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This book is recommended to readers aged eighteen and older due to mature content, including graphic sexual scenes and profanity. Some scenes may be triggering for readers. Please refer to the trigger warnings page on my website here.
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A squeal slips past my lips when hands grip my waist and I’m yanked back into a tall warm body. “Where d’ya think you’re going?” Jared asks in that newly deep voice that does funny things to my insides. His warm breath ghosts over my neck before he nuzzles my skin, and I melt against him.

“Art class,” I rasp, not protesting when he spins me around in his arms. 

Noise levels elevate as students crowd against lockers in the busy hallway, eager to grab their shit and escape West Lorian High for the weekend. I’m equally excited to leave our private school behind for a few days. Not just because I get to spend uninterrupted time with my love.

Stretching my neck to look up at my best-friend-slash-new-boyfriend, I smile at his sexy-as-fuck face. Jared had a massive growth spurt over the summer, and he’s well over six feet tall now. Add that to his gorgeous face, charismatic personality, musical talent, and all-round good guy persona, and he’s the full package.

To say I’m the envy of girls at school is an understatement.

Some days, I still have to pinch myself to believe he’s finally mine. Years of unrequited love ended four months ago when he kissed me and confessed his feelings.

I’ve been walking on a cloud ever since.

“Boo.” He fake pouts, and his piercing sky-blue eyes sparkle with unspoken promise.

I grin as I clutch his arms. “You know I go to Miss Elliott’s every Friday after school.” She used to teach Mom back in the day, and somehow, I managed to convince her to take me on as a student a couple of years ago. Jade Elliott is well known in artistic circles for her talent, her beauty, her free-spirited eccentric ways, and her reclusiveness. I don’t care. As long as she helps me get a place at the illustrious art program at NYU, she can be whoever she wants to be.

“I miss you.” Jared leans down and brushes his lips against mine. “I need you.” Grabbing my ass through my uniform skirt, he pulls me in flush with his muscular body.

“You only saw me two hours ago in world history,” I remind him though I’m secretly pleased at how much he seems to crave me. Heat crawls up my neck and onto my cheeks as I rest my hands on his chest and beam at him. Lately, things have been getting more intense between us, and I know it’s only a matter of time before we go all the way. I squeeze my thighs together, like I’ve been doing a lot recently. It never alleviates the almost constant ache down below. “Can you come over later?” I ask, purposely feeling him up.

Jared has been working out a lot, and it shows. He goes to the gym every morning before school with Anvil, the lead singer of their band. His body is insane. Jared is all curved dips and solid muscle with a six-pack that is the envy of every jock in this place.

“Try stopping me.” Grinning, he tosses waves of jet-black hair out of his smoldering eyes before bending down to kiss me. Reaching up on tiptoe, I meet him halfway, angling my head and sighing contentedly. Strong arms wrap around me from behind as we kiss, and I always feel so protected when I’m with him. Jared’s mouth glides effortlessly against mine, and my pulse races as my core throbs with potent need. My lips automatically part when his tongue demands entry, and I moan into his mouth. The outside world ceases to exist as I get lost in the only boy who has ever mattered.

My boyfriend is the best kisser in the world.

I don’t care I’ve only kissed one other boy before Jared, and I’m not exactly an expert on kissing technique.

A girl just knows these things.

“Ahem.” A familiar throat clearing pulls us apart, and I just know my cheeks are on fire as I turn to face my best friend. I’m still a little shy when it comes to PDAs.

“I think I got pregnant from that kiss,” Cayenne jokes, fanning her pretty face with both hands.

“That’s a physical impossibility.” I snuggle into my boyfriend’s side as his arm wraps around my waist, and he presses a kiss to my hair.

“Where’s Vil?” Jared asks, glancing over my bestie’s shoulder for any sign of his bandmate and her on-again, off-again boyfriend.

“Don’t know. I’m not his keeper,” Cay huffs, grabbing fistfuls of her long pink hair and wrangling it into a messy topknot as her good mood instantly evaporates.

I’m not a fan of Anvil. Period. Neither Jared nor Cayenne know he’s hit on me. On several occasions over the past year. There was this one time at a freshman party last year, where I considered making out with him purely to get back at Jared because he’d disappeared with some cheerleader and I was jealous. The thought lasted for about three seconds before I discarded it. It’s one thing for Jared to make out with a random stranger he’ll never see again and quite another for me to make out with one of his closest friends.

Even though we were firmly in the friend zone then, I knew Jared wouldn’t like it. So, I have avoided Anvil’s advances. That and he’s always creeped me out a little. I thought it would stop after he started dating my best friend and after Jared and I got together, but it hasn’t.

I wish Cayenne would break up with him for good, even if it would be awkward. She deserves way better than that cheating asshole.

“He called practice off,” Jared confirms, running his hand up and down my side. “I thought it was to hang out with you.”

Cay’s eyes narrow to slits, and I can almost see steam billowing from her ears. “That lying piece of shit! I asked him to walk me home so we could talk, and he said he had band practice.”

Jared cringes even though I know he said that on purpose. Anvil may be his bandmate and one of his closest friends, but he doesn’t approve of how he treats his girlfriend. He thinks Cayenne should break up with him too, and that speaks volumes. “Maybe he got things mixed up.”

“Don’t cover for him, J. Don’t do that.”

Pounding footsteps approach, and I sigh, already knowing who it will be.

“Miss Shaw,” Dirk says when he reaches us. “You’re going to be late if we don’t leave now.” Crossing his arms over his thick chest, my bodyguard levels me with a look. One I’m all too familiar with. The sleeves of his black suit jacket bunch with the motion, almost straining the fabric. Dirk is ex-military, and he loves barking orders at me any chance he gets.

“I’m coming. I’m coming,” I murmur, shucking out of my boyfriend’s warm embrace.

