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        Thank you for believing in me, Pay. I love you.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my readers; always slow dance while they scream.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “He stepped down, trying not to look long at her, as if she were the sun, yet he saw her, like the sun, even without looking.”
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      A piercing ring blares through the speakers, jolting me from my daydream.

      “Students! You’ve survived your first year of college. Congratulations and stay out of trou–” The professor’s voice is drowned out by the loud cheers and rushed sounds of my fellow classmates hastily exiting the building as the last bell of the year chimes, signifying that it’s the start of summer break.

      I can’t believe my first year in college has rolled by so quickly. I narrow my eyes as I scan the mass of moving bodies in the hallway, smiling when I spot a bobbing blonde bouncing my way.

      Ashley nudges my arm. “Did you pass?”

      “Finals? Thankfully, yes. I’ve done nothing but study. You?”

      Rolling her eyes, Ashley flips her hair over a slender shoulder. “Don’t wanna talk about it.”

      I laugh. I already know her grades are nothing but stellar.

      Shoulder to shoulder, we make our way towards our freedom. The unusually warm Oregon air sweeps across my face as we step through the propped open metal doors. The excitement is still palatable as we walk out of building C.

      We’re free! Well, for the summer anyways.

      “I can’t believe we are finished with our freshman year!” Ashley squeals, throwing her head back dramatically.

      “I can’t wait for tonight!” I exclaim happily.

      I haven’t seen Ian in a week, and I miss him so much. He’s been so busy between Lacrosse and finals he just hasn’t had the time. But tonight, I’m surprising him.

      As though reading my thoughts, Ashley nudges my arm. “We know you’re more excited to see Ian than anything.” She fans herself.

      I blush. It’s true. My excitement isn’t about the freedom I’ll have for three months. Well, it is, but only because I get to spend all my time with Ian. We have been together for about two months now. It hasn’t been very long, but he is so sweet to me, and handsome.

      “Anyways,” Ashley says with a half-smile, redirecting me from my longing thoughts. “You know my brother is on his way here...right?”

      “Yeah! I’m excited to meet more of your family. Your mom is the best!”

      Ashley waves her hand in the air. “Just don’t get too excited. He’s not the nicest person to be around.”

      “I can handle a mean brother. We’re practically sisters. He has to be nice to me.”

      Her eyes widen slightly, “I’m his sister and he’s not even nice to me. Well, he’s okay, I guess.” She fixes her previous statement.

      “It’ll be fun,” I say absentmindedly, my thoughts on what to wear later.

      There’s a party at the frat house for the beginning of summer and I want to look my best, especially since I know how much Ian hates surprises, so I need to make up for it by looking cute. He thinks I’m going to my moms for the weekend, but I wanted to make tonight special.

      We hop into my Altima and roll the windows down, enjoying the breeze that overtakes the car as we drive away from the prison we pay to go to.

      Freshmen usually live in the dorms, but when I met Ash on my first day, we became instant best friends. After months of sharing bathrooms with our classmates and having awful roommates, we decided to rent a house off campus. Luckily, between the money I had saved from working at my mom’s florist shop through high school and Ash’s current job at the nicest restaurant in Corvallis, we were set to rent our cute two-bedroom home right down the street from fraternity row.

      That was where I met Ian.

      I’ve only dated one person prior to him. But Ian is different; preppy and all about sports, he has a kindness towards me that drew me in. Plus, the fact that he hasn’t complained too much about us not having sex yet is nice. I’m eighteen and I know it’s a normal thing to do but I wanted to wait until I found the right guy. I think tonight is the night though. I mean, why wait any longer?

      Ashley’s voice brings me back to reality as she rambles on about a new guy she met the other night. But what about her current quest, Brian? I’ve never met the guy, but I thought things were going okay.

      I nod, trying to listen as we pull into the driveway. I take a double take at the glossy black car parked next to mine on the left side of our narrow driveway; it must be a classic.

      “Guess he got here early.” Ashley shrugs, a small smile taking over her face.

      “Are you two close? Why is he coming here?” I ask curiously.

      “Aiden is his own thing. We’re as close as he will let me be. You’ll see what I’m talking about. He’s coming here because he doesn’t want to go home during his move.”

