyes as pleasure slammed into me.

      “Take them off,” I begged on a moan.

      He pulled my underwear off and heard him inhale. I opened my eyes to see him smelling my panties, and everything in me heated like I was on fire. Why that turned me on so much, I had no idea.

      “God, you’re so fucking pink and wet. You’re so ready for me.” He had his hands on my inner thighs, his fingers big and warm as he slid them closer to my pussy.

      I felt his thumbs slide along my pussy lips, pulling them apart, spreading me. He exhaled, and I felt that stream of warm air across the most sensitive, intimate part of me. I involuntarily arched my back. Electricity slammed into me, and despite the fact that I had just climaxed hard for him, I felt myself winding up, that coil inside me tightening with pleasure.

      “Want me to touch you with my lips and tongue?” He sounded so desperate.

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation.

      Aiden groaned at my response then had his tongue on me. He ran slow circles around my opening but wouldn’t press that muscle inside me, wouldn’t give me that small reprieve. He teased me, tantalized me, and brought me to the precipice of orgasm with his tongue, lips, and fingers until I shamelessly begged for more, ground my pussy against his face.

      “Fuck, you taste so damn sweet.” He gave it to me, spearing his tongue into me at the same time he rubbed my clit. My orgasm slammed into me, claimed everything in me so the world faded into nonexistence.

      “Look at me.” The command was clear, and I slowly came back from the hazy fog of desire. I lifted my head and saw Aiden watching me. “The way you look when you come—” His exhale was long and deep, and he closed his eyes momentarily. “—so fucking hot.” He opened his eyes. “You’re fucking gorgeous when you get off for me, because of me.” His thumbs were on each side of my pussy lips, holding the folds open obscenely wide. I could see my clit poking out from the hood, could tell how swollen it was. And it was all for him.

      Aiden flattened his tongue, while still watching me, and dragged the thick, pink muscle from my pussy hole to my clit. The sensation was incredible, but seeing him do it as well had a fervent plea leaving me.

      When my head would have fallen back from the overwhelming sensations, he whispered against my wet flesh, “Don’t look away. I want you to watch what I’m doing to you. I want you to watch yourself come all over my face.”

      Oh. God.

      The orgasm I’d just had was intense, but I felt myself climbing toward another one only minutes later. The air left me 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, I couldn’t stop my climax if my life depended on it. It took over me like I was possessed.

      “Yeah, baby, that’s it. Give it all to me. Only to me.”

      My head fell back, and my eyes slid shut of their own accord. The waves of pleasure took my breath away, and I gripped the sheet beneath me, pulling, tugging at the fabric as I rode the wave of ecstasy. I didn’t know if this was normal, the amount of pleasure I felt, but I embraced it. I let it claim me.

      I let Aiden claim me.

      When I finally came back down to reality, it was to the feel of Aiden’s hips nestled between my legs, his denim-clad, thick cock right against my pussy. He started grinding against me, sending little sparks throughout my body until I felt oversensitive. His love bites along my body and the sensation of his stubble along the now sensitized skin were intoxicatingly arousing.

      “Tell me you want more.” His mouth was by my ear, and his deep voice had me hungry for more. He looked down at me, waiting for me to say yes. And that was exactly what I did.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I want this, Aiden.” He took my mouth in a bruising kiss and our hands fumbled with the rest of his clothing. When he was just as naked as I was and his hips were back in the cradle of my thighs, I gasped at the first feel of his hot, hard dick.

      “You’re so wet for me.” He started a slow rocking motion against me, causing his length to slip between my folds. The tip of his dick bumped up against the bundle of nerves, and then his balls gently pressed against my bottom. “You feel how good that is? You feel how good we are together?” He picked up his motion, and I started climbing closer to yet another orgasm. It was like my body was insatiable for Aiden.

      “Yes,” I answered softly, moaning that lone word out. “Oh, God.” I closed my eyes and just rode out the wave of ecstasy.

      “Look at me,” he demanded, and I opened my eyes and lifted my head, looking down to see the thick, long length of his cock slide between my folds. The tip of him bumped my clit with every upstroke, and the sight of my pussy lips hugging each side of his shaft, framing it as he fucked me without penetration, had me so soaked it was almost embarrassing.