“Not yet you aren’t,” Jared whispers in my ear, and I swat his arm as I give him the eyes, silently warning him to behave. Dirk has supersonic hearing, and unlike Keaton, my other regular bodyguard, he isn’t opposed to spilling the beans to my father any chance he gets.

To say Dad isn’t a fan of Jared as my boyfriend is putting it mildly. He liked him just fine until we started dating, and then it’s as if a switch flipped. My brothers have tried talking to him to no avail. Dad is constantly asking me to break up with him. Concerned it’s too serious at our age. But he doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand Jared is the one. I don’t care I’m only fifteen. I know my own mind.

Jared is the only man I will ever love.

The only one I will ever want.

The only man I will ever marry.

“I’ll see you later.” I lean up and kiss his cheek. “I’ll text you when I’m home.”

“Love you, babe,” he says, stealing one last kiss.

Jared is very romantic, and he tells me he loves me at least once a day. A girl could really get used to it. “Love you too.” I smile adoringly at him before he heads off in the direction of his locker, and I walk toward the exit.

“Can I grab a ride?” Cayenne asks, looping her arm through mine as we walk behind Dick. I purposely fluff his name on occasions where he’s really annoying me, purely to wind him up. He’s so easy to aggravate. It never fails to get a reaction.

“Of course.” Her house is on the way. Cay is one of only a handful of scholarship students at West Lorian and one of the few sophomores who doesn’t have a driver. She usually walks the six blocks home. I’ll be applying for my learner’s permit in a few months, when I turn sixteen, and then I plan to drive her to and from school. Provided Dad will let me drive myself. I’m already preparing myself for that argument. I don’t see it as a big deal. My stupid bodyguards can always tail me in the Merc or the SUV so I’m still safe, yada, yada.

“I’m done with him this time,” Cay says when we are in the back seat of the Mercedes-Benz with the privacy screen up. Dirk glides smoothly out into the bustling NYC traffic as we get comfortable for the ride.

“I’ve heard that before.” I tuck her hand in mine and send her a sympathetic look.

“He’s with her again. I just know it.”

Cay is convinced he has another girl on the side, but her boyfriend has denied it. He’s been secretive with his phone, and he disappears for hours at a time with his cell switched off, which is hugely suspicious. I’m with my bestie on this. “You deserve better.”

“I do.” She rubs at her eyes. “I see the way Jared is with you, and I want that. I want someone who adores me and someone who means what they say. Anvil makes all these promises and always lets me down.” Resting her head on my shoulder, she says, “You were right. I should never have put out. I should have waited like you.”

“You can’t turn back the clock, but you can change what happens from now on. He’s never been good enough for you.”

I know Cayenne has a chip on her shoulder because she’s not wealthy like most other students who attend our school. Having a popular guy like Anvil for a boyfriend is a big deal, but she pays too high a price.

Who gives a shit if he’s good-looking and rich if he’s a prick? She doesn’t need him to give her credibility or status. Fuck that jerk. He’s not even that great of a singer. I think he pulls the band down, and they’d stand a better chance of making it without him as their front man. He’s all bluster and hot air and purely in it for the fame and the chicks. Cayenne is smart enough to know this, so I don’t understand why she is still clinging to a relationship that is toxic. She has a tendency to put herself down, which I hate. Along with Jared, she’s the best person I know.

“Things seem to be getting serious with you and J,” she adds, lifting her head and changing the conversation.

“They’ve been serious since that first kiss. You know I’ve wanted this for years.”

“I mean sexually.” She drills me with a look. “Have you given him your V-card yet?”

I shake my head, sending waves of long blonde hair tumbling across my shoulders. “You would know if I had.” We tell each other everything. Or most everything that’s important. “We’ve done everything but the deed.”

“Why wait?” She quirks a brow. “You guys have known each other your entire lives. Your dads are best friends since college, and they know you’re crazy about one another. He’s a decent guy, and he loves you. He’ll make sure your first time is good.”

I don’t tell her Jared is a virgin too because it’s not something anyone knows. He’s been with other girls, and everyone just assumed he was fucking them. Most of the guys I know, and some of the girls, lost their V-cards at fourteen or fifteen. At almost sixteen, it’s quite unusual Jared and I haven’t gone there, but we were waiting for each other. My heart was so full when he told me I almost burst with joy. “I know he will, but he wants to wait until I’m sure, and”—I chew on the inside of my mouth, embarrassed to have to articulate this, but I know Cay will understand and be as angry and humiliated as me—"my father asked him outright to wait until we’re legal.”

Cay’s mouth hangs open, and her eyes pop wide. “Get the fuck out!”

“Truth. It’s so embarrassing. I wanted to die when Jared told me.”

“Your dad is so protective of you.”

“It’s ridiculous.”

“All powerful, rich men have enemies, and I understand the need for bodyguards and extra security measures, but come on, it’s Jared. He’s practically a third son to your father. You think he’d be pleased his only daughter is with a guy he knows is one of the good ones.”

“I don’t think any father wants to think of his little girl having sex, no matter who the guy is. Jared promised him he would wait, but honestly, I don’t see how we can.”

“Teenage guys are total horndogs,” she agrees, bobbing her head as Dirk blows the horn at some biker who cuts in front of our car.

“I’m not just talking about him.” I waggle my brows and squirm on the leather seat. “I am so freaking horny all the damn time. He only has to look at me, and I’m creaming my panties. When he uses his fingers or his tongue on me, I detonate like fireworks on the Fourth of July. It takes very little effort on his part, and boom, I erupt. It’s becoming very problematic.”

She bursts out laughing, and I elbow her in the ribs.

“I’m being serious. Like, I’m in physical pain. I just constantly ache and throb down below. Is it like that for you?”