      His move?

      “Why? I love your mom! She was so funny that time she came to visit and brought us both fuzzy pajamas and made us have a full-on girl’s night, like a middle school throwback. Braided hair and all!” I laugh at the memory.

      Ashley looks at me uneasily. “Look, don’t say anything because it’s a sore subject, but that’s not his mom. He lives with our dad, sort of. If you can even call him one.” She says sadly. “But he’s all Aiden has. He’s been away the past four years at university and hasn’t been back home since. He’s looking for his own place, so he’s staying here until then. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of weeks.” She shrugs.

      “Your dad? The asshole that left you?” The astonishment is clear in my voice.

      “Yeah, Aiden and I are half-siblings. I don’t really want to get into that. Just please don’t bring it up.” She gives me a crooked grin as we step out of the car.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t.” I smile reassuringly at her.

      My thoughts go toward the little I know as Ashley doesn’t talk much about her childhood. Her dad left her at a young age and isn’t involved in her life. I just assumed they were full-blooded siblings.

      Unlocking the door, I step inside. I whistle while walking to the kitchen, feeling ecstatic about my day. That’s when I see him, leaning against the counter with his elbows on the bar top.

      I can’t help but stare, taking in the thin material of his T-shirt, his tan tattooed skin showing through. He looks up at me, his green eyes piercing mine. I feel my cheeks begin to heat but I can’t pull my eyes away.

      A cough interrupts my thoughts and I look over to find Ash looking back and forth between us. I assume they would hug after Aiden being gone for so long, but she simply waves.

      “Hey Aiden,” She greets with a smile.

      “Hey Ash.” His deep baritone fills our tiny kitchen. He straightens and makes his way over to her in short long strides. He is tall, so tall.

      I look away to keep from gawking. What is wrong with me? I shake my head to clear my mind.

      Mine and Ashley’s eyes simultaneously land on a tool bag, its contents laid out on the counter.

      “What’s this?”

      A smirk creeps up on Aiden’s face.

      Dimples.

      He shrugs as he places everything back into the bag. “I used the key you left me to get inside when I got here. I went to wash my hands, but the hot water didn’t work, so I fixed it.”

      Ashley’s smile is evident, so is mine. The tap on our hot water has been broken since we moved in, but we’ve been too broke to fix it. Living off campus takes every dime we have, and while our house is cute…it needs some work.

      We thank him numerous times until silence stretches through the small room. I can feel Aiden’s gaze traveling up and down my body.

      Ashley speaks up then, gesturing my way. “Anyway, this is Emma.”

      “Hello.”

      His voice is smooth like velvet, sending a chill through me. Maybe I’m worked up because I know what I’m doing tonight with Ian. That must be it. Hormones and all.

      I awkwardly nod back at him, with a short smile. “Hey. I’ll let you two catch up.”

      I turn on my heels to escape his piercing gaze and head for my bedroom. Maybe I’m just being paranoid. Back to the very important matter at hand; it’s four and I’m exhausted from the finals today. With the party starting at ten, I can get some sleep in before we go. Plopping down on my bed, it takes slim minutes of my head resting on the pillow before I slide into a dreamless sleep.

      “Em!” Ashley’s slim hands wrap around my shoulders, gently shaking me from my slumber.

      “I’m up, I’m up!” I mumble sleepily, sitting up to stretch my stiff body. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I see we’re not alone.

      Leaning against the door frame is Aiden, who is looking at me with an unreadable expression. He glances at my body and I quickly cover up with the blanket, hiding that I’m in a tank top and boy shorts.

      “Umm, let me get dressed.” I say, looking past Ashley.

      “Aiden! Get out!” She turns around and yells playfully at him, her feet stomping to the door and slamming it in his face.

      He laughs deeply as he walks down the hall.

      “I’m going to jump in the shower, then we can get ready!” I throw on some shorts and make my way down the hall towards the bathroom with some pep in my step.

      I turn on the shower and run my fingers through the cool water as it warms, something I haven’t felt in months. I can hear Ashley and Aiden talking in the living room, it’s muffled but I catch a few things.

