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“Sometimes the boy you're not supposed to fall for is exactly who you need."
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HUNTLEY

When love arrives, it rarely announces itself the way we expect.

When I fell in love, I wanted it to be grand like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman, swept off my feet and carried away by my handsome prince. The prince would fall deeply in love with me too, promising his undying devotion before immediately marrying me. There would be gifts from Versace and Prada, and of course, all the heels a boy could dream of. We'd ride off into the sunset, and everyone in this suffocating small town would finally see me as something more than just "that kid."

But the universe, as I've learned, has a twisted sense of humour.

Because here I am: a skirt-wearing, sassy high school diva from Texas with five football-playing college brothers who could bench-press a truck, and a widowed dad who's as rough and tough as ranchers come. Dad tries—he really does. He went to Pride with me last year, standing there in his worn Levi's and cowboy boots, looking like he'd rather be wrestling a steer but staying anyway because he loves me. He doesn't understand me, not really, but he shows up. That counts for something.

My brothers? That's a different story. They "support" me in that aggressive, overprotective way that makes dating impossible. Any boy who so much as looks at me gets the full interrogation treatment, complete with thinly veiled threats about what happens to people who hurt their baby brother. It's suffocating and sweet and infuriating all at once.

So no, I'm not in love.

Not yet.

Although there are these stupid butterflies constantly fluttering in my stomach whenever he's around. Neo. The bad boy my brothers would literally murder me for even thinking about. He's from the wrong side of the trailer park, with a criminal record that everyone in this microscopic town knows about because gossip spreads faster than wildfire here. He's got a reputation for fights, for trouble, for being exactly the kind of person I should stay far away from.

And he's definitely, absolutely, 100% not gay.

Which makes it all the more confusing that he corners me every chance he gets. In the hallway between third and fourth period. Behind the gym after practice. In the dark corner of the library where nobody ever goes. His hands on either side of my head, caging me in, his dark eyes searching mine like he's looking for something he lost. And then he kisses me—hard and desperate and urgent, like he's drowning and I'm air.

The first time it happened, I thought I'd imagined it. Neo Kempton doesn't kiss boys. Neo Kempton fights boys, glares at boys, maybe nods at boys if they're lucky. But kiss them? Never.

Except he kissed me.

It was after the homecoming game, when everyone else was either at the bonfire or already drunk in someone's basement. I'd stayed late, helping Mrs. Chen clean up the abandoned bleachers because she's seventy-three and shouldn't be hauling trash bags alone. The parking lot was nearly empty, just a few scattered cars under the harsh fluorescent lights.

I was walking to my truck - well, technically it's my brother Colt's old truck, but he's away at college so it's mine now - when I heard footsteps behind me. My heart jumped into my throat. Small-town Texas might seem safe, but being visibly queer makes you a target, even here. Especially here.

I turned around, keys clutched between my fingers like some kind of pathetic weapon, and there he was.

Neo.

He looked different in the parking lot lights. Softer somehow, despite the hard lines of his jaw and the way his black hair fell across his forehead. He wore his usual uniform: ripped jeans, a faded band t-shirt, and that leather jacket that had seen better days. But his eyes—God, his eyes were intense, like he was trying to communicate something he didn't have words for.

"What are you doing here?" I asked, trying to sound braver than I felt. My voice only shook a little.

He didn't answer. Just kept walking toward me, slow and deliberate, like a predator stalking prey. I should have been scared. Part of me was. But another part—the stupid, reckless part that read too many romance novels—felt something else entirely.

"Neo—"

He closed the distance between us in two strides, his hand coming up to cup my jaw. His thumb brushed across my cheekbone, and I swear I forgot how to breathe. We stood there for what felt like hours but was probably only seconds, just staring at each other under those ugly parking lot lights.

"Tell me to stop," he said, his voice rough and low.

I should have. I should have pushed him away, told him this was crazy, reminded him that he wasn't gay and I was the town's walking rainbow flag. I should have thought about my brothers, my dad, my reputation.

Instead, I whispered, "Don't stop."

And he kissed me.

It wasn't gentle or tentative. It was fire and fury and everything I'd never known I wanted. His other hand tangled in my hair, pulling me closer, and I grabbed his jacket like it was the only thing keeping me tethered to earth. He tasted like mint and something darker, something dangerous. When he finally pulled away, we were both breathing hard.