“Hormones are no joke, and yeah, I get those urges.” She squeezes my hand. “It just means you’re ready. Your body needs the release, and you should totally get Jared to rid you of that pesky V-card. Who gives a fuck what your dad thinks? It’s your body. Your life. Your decision.”

“Yeah, it is.” It’s not like Dad ever has to know. We haven’t been caught fooling around in my bedroom, and we do that a lot.

Determination surges through my veins, and resolve sets in. Fuck it. I want to do it with Jared. I’m done waiting. I know he wants to abide by my daddy’s wishes, but he’s a walking hard-on. I’m not the only one struggling to contain raging hormones.

I just need to convince him.

Seduce him.

A grin spreads over my mouth as an idea forms, and I begin plotting.
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Music plays low in the background as I make out with my boyfriend on top of my bed. Downstairs, his parents and my dad are having their usual Friday night catch-up over takeout, beers for our dads, and wine for Gladys. We joined them for food before escaping to my room. Dad reminded me to keep the door open before we came upstairs, but he never checks. He must trust Jared to keep his promise.

Fool.

Doesn’t he know you can’t trust teenagers? We’ll tell the oldies whatever they need to hear and do what we want.

“I want you,” I say in a breathy voice as I dive my hand under the waistband of my boyfriend’s jeans and palm his erection. I peer deep into his eyes as I stroke his cock, loving how dilated his pupils are. Jared’s face is drenched with love and lust, and I’m sure it mirrors my own. Climbing on top of him, I grind my hips onto his hard length through his jeans, moaning as almost painful desire clenches my core. Leaning down, I brush my lips over his before saying, “I want all of you, J. I want your cock inside me. I can’t wait.”

“Babe.” He grips my hips, looking pained as he stalls my rocking motion. “I want that more than anything, but I promised your dad.”

“Seriously?” I arch a brow. “Who cares? What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him.” Pushing his T-shirt up to his chest, I trail my fingers over his cut abs, admiring the solid definition that is evidence of months of dedication in the gym.

“I don’t want to get into his bad books more than I already am.”

“What about getting into my bad books?” I snap, withdrawing my hand and scrambling off his body. “Shouldn’t you be more concerned about that?” Flopping down on my back, I look up at the high ceiling and release an exasperated sigh.

Our storied townhouse in Manhattan dates back to 1830. Though it’s modern in design, we have a lot of original features—like old fireplaces, ornate moldings on the ceilings and around the doors, clawfoot tubs, and even some of the original wood flooring. Mom did a lot of the restoration work herself before she died of cancer when I was five.

“Babe.” Jared flips on his side and reaches for my face.

“Don’t babe me,” I huff, prying his fingers from my cheek.

“Sydney. Look at me.”

Despite my better instincts, I turn on my side to face him.

He winds his fingers through my hair. “I love you, and I want you. Never doubt that.”

“Then be with me, Jared. I want you to be my first and last. I want everything with you. It feels like I’ve been waiting an eternity to be with you.” I beseech him with my eyes as I cup his cheek. “I love you so much, and I want to show you with my body. Please, babe. Don’t make me beg.”

“Jesus, Syd.” He rests his brow against mine as his arms snake around my waist, and he pulls me in flush to his body. Rolling his hips, he pushes his hard-on against me. “See what you do to me? I’m like this all the time. When we’re not together, I’m jerking off to thoughts of you. I want you so badly, but I don’t want your dad to hate me either.”

“You do realize this is totally warped, right?” I ease my head back a little to stare into his gorgeous big blue eyes. “I shouldn’t have to convince you. No other guy your age would give a flying fuck what my father says. They’d just do me.”

A muscle pops in his jaw. “Don’t fucking say that! I’m trying to do the right thing!”

“No, you’re not.” I grab hold of his ass and thrust my weeping pussy against the bulge in his jeans. “You’re letting my father dictate our relationship. Fuck him! He doesn’t get to do that. It’s none of his damn business.”

“It is when you’re not legal! You’re still a minor under his care.”

I bolt upright, incensed beyond belief. “Do you even hear yourself, Jared? What the actual fuck? No one in our year is legal, and they’re all fucking like bunnies! Who gives a shit? It. Doesn’t. Matter.” Hurt settles on my chest. “Just admit you don’t want me like that if that’s the truth, but stop hiding behind my dad.” I jump off the bed as Jared lunges for me.

A yelp flees my lips as he manhandles me onto the bed and crawls over me. Anger flares in his eyes mixed with heat. “If you wanted to make me mad, consider it an achievement. Don’t you ever fucking doubt how much I want you and love you. And don’t you ever compare us to anyone else at school. We aren’t like any other couple.” His fingers caress the skin on my face as the hard edge of his anger fades from his eyes. “We’re forever, Sydney. It’s you and me for life, baby. We’re making memories, and I only want them to be the best ones.”

The red haze coating my eyes and infiltrating my veins dissipates with his words. It’s so hard to stay angry at him when he woos me with his dreamy words and heartfelt promises. “I just want to be as close to you as humanly possible. I want to know what it’s like to feel you moving inside me. I can’t wait until we’re seventeen. I’ll self-combust before then.”

Laughter rumbles from his chest. “Are you sure you want to be an artist, because drama seems to be in your blood.”

I stick my tongue out, and he chuckles.

His face dissolves with love. “I love you, Sydney Shaw. To infinity and forever.” He kisses me softly, and I drag my fingers through his silky hair.

We kiss leisurely for a few minutes with him lying carefully on top of me, propping most of his weight on his arms. Jared rolls off me a few minutes later when our kissing grows in intensity. Lying on his side, he tangles his fingers in mine and briefly kisses my swollen lips. “Let’s wait until your birthday. If you still want it, we’ll do it then.”