      “I’m not going to a frat party.” His tone is final.

      I can imagine Ashley pouting right now.

      “Fine! I just wanted to spend time with you.” She huffs before I hear her stomping down the hallway.

      Steam fills the small bathroom and I climb in, luxuriating in the warm water. Normally if we have time, we will go down to the frat house and use theirs but using our own is much better. I try and relax myself from my nerves about tonight as water cascades down my tan skin. I can’t believe I’m going to do this, but I know Ian wants to, and I don’t see why I should wait any longer.

      I make sure to perfectly shave everywhere before I turn the water off. I reach towards the hook and swipe across an empty wall. Water drips on the floor as I step out to look under the sink. Great, no towels.

      Opening the door slightly, I peek my head out, concealing my body behind the doorframe. “Ash!” I whisper-yell as I look down the hall for her.

      “She’s in her bathroom.”

      I jump back at the sound of Aiden’s boots against the hardwoods getting closer to the door. His fingers wrap around the edge of the door before he comes into full view. I feel my cheeks heat. I know he can’t see me, but I am completely naked and dripping wet. His eyes burn into mine and I shyly look away.

      “I need a towel,” I say in an almost whisper.

      “Why?” He crosses his tattooed arms across his broad chest, looking amused with himself.

      “Umm, I’m naked!” I state the obvious, unsure why he has such a boyish grin. Does he enjoy my embarrassment?

      “I see that. Well, I don’t see much because of the doo...” His emerald eyes take in my red cheeks. In one smooth motion, he brushes a large hand through his thick black hair, pushing it up and out of his face. Of course, it sits perfectly where he wants it too.

      I realize I’m staring, again.

      “Aiden! What are you doing?!” Ashley’s small feet patter down the hallway at a fast pace.

      I sigh in relief when she comes to the door, her hair wrapped in a towel.

      “What’s wrong?” Her blue eyes take in my red cheeks.

      “Towel.” Is all I manage to say.

      She nods and turns towards Aiden. “You, go.” She demands.

      Aiden laughs, throwing his hands up innocently and walks away.

      My savior returns moments later with a knock and I open the door slightly to grab the fluffy white towel. I meticulously go through my routine, moisturizer, lotion, brushing my unruly hair. Making sure the towel is wrapped tight, I swiftly make my way to my bedroom where Ashley is. Her hair dryer drowns out all sounds, her dirty blonde hair blowing with the hot heat.

      “That was weird earlier, right?” Ashley rakes a brush through her hair, turning off the noisy dryer.

      “What was weird?” I look at her innocently, not wanting to talk about the bathroom incident.

      “You two gawking at each other in the kitchen. Then the bathroom thing,” She comments nonchalantly.

      I’m mortified my staring earlier was obvious. “Umm, yeah I just... I-”

      She cuts me off. “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to all of my friends having a crush on him.” She waves her hand in front of her with a cheeky smile.

      “I don’t have a crush on him!” With red cheeks, I walk towards my closet and take off the towel, rustling the water out of my hair.

      “Okay, whatever you say.” She snickers.

      I ignore her as I pick out what I’m wearing tonight. My eyes fixate on the yellow dress Ian mentions looks okay on me. I slip on the bright lacey dress, humming along to the music Ashley has on in the background.

      The yellow looks good against my sun-kissed skin and boost my confidence. The neckline accentuates my cleavage in a good way, not too much but just enough. I make sure the matching new white lace bra and panties are neatly in order underneath my dress. I’m confident, well to a point, about tonight. I hope it’s perfect and I hope there aren’t too many people at the frat house.

      “Why don’t you just tell him you’re coming?” Ashley fans mascara over her already long lashes.

      “I want tonight to be special.”

      “Is that why you put on that matching bra and panties set?” She teases with a sly smile.

      “Don’t make me more nervous.” I blush.

      “Wait! You don’t mean…oh my God, Em! You’re going to sleep with him, aren’t you?” She dramatically lays down on the floor.

      “I think it’s time.” I shrug, unable to help the smile that creeps up my face.

      “Come here! Sit down and let me do your make up!” She demands.