      The sounds coming from Aiden were gruff, primal. He started to move faster against me and shifted so his head was in the crook of my neck. He kissed the underside of my jaw as he claimed me. He worked his hips like a piston, up and down, faster and harder. The slickness from my pussy caused his motions to be easy and smooth, erotic and sensual. Then I felt the warm, powerful jets of his cum coat my pussy as he found his release.

      His groan of completion was deep and long, and I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held him close as his body gently shook from his orgasm. Even after he came, I could still feel his semi-hard cock nestled between my folds. He lifted his head and kissed me softly, sweetly, and just like that, I felt him harden almost instantly.

      “Aiden.” The way I said his name was so erotic I actually felt a little embarrassed.

      “You feel what you do to me?” He pressed against me harder. “Do you feel how hard I get for you, even after just coming?” He ran his tongue up my neck and kissed the side of my mouth. His words were darkly erotic, and pleasurable shock filtered through me.

      “God, I need you so fucking much Harlow. I need you now.” His words were muffled against my flesh. “I don’t have any condoms.” My heart jackknifed at his words. Maybe we should have been smarter about this, waited until we had protection, but I trusted Aiden. I wanted him.

      “I’m on the pill to regulate things. I trust you.” I stared into his eyes, just saying it, because I didn’t want to stop this. “I trust you, Aiden,” I said again.

      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 Aiden, to forget about everything and just be together.

      “I want you, Aiden. I need you.”

      And just like that… there was no going back.
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      I exhaled loudly and groaned her name. “Harlow.” I lowered my face so I could place my mouth on hers at the same time I reached between our bodies and aligned the tip of my cock with the opening of her body. God, I could already feel her heat, sense how wet she was.

      This was it. This was the moment where lines would be crossed, when friendships would become something more. And I’d never wanted anything more. Things would forever be changed between us, and I couldn’t fucking wait. I’d never felt like something had to happen more than I did in this moment.

      When I started to push into her, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around my waist as if she were made for this, made for me. The motion caused me to sink farther into her, and I groaned in pure fucking bliss. I knew I was stretching her, knew I was taking her virginity. But she gave it freely, eagerly, and no one would ever have her, claim her, but me.

      “I’ll try to go slow, to be gentle with you, baby.” I whispered those words, not because I didn’t want anyone to hear, but because my self-control was on such a thin fucking rope I couldn’t find my normal voice.

      “I’m good. I won’t break, Aiden. I just want you. I want to be with you.”

      Beads of sweat started to break out along my brow as I tried in vain to keep my cool, to keep my control. I braced one of my hands by her head, my arm straight and tensed, my bicep flexed. I moved my other hand and cupped her cheek, my focus trained on her. It was like everything around us disappeared, like there was nothing else that mattered in the world.

      My eyes dropped to half-mast, my mouth parting slightly as I felt her pussy clamp down on my cock. I pushed in another inch and had to stop as the pleasure was almost unbearable. I closed my eyes, and my breathing became haggard.

      “You’re so tight and wet.” I gritted my teeth and pushed in all the way, stilling then immediately retreating. She held onto my waist, her nails digging into my flesh. God, she felt good, so fucking good.

      When just the tip was at her entrance, I waited for a prolonged moment, letting her adjust to me. And as I stared right in her eyes, I pushed all nine inches into her. She opened her mouth, her eyes widening, a soft crying leaving her. I started pumping into her, and the soft sounds that left her had me groaning and clenching my jaw to not come too soon. As it was, I wanted to fill her up.

      When I bottomed out inside her, I stilled. Could she feel, see my heart beating a rapid rhythm at the base of my throat? As it was, my heart felt like it would burst through my damn chest.

      “Jesus, Harlow.” I stared down at her, wondering how the fuck I’d gotten so lucky. “You’re so fucking tight and wet, so hot.” I rested my upper body on top of hers, and I felt and heard her sigh when my hardness met her softness. “You’re so perfect.” Moving my hips back and forth, I stroked her from the inside. Her eyes closed and her back arched, her breasts brushing against my chest, her hard little nipples moving along my bare skin. Picking up speed, I fucked her hard… made love to her.