My eyes pop wide with excitement. “You mean it?”

“Yes. It’s not easy for me either, you know. I’m trying to be a gentleman.”

“I don’t want you to be a gentleman. I want you to be the devil. I want you to act out every dark fantasy on my body.”

“Fucking hell, babe.” Jared adjusts himself behind his jeans, and I pout when he pops the button back into place. “I’m going to make a mess in my boxers.”

“I can help with that.” I palm his junk again.

“As much as I’d love that, we can’t.” He removes my hand, and I scowl. “It’s too risky with the rents downstairs.”

I hate he’s right. Mostly, we fool around on Saturdays when the house is empty save for the staff. Dad always goes out with the Kings and their extended network of friends on Saturday nights. Oldies are so predictable.

“You are too honorable, Jared King,” I say, taking his hand and pressing a kiss to his palm. “But I guess I shouldn’t be complaining. I could be stuck with a cheating asshole like Anvil.” Dropping his hand, I turn over and haul ass off the bed.

“I love the guy like a brother, but Cay needs to kick him to the curb. If she doesn’t do it, I’m liable to start a war with the guy.” He stands, yawning as he stretches his arms over his head.

“I am encouraging her to cut him loose, but she has to make the decision.” I skip over to his side. “I have something for you.”

“It’s not my birthday for another seven weeks.” He pins me with a goofy, boyish smile that takes me back in time. An abundance of childhood memories floats through my mind, reminding me of all the happy times I’ve shared with this guy.

Tears prick my eyes as emotion lays siege to me. I wrap my arms around him and rest my head on his chest. “I love you, J. I love you so, so much. I don’t think you properly understand it.”

“Syd. I get it. I feel the same way too. I have never been more connected to any soul the way I am to you. You’re my everything.” He holds me close, and we don’t speak for a few minutes as the emotion of the moment affects both of us.

He tips my head back a couple minutes later. “What do you have for me?” Blue eyes flash with excitement, and I fall in love with him all over again.

Reluctantly, I shuck out of his embrace. “I’ve been working on this at Jade’s. I didn’t want to say anything until it was done.” I place my hands over his eyes. “Close your eyes, and don’t open them until I tell you.”

Jared complies, and I race into my closet where I stowed the painting earlier. Carrying the easel out to my bedroom, I position it in the center of the room, checking to ensure my boyfriend isn’t peeking as I angle it where the light is best. Nerves fire at me, and a messy ball of emotion clogs my throat.

I really hope he likes it.

I put a ton of hours and effort into it, and I’m thrilled with the result.

I hope he is too.

Walking back to him, I thread my fingers in his and guide him forward, stopping at the large canvas perched on the high easel. “You can open them now,” I whisper, chewing anxiously on the inside of my mouth.

Jared slowly opens his eyes, and they grow bigger as he takes in my painting of him. It was from a gig they played at the start of the summer for a sweet sixteen, held in the function room of an upscale bar. I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off him the entire performance. We hadn’t been together as boyfriend and girlfriend long, and I was still floating in a heavenly cocoon, hanging off my man’s every word and every look.

I have always loved watching Jared play the drums, but there was something magical about him that night.

Passion seeped from his pores as he played his heart out.

My eyes had been transfixed on his hands and the way they curled around the drumsticks with confidence borne from talent and sheer hard work. Veins popped in his arms and muscles strained as he gave it his all, and I was mesmerized. I mentally captured the moment, committing it to memory. I raced home that night and sketched it out, and later, I worked on it with Jade.

It's my best ever work, and I’m proud of it. I was tempted to keep it, but it belongs to Jared. I can’t explain it, but it feels like a pivotal moment in his career, and it needed to be immortalized. He should be the one to have it.

“You did this?” Jared stares at me through glassy eyes. “How did you even...” He trails off, lost for words, and I think that’s a good thing?

“That image of you is imprinted in my brain. I will never forget how incredible you were that night.” I brush my fingers gently over my oil painting with a soft smile. I am proud of my work. Jared is behind the drum kit, muscular arms raised mid-strike, eyes closed as he’s lost in the music and the moment, his body electrified, every muscle straining, as passion takes control of him. Sweat-slickened strands of inky black hair brush over his brow and his skin is flushed with excitement.

He looks like a bona fide rock god.

It’s like looking into a crystal ball and seeing his future.

“This is fucking incredible, Syd. I’m blown away. I can’t even form words.”

He’s just staring at it in wonder, and my heart swells behind my chest. “You like it?” I shyly ask.

“Like it?” He snaps out of his fugue state and scoops me into his arms, lifting me up and spinning me around. “I fucking love it, babe. It’s phenomenal. You’re phenomenal. I can’t believe you did this.” He puts my feet down and tucks me under his arm as we stand in front of the painting. “Have you any idea how talented you are?”

“Right back at ya, stud,” I tease, blushing to the roots of my hair because I’m uncomfortable with praise.

“You’re going to get into the program at NYU. They’ll take one look at this and admit you on the spot.” He leans in closer. “It’s so lifelike it’s almost like a photo. You captured me so perfectly.”

“You’re the perfect subject, Jared. I could draw you all the time and never grow tired.”

Fierce determination crests over his face as he yanks me against his chest. “Someday, you’re going to be my wife, Sydney, and then you can paint me all the damn time.”
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I’m on a high, floating in outer space, after his statement, so I don’t hear the shouting at first. But Jared does. “What the fuck is going on?” he asks as his brow puckers.

I snap out of my head and instantly frown at the ruckus wafting up the stairs.

Jared is already dragging me out of the room, and we fly down the stairs and round the corner, heading for the living room. My boyfriend slams to a halt in the doorway, and an “oomph” leaves my lips when I crash into him from behind. He pulls me protectively under his arm, and I stare with my mouth hanging open and my eyes on stilts at the scene in front of us.