"This doesn't mean anything," he said, already backing away. "It can't."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the shadows like he'd never been there at all.

That was three weeks ago.

Since then, it's happened five more times. Always when we're alone. Always unexpected. Always followed by him walking away like it never happened, leaving me confused and aching and completely, utterly wrecked.

I told myself I wouldn't let it happen again. That I had more self-respect than to be someone's secret, someone's experiment, someone's mistake. But then he'd look at me across the cafeteria, or brush past me in the hallway, or corner me in some empty classroom, and all my resolve would crumble like wet paper.

My best friend Darcy says I'm an idiot. She's probably right. Darcy's been my ride-or-die since elementary school, when she punched Tommy Martinez for calling me a slur on the playground. She's the only person who knows about Neo, and she's made her opinion very clear.

"He's toxic, Hunt," she said last week while we were studying for our Chemistry test. "He's using you. Whatever he's going through, whatever identity crisis or internalized homophobia or daddy issues he's got, you don't have to be his emotional support gay."

She's not wrong. I know she's not wrong. But there's something about the way Neo looks at me when he thinks no one else is watching. Something vulnerable and real beneath all that armour. Like maybe, just maybe, I'm seeing the real him the one he keeps hidden from everyone else.

Or maybe I'm just a fool in a skirt, falling for a straight boy who will never love me back.

Yeah. That's probably it.

The thing about small Texas towns is that everyone knows everyone, and everyone's business is everyone else's entertainment. So when Neo Kempton, notorious bad boy and general menace to society, started showing up at the same places I was, people noticed.

"Your shadow's following you again," Darcy muttered during lunch on Monday, nodding toward the far corner of the cafeteria where Neo sat alone, picking at his food and very obviously watching me.

I tried not to look. Failed miserably.

"He's not my shadow."

"Right. And I'm not Mexican. Hunt, he's literally staring at you like you're the last empanada at Christmas dinner."

I stabbed my salad more aggressively than necessary. "He probably just wants to make sure I don't tell anyone about... you know."

"About how he's got his tongue down your throat every other day? Yeah, I'm sure that's it." Darcy rolled her eyes so hard I'm surprised they didn't fall out of her head. "Or maybe, just maybe, he actually likes you and is too much of a coward to admit it."

"He's not gay, Darce."

"Honey, I hate to break it to you, but straight boys don't typically make out with other boys. Multiple times. In multiple locations. That's not what straight boys do."

I wanted to argue with her. But she had a point. A very valid, very obvious point that I'd been trying very hard not to think about.

"Even if you're right—which you're not—what am I supposed to do? Walk up to him and ask if he wants to hold hands and go steady? This isn't the 1950s. And in case you haven't noticed, we're in Texas. Not exactly the most progressive place for a guy like me to be dating a guy like him."

"A guy like him," Darcy repeated. "You mean a criminal?"

"That's not—I didn't mean—"

"I know what you meant." She softened, reaching across the table to squeeze my hand. "But babe, if he's not willing to claim you publicly, if he's only brave enough to kiss you when no one's looking, then what's the point? You deserve someone who's proud to be with you. Not someone who treats you like a dirty secret."

Everything she said made sense. Perfect, logical, sensible sense.

So why did my heart still race every time Neo walked into a room?

After school, I had track practice. Running has always been my escape, the one place where my mind goes quiet and all that matters is the rhythm of my feet hitting the ground and the burn in my lungs. Coach says I could get a scholarship if I keep my times up. Dad's proud of that—something tangible he can understand, unlike the skirts and the makeup and the fact that his youngest son isn't quite what he expected.

I was doing cooldown stretches when I felt someone watching me. I didn't have to look to know who it was. My body has developed this weird Neo-radar, like I'm attuned to his presence on some subconscious level. It's annoying and thrilling and deeply inconvenient.

He stood by the fence, hands shoved in his jacket pockets, that same intense look on his face. A few of the other guys on the team noticed him too. Jake Murphy, our star quarterback and one of my least favourite people, made some comment under his breath that made his buddies laugh.

I ignored them. Ignored Neo
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