      I sit in front of her with an awkward smile. I pull out my phone to see what he’s up too as Ashley rummages through her bag, pulling out everything. I scroll to Ian’s name and the butterflies dance in my stomach. I hope he isn’t mad about me coming over unannounced.

      Hey, babe! What are you up to?

      I double check my make up in the mirror when I hear my text alarm sound and practically lunge for it.

      Hey. Not much, just enjoying having a break from school now.

      I don’t know what to reply as I begin to question my decision to go. I mean I missed him, but I don’t want to bug him if he’s relaxing.

      I’m sure he will be happy about tonight, I tell myself over and over in my head, it’s just sex.

      I stand to look in the full-length mirror when Ashley announces she is done. I smooth my dress down and look at my face. She definitely pulled out all the stops, she even curled my hair with a large wand. She is so talented with make-up; I look much better than I did earlier.

      My dark wavy hair cascades down my shoulders. My face looks sun-kissed, with faint freckles peeking out on my nose. The smokey black around my usual boring hazel eyes makes them look deeper and full of life. I blush at the sight of myself, but it’s hidden under the rosy color Ashley put on my cheeks.

      “Thank you.” I grip the bottom of my yellow dress and sway back and forth like a giddy schoolgirl.

      “Em, you look hot!” She makes me blush for what feels like the hundredth time today.

      “Can we go? I’m nervous and I just want to get there.” I throw on a pair of white wedges.

      We make our way down the narrow hall, giggling. I almost forget we have a guest but it’s hard to forget Aiden. I’ve learned in a short period of time that he takes all the attention in a room.

      He lounges on the couch, a well-worn out book in his hands. He creases a corner and slowly closes it as he looks over at us. His gaze meets my eyes, then down my body. I turn to look towards Ashley, who is messing with her skirt. When I look back towards Aiden, I see his lips are slightly parted.

      “Hey, Ash. Can I go to that party?” His tone is nicer, calmer than the discussion they had earlier.

      She glares at him for a moment, considering his request. Ignoring him, she says with sarcasm, “I thought you didn’t want to go to a college party since you graduated all of five minutes ago and are too cool now.” Her voice fades off as she disappears into the kitchen.

      His eyes rake up and down my body once more before his gaze locks on mine.

      “I changed my mind.”
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      I try to decipher his words, why does he want to come with us so suddenly? “It’s at my boyfriend’s house. You’re more than welcome to come!” I announce sheepishly, pulling my eyes away from his smoldering gaze. I don’t know why I’m so shaken by the way he stares so deeply at me, but it isn’t right. Right?

      “Sounds like fun.” His smooth velvety voice washes over me.

      I can’t help but follow his movements, grabbing his boots at the edge of the couch.

      Ashley peers around the kitchen and stares at her brother. “So, what happened to you not doing frat parties?”

      A simple laugh escapes his lips. “I don’t care for the entitled guys in a frat.” He looks from me to Ashley. “Do you want me to come or not?” He asks flatly.

      She perks up. “Yes, of course! Just change or something.” She waves her hands at him.

      He laughs before standing and heading for the door. “I’m good.”

      Grabbing his keys from the coffee table, I follow him. To be honest, he is. With his crisp white t-shirt and black jeans with matching black boots, he looks heavenly. Oh my God, what is wrong with me? I shake my head, struggling to keep up with his long strides.

      “I’m driving.”

      We pile into the leather seats of Aiden’s classic black car. My eyes pan around the spacious interior, I’m curious what the make is. Trying to not be obvious, I tilt my head to the side as I attempt to read the brand on the black leather steering wheel.

      “It’s a Challenger.” He says, his eyes trained on me.

      I nod with a smile, noticing for the first time that I had jumped in the front without thinking. Ashley may have wanted to sit with her brother. I think about saying something, but when I look over at Aiden, he flashes me a brilliant smile as he rests his hand across the back of the seat. Ashley stays quiet as she fiddles with her phone. I guess she didn’t give it a second thought.

      The engine roars to life as Aiden turns the key in the ignition and we make the short three-minute drive. My tiny hope that the party will be small is gone, as I see the front yard riddled with drunk people celebrating summer break. My slightly shaking hand reaches for the door handle as we come to a stop.