Gladys King, Jared’s mom, is standing on one side of our large living room, holding her hand over her mouth and crying silent tears, as she watches her husband and my father roll around the floor, throwing punches at one another. I blink several times, sure my eyes must be deceiving me. Dad and Amos King have been best friends since Amos transferred to West Lorian High his senior year. They went to NYU together. Built their business empires at the same time. Got married and started families within a year of one another. They are closer than brothers. I have never, never, known them to have more than the odd disagreement.

This is...shocking, upsetting.

“Do something!” Glady’s implores her son.

Jared steps forward and bends over. Grabbing his dad’s shirt, he pulls him away from my father. I race over to the warring men, stepping in front of my father when he makes to lunge at Amos. “Daddy, no!” It’s at times like this I wish there wasn’t such a huge age gap between me and my older brothers. That they weren’t both married with their own homes. If Felix and Tucker were here, they’d know how to handle this.

“Get out of my house!” Dad yells, swiping at blood seeping from his cut lip as he staggers to his feet. Gripping my arm tight, he shoves me behind him. “Get the fuck out of my house, Amos, and take your family with you. You’re no longer welcome here.”

“Fuck you, you prick.” I peek around Dad’s arm, watching Jared’s dad jab his finger in the air in the direction of my father. Jared inches toward me, but I shake my head. I don’t know what’s going on, but now isn’t the time to play my hero. I have never seen my dad so enraged, and I’m scared.

“You’re dead to me, asshole,” Amos hisses. “If you ever come near me, my family, or my business, I will kill you. You hear me?!” Picking up a lamp, he throws it at the wall while Dad taps out a message on his cell.

Jared and I lock troubled eyes as he moves to his mom’s side and tries to comfort her. Gladys sobs into her son’s neck, clinging to him with a desperation that is not usual for the woman who has been a surrogate mother to me since my mother—her best friend—died ten years ago.

“I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Dad’s cold tone sends chills creeping up my spine. “Now get out before I have you thrown out.”

Dirk and two other bodyguards come bounding into the room, positioning themselves in front of us and blocking my view of my boyfriend. Panic is doing a number on me, and I’m borderline hysterical wondering what this means for my relationship. This doesn’t seem like some spur-of-the-moment argument that will pass once everyone has calmed down.

This is serious.

Some real shit has happened, and I don’t think either man is going to back down.

“Escort the Kings off my property, and make it known to the full security detail that no King is allowed to ever step foot in here again.”

“But, Dad—”

“Quiet, Sydney,” he roars.

“Don’t you dare speak to her like that,” Jared says as I try to push past my father and the bodyguards to get to my boyfriend.

Dad tightens his grip on my arm, pinning me firmly to his side.

“Dad, ow. You’re hurting me.”

“Let her go!” Jared yells, shoving at the bodyguards as he tries to get through to me.

“Jared, no!” Gladys shouts. “Don’t make things worse.”

“This ends now,” Dad says in a clinical tone, staring coldly in my boyfriend’s direction. “You and my daughter are done.”

“What? No!” I cry, fighting to get out of his hold.

“Fuck you!” Jared shouts amid sounds of commotion as the bodyguards grab the Kings and start ushering them out of the room.

“Jared!” I call out, sobbing and thrashing around as my father slings his meaty arm around my waist and holds me tight.

“Syd!” Jared calls back as he’s dragged shouting from the room. “It’s not over! I love you!”

That’s the last thing I hear before they are physically removed from our house. My body sags against my father as all the fight leaves me.

“I mean it, Sydney,” my father says, spinning me around. “You are not to see that boy anymore. He’s no good for you. He never has been and especially not now.”

“Why, Daddy? What’s happened?”

“It’s grown-up business. Nothing to concern yourself with,” he says, ruffling my hair like I’m five years old again.

My anger spikes. “It is my business if you’re keeping me away from the boy I love!”

His features soften as he loosens his tight grip on me. “It’s puppy love, Sydney, and you’ll get over it. You’ll have other boyfriends and other loves.”

“No.” I bite down hard on my lower lip, throwing every ounce of hate I’m feeling into the look I give my father. “I won’t have other loves. Jared is the love of my life, and you can’t do this to me.”

“You’re fifteen, Sydney! You have the rest of your life to find the love of your life,” he yells, letting me go to grab handfuls of his salt-and-pepper hair. “But mark my words, that man will not be Jared King. Over my dead body will my little girl get shackled to that family.”

“What have they done? At least let me try to understand it!” I holler. It’s a lie. I will never understand or accept it. If he does this, if he keeps Jared away from me, I will hate him for life. The second I’m eighteen, I’ll be out of here.

“It doesn’t concern you. All you need to know is they are dead to us.” Removing a handkerchief from his pocket, he dabs at the blood dripping from his nose and his lip. “I mean it, Sydney. Do not try to run around with him behind my back because I will know. I don’t want to punish you, but I will if I have to.”

Tears leak out of my eyes and pour down my face. “I hate you!” I yell. “I hate you so much, and I’ll never forgive you!” Running from the room, I vow to do everything in my power to fix this because I can’t live without Jared, and no one is going to make me.

***
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A few weeks pass, and it’s living hell. Jared is still banned from my house and my life, and the only way I get to spend time with him is at school because there are no bodyguards to rat me out. A lot of the kids who go to school at West Lorian have bodyguards, and there are strict rules about them remaining outside the building during classes. 

Outside of school, my bodyguards report my every move to my father. They are all on high alert and have been told I am forbidden to see Jared or any of the Kings. I managed to coax Keaton into delivering Jared’s painting to him, but he made it clear it was a one-off. That he couldn’t intervene and risk losing his job.