      I couldn’t stop myself from whispering dirty words, filthy things that had my arousal growing hotter, things that had her pussy clenching around my cock as I plunged in and out of her. There was no doubt that I was rough and raw around the edges, that I said exactly what I meant, that I was a fighter. I didn’t have money, didn’t have a lot of nice things, but what I could give Harlow was my heart.

      I wanted a life with her, wanted forever with her. And the way she looked at me told me maybe she wanted that too.

      “That’s it, baby. Take all of me.” I thrust into her, claiming every part of her the way she was claiming me. “Yeah, baby.” I reached between us and ran my finger over her clit. She came again, her pussy clenching around my cock. I felt her become even wetter from her pleasure.

      I pumped inside her for the third time and found my own orgasm, my body working on automatic, my hips being thrown back and forth against her. I made her take all of my dick, felt the tip of my shaft meet the deep inside of her tight cunt. I wanted this to last, but there was no fucking way I could. There was no way I could hold off on giving myself over to this girl who’d stolen my heart.

      And I filled her up, made her take every last drop of my cum, marked her from the inside out. And when I’d drained my balls deep inside her, when my body sagged and I came back to earth, all I wanted to do was be with her all over again.

      For several long seconds, I did nothing but breathe heavily against her chest. When I realized my weight was probably crushing her, I rolled off her and onto my back. I turned onto my side and immediately found myself putting my hand between Harlow’s thighs and cupping her pussy. I felt my cum start to slip out of her and pushed it back in. It was a total asshole move maybe, proprietary, but I couldn’t help myself. It felt like the right thing to do in that moment.

      I gave her pussy one final stroke, loving the little mewl that came from her, and pulled my hand out from between her thighs to cover us with the blanket. My bed was so fucking small for the two of us, but it was also perfect because of that. It was intimate and made us stay closer than two people ever had been, not just physically, but emotionally too.

      I wrapped my arm around her waist and kept her close.

      “I’m going to keep you, Harlow. I’m going to keep you as mine.” I murmured those words against the nape of her neck and heard her sigh in contentment. “I can’t let you go.”

      “Good, because I don’t want you to.”

      I pulled her tighter against me.

      I’d never felt like I belonged with—belonged to—someone before. But with Harlow, I felt that so deeply, so profoundly, that there was no doubt in my mind that soulmates existed.
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        Harlow

        One year later

      

      

      “Dammit.”

      I lifted my head from the book I’d been reading and glanced at Aiden. I was sitting at the kitchen table in our tiny one-bedroom apartment we rented. He had papers strew across the tabletop, a couple books open in front of him, and he ran one of his hands over the back of his head. He looked so stressed.

      I set my book down and stood, walking over to him. He immediately pushed the books and papers away and pulled me onto his lap. He leaned his big body next to mine, and I sunk against him, loving the way he felt, the way he smelled.

      “Homework stressing you out?”

      He exhaled and nuzzled his nose against the side of my throat. “I’m not smart enough for this, baby.”

      I placed my hand on the back of his head and smoothed my fingers along the dark, soft strands. “Don’t say that,” I whispered and took his face in my hands, feeling the scruff lining his cheeks and jaw. “This stuff is hard for everyone. You’re the smartest guy I know, Aiden.”

      He smiled and leaned in to kiss me. “I may not believe that, but you sure know how to make me feel better. Always.”

      He held me, and we just listened to the soft sound of the radio playing from the kitchen, as he’d been listening to it while we cleaned dishes after dinner.

      A year later and here we were. We’d graduated, and I’d been prouder of Aiden graduating than I had been of myself. I knew he’d worked so hard, knew he’d not only done it for himself, but for his mom as well. And seeing her at the ceremony had almost brought tears to his eyes. He might never admit that, but I’d see his expression, seen the way his eyes became watery before he composed himself.

      I could have said things went fast between us, our relationship going from zero to sixty in a blink of an eye. And it would be the truth. But never had I felt anything as real as when I was with Aiden. And I knew he felt the same way.

      He’d just wanted his mom to see him graduate and make something of himself, and he’d made that a reality.