      Heads turn in our direction as the engine stops, making it momentarily quiet. A few girls begin whispering as they take in Aiden. I don’t blame them. He is something wonderful to look at. I take one last glance before shaking the thoughts from my head. I never look at other guys this way.

      Stepping into the warm summer air, I note the sweet scent of honeysuckles. Inhaling deeply, I try to place this moment somewhere in my mind to keep it safe. I’ve been waiting for this night since forever. My strides are confident as I walk ahead of Ashley and Aiden, stepping through the threshold and into the frat house. I almost sink into the floor at the sight of the crowd.

      “Hey, Em!” A familiar voice calls from the living room.

      “Hey, Becca!” I greet in excitement, heading towards the couch where a few people I know are seated.

      Becca has always been so sweet when I visit. I’m grateful that Ian’s friends are always so welcoming. She sits with her legs propped against her boyfriend, Alec, as he twirls her long crimson red lock between his fingers. She always reminds me of Ariel from The Little Mermaid.

      “Long time no see.” Becca sticks her bottom lip out.

      Giving a nervous smile, I try to hold a conversation even though my nerves are at an all-time high. “I know. I didn’t want to intrude.” I shrug. It isn’t really my scene.

      She laughs at my formality.

      I tap my fingers against my bare knees. “Where’s Ian at anyway?”

      She answers by gesturing towards the stairs.

      I nod, not wanting to get up just yet. Someone hands me a drink and I gulp it down. I have all the time in the world to go upstairs, I just need a few more minutes to relax. I set the empty plastic cup down on the coffee table and look around, trying to find where the liquor is. My eyes trail to Ashley who is animated and deep in conversation with one of our classmates.

      “Here.” A velvet voice sparks to my right. Aiden gestures for me to take a cup from him.

      A smile forms on my lips. He doesn’t know how much I need this. But why is he bringing me one?

      “Thank you?”

      He nods once, leaning down near my ear so I can hear him over the blaring music. “I know you come here a lot. But don’t take drinks from anyone you don’t know.”

      His warm breath caresses my exposed neck, sending an unfamiliar shiver down my spine. I really need to go see Ian and get my mind off my hormones.

      I laugh lightly. He has a point but still… “I’m accepting a drink from you, and I don’t know you.”

      His eyes narrow slightly, as though commanding me to stare into his sharp features, not seeing my humor. “Just–” He cuts himself off with a shake of his head. “Where is your boyfriend?” His tone has a hint of accusation.

      “Upstairs,” I say nervously, questioning myself. What if he isn’t happy to see me?

      Aiden straightens, his height is intimidating. Crossing his arms, he surveys me. “Maybe he’s sleeping?”

      The idea of him sleeping during a party makes me laugh. I shake my head. “I’m going to go find him in a minute.”

      Deep in thought, he bites his lip. Turning his attention to Ash, a crooked smile plays on his face. I follow his line of sight to where a girl stands. With her eyes trained on him, she gives a small wave at his acknowledgment.

      “I’ll be over there with Ash. Just don’t accept drinks from strangers.” He looks back at me before leaving.

      In a slow calculated movement, he stands before the girl. She giggles when he talks to her. Of course, he’s the type of guy to hook up with random girls at a party where he knows absolutely no one.

      My nerves settle as I get lost in conversation, drinking a few more drinks that I make myself in the kitchen.

      Deciding it’s time, I stand up and smooth my dress down.

      I wanted Ian to randomly find me, maybe get the hint of what I wanted tonight, so I don’t have to make the first move. But screw it, I feel strong and confident. I’m ready to find him myself.

      I turn towards the staircase, watching Aiden follow my movements with alert eyes while propped against the wall. The blonde girl is still demanding his attention, which is now on me. His eyes never leave me as he lifts a beer bottle to his full lips and takes a sip.

      Averting my eyes, I rush up the stairs, my feet hitting the boards in sync with the thumping music. Anticipation and puzzlement fill me as I turn the knob to Ian’s room.

      Why is his door closed? Maybe he is asleep?