I don’t want anyone getting fired because of me, so I haven’t pushed it or tried anything since. But I’m getting desperate. And desperate times call for desperate measures. I’ve been wracking my brain, trying to think of ways I can sneak out to meet my boyfriend, but so far, I’m coming up empty.

“I hate this,” I sob against Jared’s chest as we steal a few precious moments in an unused classroom at lunch. “What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know.” His brow creases as he reaches into his bag. “But at least we can text and call one another now.” He hands me a cell phone. “It’s a burner. Untraceable. Just hide it someplace your dad can’t find it, and don’t let him see you on it.” His scowl deepens. “I still can’t believe he made you block my number and he’s spying on your calls and messages. That is so wrong.”

“Tell me about it.” I slip the burner cell into an inside pocket of my bag, already knowing where I’ll store it. My asshole father threatened to confiscate my cell and remove all phone privileges if he caught me unblocking Jared’s number or contacting him in any way. I suspect he’d demand the school keep us apart and pull me from shared classes if it wouldn’t mess with my education. Dad, Mom, and my brothers all went to NYU, and he wants me to attend as well, so he’s not fucking up anything here. At least not yet. “I’m scared he’s going to move me to another school.”

“He can’t do it mid-year. Private schools are at full capacity in the city, and they are used to wealthy benefactors. His money can’t buy you a place.”

“He could force me to leave for junior year.”

“Let’s not worry about that for now.” He smooths out the lines on my brow.

“You’re right. We have enough to concern us.” Looping my arms around his neck, I suction my body to his and inhale his familiar citrusy scent. “I miss you so much. Snatched minutes at school just aren’t cutting it for me.”

“Nor me.” Clasping my face in his hands, he peers deep into my eyes. “I am going to fix this. I don’t know how yet, but we will find a way. Our parents are not splitting us up.”

Tears stab my eyes. “I’m scared, Jared. Daddy is not acting like himself, and he seems determined to keep us apart. Every time I bring you up in conversation, he blows a gasket. He’s not changing his mind.”

Air expels from his mouth before he presses a lingering kiss to my brow. “I know, babe. My parents are arguing all the time, and things are shit at home. But Mum is on our side. She said we just need to be patient and wait for this to blow over.”

“I wish we knew what’s going on.”

He winces. “I think I know.”

“What? How? What is it?” The words blurt from my mouth in a rush.

“I overheard my parents arguing last night.” He nibbles on his lips as his hands tighten on my lower back. Uncertainty flares in his eyes as he stares at me.

“Just tell me.”

“Your dad staged a hostile takeover of my dad’s company.”

“What?” I shriek. “Why would he do that? Amos is his best friend. Your family is our family. I don’t understand.”

“I don’t get it either, and I didn’t hear anything else as Mum caught me eavesdropping and shooed me to my room. Dad is struggling to hold on to the business he built from scratch, and it explains why he’s always at the office or on his laptop at home these days.”

“Felix and Anja said nothing to me about this last week.” Dad had roped the younger of my two brothers and his wife into talking to me about the situation. They said nothing about Dad’s despicable act of betrayal, focusing on how important it was I broke ties with the Kings. “None of this makes sense.” 

“Agreed.” Air whooshes out of his mouth.

“There is no coming back from this.”

Slowly, he nods.

“We’re screwed.” In every way but the way I want.

“We’re almost sixteen, and then we only have two years until we’re adults. They can’t stop us from being together then.”

“That’s two years, J.” Tears prick my eyes again. “I can’t handle being separated from you for two minutes let alone two years.”

“We’ll find a way to meet, I promise.” He presses a fierce kiss to my brow. “Let me worry about this. For now, I think we need to start making plans in case Mum doesn’t come through for us. Save as much of your allowance as you can. I’m already doing the same, and I’m going to actively look for more gigs for the band. We need cash if we’re going to break out on our own. At least until I’m a rock star.”

I love his confidence, but staking our future on him making it big is a bit of a hard sell right now. It’s not that I don’t believe in him. I do. Jared is talented, hot, ambitious, and hardworking. But you still need luck to make it in the music industry, and right now, the last thing either of us is feeling is lucky. “You mean it? You’d break away from your family to be with me?” I gulp over the lump wedged in my throat.

“Without hesitation.”

“Me too.” I answer his question before he asks it.

“Good, because I’m not losing you. They can’t keep me from you forever.” He hugs me tight, and I cling to him and his words. “No one is taking you away from me. I’ll kill anyone who tries.”
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“You have a visitor,” Jade says the instant she closes the door to her home behind me.

“I do?” I frown at my private art teacher, wondering what’s up. This is most unusual. Whipping my head around at the sound of approaching footsteps, I gasp when Jared steps into the hallway. Dumping my book bag on the floor, I run toward him with happy tears in my eyes. My boyfriend hauls me into his arms when I crash into him, half laughing, half sobbing. Our lips instantly meet, and everything feels right in the world again. Tears cling to my lashes as I hold him close.

“Don’t cry, babe,” he says when we break our lip-lock. “It’s killing me seeing you so upset all the time.”

“I hate this. I hate being apart from you.”

Pain races across his face. I wait for the accompanying reassuring words, but they aren’t forthcoming today. “What’s happened?” My heart thuds painfully against my rib cage, and my pulse is going haywire. I have a bad, bad feeling about this.

“You have two hours,” Jade says, reminding me we’re not alone. “Not a second more.”

Jared crushes me against his body as he turns us around to face my teacher. “Thank you, Ms. Elliott.”

Jade nods as she walks toward us. “I’ll slip out the back entrance and through my neighbor’s house so your bodyguards don’t spot me,” she says, eyeballing me.

I have no clue how Jared is here or what my teacher knows, but I’m grateful she’s given us this opportunity. “Thanks, Jade.”