      Both of us were attending the local college in town, with me going full-time and Aiden going part-time. He worked at Mickey’s still, and when I wasn’t in class, I picked up some nightshift hours at the local bar and grille in town, much to Aiden’s disapproval. But I had to contribute to our bills and couldn’t hope that the money my parents had been saving for me all these years, and what Aiden brought home, was enough. I didn’t want us to have to scrape by all the time.

      And even if there were times money was tight, seeing as we were two working college students, we made things work. We were a pretty damn good team.

      “Is your mom coming over this weekend for dinner?”

      He started kissing my neck, and I giggled as his scruff tickled my skin. “Yeah. She said she’d make lasagna.”

      “Mmm,” I hummed. “She makes the best.”

      “She really does; not to mention, she makes enough for a football team instead of just the three of us.”

      I chuckled and nodded. It was true, but we didn’t complain, because it fed us for the rest of the week.

      Before I knew what Aiden was doing, he was standing, lifted me easily in his arms, and strode to the couch. He sat down, and I straddled his body. He curled his hands around my waist, lifting his hips at the same time he pulled me down farther on him. I gasped as I felt the hard outline of his erection.

      “I love you,” he said and stroked his hand down my back. “You’re it for me, Harlow.”

      I pulled back and looked at him. Cupping his stubble-covered cheeks in my hands, I leaned down and kissed him. “I love you too,” I whispered.

      I deepened the kiss and wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, my chest flush with his now. I knew where this was leading. Before things could get too heated, Aiden was off the couch and helping me to stand.

      “What are you doing?” I was a little confused, because the feel of his arousal and the sight of it all but tearing through his jeans told me he wanted this just as badly.

      “I need you in a bed, baby.”

      Hearing him say that had my pulse jumping. He took my hand and started leading us toward the hallway to where our bedroom was. But before we got there, Aiden stopped and cupped the sides of my neck, leaning down to kiss me. My back was pressed to the wall, my breathing frantic.

      The kiss was almost frenzied in nature, but then, as if he realized it was spiraling out of control, he slowed. I wanted to demand he continue, to be rough; he was looking at me with this primal need in his eyes.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered, and he didn’t make me wait. He had his mouth slammed back on mine, his tongue moving against my own. My panties were wet, and my clit throbbed in time with my pulse.

      He broke the kiss and started dragging his lips up and down my throat, and all I could do was rest my head back on the wall and close my eyes as sensations moved through me. Aiden started sucking at the base of my throat, and I didn’t stop the erotic moan that left me.

      “I need you,” I said without hesitation, without shame.

      “You have me,” he murmured against my skin. “Tell me what you want, Harlow.” He pressed his erection into my belly, and I made a low, desperate sound.

      God, I wanted him so bad.

      “Tell me,” he said more fiercely.

      “I want you inside me.”
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      Fuck.

      Hearing her say she wanted me inside her tight, hot body was like an electrical shock to my cock. My dick jerked in my pants as if I were some overly eager teenager. I wanted her desperately, but I also knew there was no fucking way I’d last once I was in her. I never did, not when the woman I gave myself to over and over again was Harlow.

      “God, Aiden,” she moaned in this sexy little breathy tone. “I need you now.” Her words were a seductive song that brushed along my temple.

      I couldn’t help but groan against her flesh. I slipped my hand down her side and curled my fingers under the hem of her shirt. Her skin was so damn soft as I dragged my fingers under the fabric until I reached the edge of her bra. Fuck, I could feel the lace, so feminine, and had to force myself to slow down, to savor this moment.

      But when Harlow speared her hands into my hair and pushed my head down and toward her chest, I broke.

      “Touch me, Aiden. Touch me everywhere.”

      I glanced up at her, saw how she closed her eyes, watched as she parted her lips. She was so primed for me, needing me.

      Something inside me snapped.

      I latched my mouth onto her breast, right over the fabric of her shirt, and sucked. She tightened her grip in my hair, causing a sting of pain. But fuck, I loved every minute of it. I felt her nipple tighten under my ministrations, and I renewed my effort until she was thrashing her head from side to side and moaning loudly. Damn, I loved seeing Harlow like this, got harder knowing it was because of me.