      I throw the door open and my breath hitches at the sight before me. The chaotic noise from downstairs fades away as I discover sounds of nightmares I never knew existed. A drowning pain soaks into my chest.

      I urge my legs to move as I watch him thrust into her naked body, but they remain rooted to the ground. He hovers over her, his hips pumping, eliciting hideous moans from her so loud that it masks the tiny whimper that slips past my lips.

      As I watch him kiss her, my legs buckle, and I collapse to the floor with a thud. Yet, the pain is nothing compared to the shattering of my heart.

      His head snaps back. “Get the fuck ou–” He cuts himself off when he sees me and pushes the girl away. Wrapping a sheet around his waist, he reaches for me.

      Unable to stand being in his room for another second, the images from earlier now burnt into my mind, I bolt. Bursting through the front door, I inhale deeply. Stupid honeysuckles. The lawn is still riddled with drunken people but in my frantic state, they part as I shove them away.

      I need to get out of here, to get away.

      “Emma!”

      Anger courses through my veins. I shake in disgust as I turn to face Ian, my arms crossed. He has a pair of basketball shorts on but is shirtless still.

      I hold a finger up. If eyes could kill, he’d be dead.

      “No! Don’t ever talk to me again. I was coming over tonight to...” I shake my head with a scoff. “Oh my god. This is fucked, Ian.” I scream, running my hands through my hair and destroying my perfectly placed curls.

      A crowd has gathered around us, but I don’t care. I only see red.

      “You were coming for wha–”

      I cut him off with a slash of my hand.

      Ian stands before me within a few strides. He smells like her and pungent alcohol. I stamp down the sudden wave of nausea. The emotions coursing through me are overwhelming.

      “I have been nothing but good to you! But then I come here tonight to find you in bed with some skank?” I bellow out my desperation and betrayal.

      In one quick movement, I slap him across the face. The sharp crack echoes in the now quiet night. A wave of satisfaction washes over me when I see the red bloom on his skin. I want him to feel a fraction of the humiliation I feel. Plus, I know how much he hates it when he’s embarrassed.

      With one menacing step, he closes the gap between us. I move to take a step back, but his large hands grip my shoulder tightly, a dark look forms in his eyes. I’ve never seen this side of Ian before. I try to squirm out of his grip, but I’m stuck.

      “How dare you embarrass me in front of all these people.” Ian spits out.

      My head lowers slightly, momentarily regretting my hasty act. But when I close my eyes, all I see is him on top of her, their moans echoing in my ears. Rage rushes through me and I lift my hand subconsciously.

      With a growl, Ian grabs my wrist so hard a gasp escapes my lips.

      “Don’t even fucking think about it.” A deep voice demands from behind me, and I begin to worry I pissed off one of his stupid frat brothers.

      “Fuck off, dude. This is none of your business.” Ian glares down, or should I say up, at the speaker.

      An odd sense of relief fills me as I turn to see Aiden quickly making his way over.

      “Take your hands off her,” Aiden growls darkly as he steps next to me.

      A deep chuckle escapes Ian’s lips.

      I frown. I think I’ve pushed him to his breaking point.

      “Fuck it. She can’t be that mad. I’ve been trying to fuck her for the past three months and she just won’t give it up.” He scoffs.

      I gasp as he forcefully throws my wrist down, releasing me.

      “What? But you…” I choke back my tears. What is he talking about?

      Aiden steps between us, gently nudging my body back. He leans towards me and coaxes in a soft voice, “Go, Emma. Be a good girl. Get in my car,” before slipping the keys in my trembling hands.

      Unmoving and in shock, I simply stare at his car.

      Ian laughs. “I didn’t know you were coming tonight. This really isn’t my fault.”

      I shake my head. I don’t know who this stranger is.

      Aiden sighs and turns his attention towards Ian, pinning him with dark eyes. “I warned you just now. Leave her alone.”

      I take comfort in the deep growl of his voice towards my boyfriend. No, my ex.

      “Why did you give her your keys? Who are you?” Ian’s eyes narrow in anger.

      A smirk plays on Aiden’s face. “I don’t see why that’s any of your business.”