“You don’t need to thank me, sweetie.” She brushes her fingers against my cheeks. “Your mama would want me to look out for you.”

I cling to my boyfriend as we watch Jade exit her house via the rear door. Then Jared pulls me into the art room that is conveniently located at the back of the house, overlooking the small, well-maintained yard.

“How are you here?” I ask as he sits on the velvet couch jutted against the wall, pulling me onto his lap. My arms snake around his neck, and I toy with the ends of his hair.

“My mum took art classes with Jade too though she wasn’t as dedicated as your mom.” His hands tighten around my lower back. “She arranged this for me. I needed to talk to you, and this was the only safe way I could think to do it.”

“Has something else happened?” Butterflies swoop into my belly as anxiety presses down on my chest.

Tears well in Jared’s eyes, and I brace myself for whatever is coming.

“We’re moving,” he says in a choked tone.

“What?” I splutter, hoping I’ve misheard him.

“We’re moving to England. To London.”

Tears leak from my eyes as I stare at him in shock. “No,” I whisper, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. “No, Jared! No! You can’t leave me.”

“I don’t want to.” He swipes at the tears spilling from his eyes. “I screamed at my parents. Told them they couldn’t force me, but the truth is, they can.” He clasps my face in his hands, connecting our gazes. “My hands are tied until I’m eighteen, but I swear to you, Syd, I will come back for you the second I am able to.”

“Why are you moving, and why does it have to be so far away?”

“You know Mum is from London, and she still has family there. Dad has lost control of his business.” A muscle clenches in his jaw. “Your dad has ruined him. The board forced his hand, and Dad had no choice but to step down as CEO. He’s sold all his shares, and he plans to start a new business overseas. They want a fresh start.”

“And to put as much distance between them and my father,” I surmise. “This is all my dad’s fault. I’ll never forgive him.” A strangled sob travels up my throat as I bury my head in Jared’s neck, clutching him with a desperation I feel in every nook and cranny of my body.

“It is his fault, and he’s going to pay,” he says in a clipped tone. “Someday, I’m going to repay him for what he’s done to my family and to us.”

“I won’t survive without you.” I cry against his neck. “How am I supposed to get through each day when you’re on the other side of the ocean? At least if it was someplace in the US, we could find a way to see one another, but this is...this is...” I hiccup in between sobs.

“Heartbreaking,” Jared finishes for me. His large, warm, callused palms grip the side of my face. “I promise I’m going to find my way back to you. This won’t break us.” Steely determination flashes in his eyes, and I wish I was as strong. I wish I shared his resolve, but an ominous sense of dread is tiptoeing up and down my spine, and I don’t have a good feeling about any of this.

“It already feels like it is,” I croak.

“No, baby.” He slams his lips onto mine, kissing me hard and fast. “You are mine, and I am yours, and nothing or no one is going to change that. I know it won’t be easy, but we will get through this. We’ll focus on school. You have your art, and I have music. We use those as our outlets, and we save as much money as we can, until we’re both eighteen, and then I’ll come and get you. We can move away, get our own place, and tell our parents to go fuck themselves.”

“That’s so far away,” I say, moving on his lap until I’m straddling him. “I haven’t gone more than two weeks without seeing you my entire life, and that was only when we went on vacation. How will we survive two years?”

Jared’s hand smooths a path up and down my spine as he attempts to comfort me. “It’s going to fucking suck. I need you like I need oxygen, Sydney, but we have no choice. I’ve been wracking my brain all week to try to find a solution, and there is none.”

“You’ve known all week and didn’t tell me?” I knew he was extra troubled this week, but he swatted my concern away whenever I asked.

“I was trying to find a way out of this mess. I didn’t want to say anything if I could find a way to stay in New York, but I can’t, and now I’m telling you.”

“When are you leaving?”

His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. His beautiful blue eyes are flooded with emotion as he stares at me. “Sunday.”

“What? No!” Anguished cries rip from my mouth as I contemplate my boyfriend is relocating overseas in two fucking days.

“I’m so sorry, baby.” He peppers kisses all over my face. “If there was any way to stop this, I would. I don’t want to leave you. It’s killing me inside, but it’s only temporary. I need you to hold on for me. Can you do that, babe? Can you wait for me?”

“Don’t talk stupid. I would wait for eternity for you, Jared. You know you’re the only one I want.”

“You’re the love of my life, Sydney.” His earnest eyes flash with a myriad of emotions. “It’s you and me forever.”

“What about all those English girls? They’ll be all over you. How long will it take before one of them snares you?”

“I only have eyes for you.” He winds his fingers in my blonde hair, forcing my eyes to his. “I have no interest in any other girl. I promise I will stay faithful to you. I would never cheat on you, Sydney. Never.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I whisper, hating we’re having this conversation and that my mind has gone there. But I can’t help it. Jared is gorgeous, charming, and talented. British girls love Americans, and they’re going to be fawning all over his accent and throwing themselves at him any chance they get. What if they catch him when he’s especially lonely and vulnerable and he gives in? How long can a horny teenage guy hold out before caving to hormones?

I need to give him something more than words to hold on to. I need him to remember how good we are together and how perfectly we fit. I know exactly how to help reinforce that message, and this time, I’m getting my way.

“Don’t worry, babe. I’m yours. Only yours.”

“Prove it.” Grinding my hips, I thrust my pelvis against his dick. “Fuck me now, Jared. I want to give you my virginity, and I’m not waiting any longer.”

“Are you sure?” His pupils dilate, and I feel his dick thickening behind the zipper of his school pants.

“Yes. I want us to experience this before we’re separated. It will give us something extra to cling to.”

“I don’t want our situation to force this decision. It has to be because we want it.”