      She was all unrestrained and full of need.

      It was a side of Harlow I loved more than anything else when we were in the throes of passion.

      “Baby, I’m liable to take you right here, right now.”

      Her answer was a moan, and I knew she wanted this anyway she could get it. Just like me. I slid my hands down and gripped her ass, loving how the mounds fit perfectly in my palms. I leaned in and kissed her long and slow, deeply. She dragged her tongue along my bottom lip, and I couldn’t stop the way my entire body shuddered.

      Removing my hands from her ass—which was pretty fucking hard, if I were being honest—I couldn’t stop myself from all but ripping her fucking shirt off. I dragged the tips of my fingers up her sides, feeling her skin pebble from my touch, and her body trembled. I slid my hands to her back, undid the hook of her bra, and watched in stunned awe as the creamy globes of her breasts spilled free. My mouth watered at the sight.

      Her nipples were those gorgeous dusty-rose color, and I knew they’d deepen in shade the more aroused she became. I lowered my head and sucked her flesh into my mouth. With my eyes closed and the flavor of her flesh filling my mouth, I couldn’t stop myself from groaning.  Her skin was so smooth it felt like silk against my tongue. She tasted like fucking ripe peaches, and I knew I’d never get enough.

      The feeling of her hands sliding from my hair and moving down to the button of my jeans had my heart beating frantically. I loved going slow with Harlow, but the truth, the reality was, I could never do it. I could never control myself where she was concerned.

      Lord fucking help me, but I wanted her now. I took a step back and her nipple came free from my mouth with a little popping noise. I moved close again, slanting my mouth against hers until she whimpered and pleaded for more. Before either of us probably realized, we were tearing our clothes off. I groaned and stepped back when she was naked, looking own and staring at the generous mounds of her breasts.

      I was back against her a second later, gripping her thigh and lifting it so it was now over my hip. I did the same with the other until my hands were curled around the mounds of her perfect peach-shaped ass and held her off the ground. Holy fucking shit. I felt how wet she was as her pussy came in contact with my cock.

      “Baby, I’m not going to fucking last long.” She shifted, and her pussy rubbed along my stiff dick. We both groaned.

      “God, Aiden,” she moaned. Harlow shifted again, and I cursed. She started kissing the side of my jaw, and I told myself not to come from the feeling of her touching me.

      I didn’t even try to stop myself from moving toward the wall so her back rested against it, reaching between our bodies and aligning my cock with the opening of her tight, hot, and wet pussy. I pushed just the tip in. Her arms and legs tightened around me, and I placed my hand on the wall beside her head. My other hand gripped her ass as I sank fully into her. She was so damn perfect.

      I rested my head in the crook of her neck and started pulling out and pushing into her sweet body. The little sounds that came from her drove me higher. “God, baby,” I panted against her skin. “You feel incredible.” I sank into her again, and again, and again, her pussy like a vice around my shaft, like an iron fucking fist.

      I slipped my hand between our bodies again and found her little engorged clit. I stroked her, rubbed that bundle of nerves. I needed her to get off for me. She mewled long and loud as her orgasm claimed her.

      Fuck. Yes.

      Her cunt milked my cock, and I started pounding into her, dragging my dick in and out of her tight little body. I could taste the sweet release that was soon to claim me. But when her mouth went to my neck and her teeth sank into the flesh, I couldn’t control myself and followed her in the rush of completion, grunting in ecstasy.

      She panted against me, her pussy clenching around my length with tiny aftershocks of her pleasure.

      I rested my much bigger body around hers, breathing, sweat coating my body. “I could stay like this forever, just buried inside you.” I wrapped my arms around her and pulled away from the wall, striding to our room and setting her on the bed. I went down with her, pulling the sheets over us and pulling her close to me. And then I just held her.

      We may not have a lot of money, or many things to fill our small, cramped place, but we did have each other. And there was nothing better than that.

      “I love you,” I whispered against her hair.

      She shifted so she was facing me, her eyes closed and a smile on her lips. “I love you too.”

      I was wrong. Having Harlow love me was the best thing in the fucking world.
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