      Ian takes note of the crowd; his frat brothers, and the girls I thought were my friends are staring in shock. After what happened, I am still surprised by Ian’s cocky demeanor.

      “Honestly, I don’t care.” He laughs. “Maybe she’ll give it up to you. Good luck with tha–”

      Aiden’s knuckles connect with Ian’s jaw, cutting him off.

      I watch in awe as Ian lands flat on the ground, his eyes slightly open, and turns to spit out blood. He smirks arrogantly up at Aiden and I realize it’s a stupid decision, as Aiden violently jumps on top of him and begins to bash his face into the damp grass.

      “Aiden, please stop. Please!” I plead through muffled sobs.

      I can see a deep rage swirling in his green eyes when Aiden looks back at me.

      I stare in horror at the sight of Ian. Unable to help myself, despite all the awful things he did, I kneel beside him and examine his wounds.

      Aiden stares at me in disbelief. “You can’t be fucking serious!” He exclaims through ragged breaths. I see him move to walk away but hesitate.

      Ian winces as I prod his face. He glares at me with so much anger, before pushing me off him and onto the grass. “Get off me, you stupid bitch.”

      Aiden’s long legs glide back to us.

      Instinctively, I throw myself over Ian to protect him.

      Why did I do that? I don’t know. Pretty much the entire house is outside, and I probably look like an idiot. But there must be a reason for this. The alcohol is muddling my ability to think.

      I stare down at his face, seeing nothing behind his blank blue eyes.

      “Nope, fuck this. You’re not doing this,” Aiden mutters into my ear.

      In one swift movement, I’m no longer on the ground but slung over Aiden’s shoulder as he heads towards his car. I can feel his arm securely below my butt, preventing any accidents from happening. Oddly, it warms my heart. I kick a little, but I’m suddenly exhausted.

      “I’ll let you down once you calm down, but I’m not allowing you to embarrass yourself. Did you even hear what he just said to you?” His tone is laced with disgust.

      “I do, I do remember. But I love him, and he lo–”

      “You’re too sweet for your own good.” Aiden sighs. “I don’t know what you see in him. I only met him for two minutes and I already despise the guy.”

      “You don’t even know me!” I scoff, hitting his back.

      He opens the passenger door and carefully deposits me in the seat. He reaches around and buckles me in while I put my hands over my face in embarrassment of everything that has just happened.

      I see Ashley rushing through the chaotic scene towards us through my fingers.

      “Get in and don’t talk about it.” He orders, gesturing towards his side of the car.

      Ash simply nods and climbs in the back from the driver’s seat. She peeks around my seat, her emotions raw, and rubs my shoulder in console.

      Aiden glances towards Ian who is now standing, breathing heavily, as he glares in our direction. His fist is balled but he doesn’t dare to come closer.

      Worried, I reach out the open window and grab his shaking arm. His eyes meet mine and I watch as the rage tries to calm. There’s an internal struggle behind his eyes, but I see the resolve when his face finally softens.

      Aiden shakes his head once, coming around to the driver side.

      Then he yells menacingly, pointing his finger accusingly at Ian. “Fuck you.”

      I’m thankful when he cranks the car up and the engine drowns out the scene we are driving away from and my sobs.
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        * * *

      

      My thoughts run through my head as though they’re trying to win a race. So lost in thought, I haven’t realized we are in the driveway.

      It’s pitch black outside. Aiden flips on the interior light, the color is a warm tone. I’m thankful it’s subtle, and it doesn’t bother my headache. He opens my door and kneels, staring at me with a worried expression.

      I turn and see Ashley isn’t in the car anymore. “Where is she?” My small voice is sore from my screaming earlier.

      “I told her to go inside.” Aiden brings his large hand to rest on my knee in a comforting notion.

      The warm touch is nice; it makes me feel less alone in the large cab of his car. I look down and see his knuckles are busted from hitting Ian.

      “Your hands! Are you okay?” I bite my lips with concern, guilty he got hurt because of me.

      He looks down and a smile creeps up his face. “Don’t worry about that. Were you two together long?” His tone is light.

      I ponder the question. It isn’t about the time we were together. I’m more upset that I believed he cared for me when he
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