Sometimes, I want to bang his head against the wall to knock some sense into him. “That goes without saying, J. You know I’m hot for you. I’ve been hot for you for months.” I scramble off his lap and pull him to his feet. “Now quit stalling and take me to the guest bedroom.”

Jared scoops me up into his arms, and I giggle as he races up the stairs to the next level. He opens and closes a few doors until we find a sparse bedroom that is clearly not Jade’s.

I pounce on him when he turns around after closing the door, trailing my hands up and down his chest and abs as I stretch on tiptoes and kiss him passionately. My boyfriend doesn’t let me down, angling his head and taking control of the kiss as his arms snake around my back. We devour one another with our mouths and tongues, and I’m a writhing mass of hormones as lust coils low in my belly and pulses in my core.

Tugging on Jared’s shirt, I rip my mouth from his long enough to demand, “Take it off.” Jared yanks it over his head in one skillful movement, tossing it on the ground as I begin unbuttoning my school shirt. His fingers grab the waistband of my skirt, and he drags it down my hips and over my thighs until it pools at my feet. Popping the button on his pants, I lower the zipper and drive my hand into his boxers, gripping his erection.

He hisses as he gets rid of my shirt, adding it to the growing pile of clothes on the floor, before unclipping my bra and dragging it down my arms. Cool air breezes across my chest, peaking my nipples. Jared kicks his pants away, and we remove our socks and shoes until we’re standing in our underwear.

A gleeful shriek escapes my lips when Jared lunges at me, picking me up and throwing me on the bed. I bounce on the springy mattress, my eyes popping wide in anticipation as he climbs onto the bed and crawls over me.

“You’re beautiful and sexy, and I can’t wait to be inside you,” Jared says before ducking his head and sucking one of my nipples into his warm mouth. My hips arch, and the loudest moan erupts from my mouth as he worships my breasts, paying them equal attention. Grabbing fistfuls of his hair, I hold his head to my chest, lying back with my eyes closed and savoring every flick of his tongue and the suctioning motion of his lips.

Jared moves up and kisses me. “Love you.”

I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist, almost coming on the spot when I feel his hard length pushing against my pussy through our underwear. “I love you too. Please fuck me, Jared. I can’t wait any longer.”

His responding kiss almost steals all the air from my lungs. He fucks my mouth with his lips and his tongue in a frenzy of pent-up longing I’m feeling too. “Need to make sure you’re ready, babe,” he says, grinning as he slides his body down the length of mine. Hooking his thumbs in the side of my panties, he pulls them down my legs and throws them away. Resting in between the apex of my thighs, he lifts my legs onto his shoulders and dives in. A scream tears from my mouth with the first swipe of his tongue on my folds. My heels dig into his back as my pelvis lifts, and I all but shove my pussy in his face.

I love when Jared goes down on me like this. The only good thing about us not having sex before now is we’re both pretty much experts at oral. I’m dying to taste him, but I’m dying to have his cock inside me more, so I let him run the show, happy to lie back floating in ecstasy.

Jared devours my pussy with his fingers and his tongue, and it doesn’t take long to fall off the ledge. My orgasm shoots through me like fireworks, and I buck and writhe on the bed underneath him while moaning and whispering his name.

“I need you,” Jared rasps, putting my legs down on the bed and pushing my thighs wider.

Brushing tangled strands of hair out of my eyes, I peer up at him with so much love and adoration it feels like my heart might burst from my chest. Jared’s eyes are smoldering. Almost pitch-black with lust as he lines up his straining cock to my entrance.

“Fuck me now. I’m ready.”
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With the crown of his dick notched at my pussy, he leans down and kisses me sweetly. “Tell me if it hurts and I’ll stop.” Excitement mixes with concern in his eyes, and I tenderly cup his face.

“I love you, and I trust you.” I already know it’s going to hurt. Cayenne gave me a full blow-by-blow account of her first time so I know what to expect.

“You’re my everything, Sydney,” Jared says as he thrusts inside me.

Pain rips through my core as he plunges through my innocence, and I wince.

Jared stops. Concern is etched upon his face as he holds himself still inside me. “Do you want to stop?”

I shake my head. “No, baby. Keep going.” My pussy walls hug his throbbing cock, and we both whimper. “I love the feel of you inside me.” It’s true. I might be in pain, but I’m awestruck at the feeling of fullness knowing I’m connected to my boyfriend in the most intimate way.

Jared moves slowly, and I can tell it takes effort to be gentle. The vein in his neck throbs, and his jaw is pulled tight as he slowly pumps in and out of me.

Gradually, the pain eases, and I loosen up, wrapping my legs firmly around his waist and yanking him down on top of me. I kiss him passionately while arching my hips and urging him to move. “Go faster,” I rasp in his ear. “Harder. Faster.”

“I’m not going to last long, babe.”

“I don’t care. Just keep going.”

Jared pumps another few times, and then he cries out as I feel his hot seed fill me up. Tears stab my eyes. A mix of happy and sad. Wrapping my arms around him, I hold him close as he collapses on his side.

“Syd.” His voice sounds choked as he sweeps hair back off my face. “Are you okay?”

I beam at him as I snuggle in closer. “I’m perfect.” Not exactly true. A raw ache throbs in my core, but I don’t care. I have never felt closer to another living being, and I wish I could stay in this bed with Jared nestled around me and in me forever. The thought is a wake-up call. I pinch his nipple and grab hold of his ass cheeks. “How long will you need to go again?”

His lips curve at the corners as I feel him thickening inside me. “I’m ready whenever you are, babe.” Jared flips me over onto my stomach, gently placing a pillow under my head as he lifts my legs and spreads my thighs. Positioning himself at my pussy, he eases inside me slowly this time, from behind, and a contented sigh leaks from my lips. I know I’m going to struggle to walk tomorrow, but I don’t care.

If this is all the time we have left, I’m going to
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