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​Chapter One
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Hannah hugged her books tight to her chest as she hurried across the campus quad, her scuffed sneakers crunching over gravel. The morning sun was already high, bathing the brick buildings in soft gold, but she didn’t take the time to enjoy it. She had exactly six minutes to get to class, and Professor Lane didn’t take kindly to late arrivals. She kept her head down, as always, trying not to draw attention. Her scholarship depended on grades, not social life. No distractions. No parties. Just work, and maybe a cup of tea when she could afford it. “Hannah, right?” The voice dropped from the sky like thunder. She stopped mid-step and looked up—way up. Jayden Maddox stood in front of her like some kind of myth come to life. Six-foot-two, all muscle and effortless swagger, with perfectly tousled dark hair and a jawline sharp enough to cut glass. His hoodie did nothing to hide the outline of abs beneath it, and the smirk he wore looked tailor-made for trouble.

She blinked. “Um... yes?” He grinned, the devil’s own smile. “Knew it. I’ve seen you around.” She stared, frozen. He towered over her—at least nine inches taller—and smelled like cedarwood and something expensive she couldn’t name. Probably cologne from Paris. Or Milan. The kind of thing you didn’t even look at in stores unless you had a black card. He had a black card. Everyone knew that. Jayden Maddox was rich, like private island, custom-Range-Rover, never-check-the-price-tag rich. His dad ran some record label in L.A., and his mom had been on the cover of Vogue in the ‘90s. He wasn’t just campus royalty—he was born into it. Hannah, on the other hand, came from a two-bedroom house with no dishwasher and a mama who worked nights to keep the lights on. And Jayden was trouble. A womanizer. Heartbreaker. The kind of guy girls warned each other about—and still fell for anyway. She’d heard stories. Everyone had.

But now he was looking at her. “We’re throwing a party tonight,” he said, casually adjusting the strap of his designer backpack. “Kappa house. You should come.” Her brain sputtered. “Me?” “Yeah.” He flashed another grin. “Thought I’d personally extend the invite.” She didn’t know what to say. Or how to say it. Her stomach flipped, and her face went warm. “I—um—thank you. I’d love to,” she managed, barely above a whisper. “Cool. Want me to walk you to class?” Her heart practically exploded. “Sure,” she squeaked, before realizing she still clutched her books like a lifeline. “Oh—do you want to—?” She started to hand them to him, too flustered to think, and in her nervous rush, they slipped. Hardcover thuds echoed as everything hit the pavement—textbooks, her folder, even the pen she always clipped to the cover.

“Shoot—sorry!” she gasped, dropping to her knees. Jayden crouched beside her in one fluid motion. “No worries,” he said, handing her a book. His voice was soft now, almost amused. “You okay?” She looked up and nodded, too embarrassed to speak. He was so close she could see the flecks of gold in his eyes, the faint scar near his eyebrow. Every inch of him was unfairly perfect. He passed her the last book with a wink. “I’ve got good reflexes. Perks of being six-two.” She laughed, flustered. “I’m not used to... all this.” “All what?” She flushed deeper. “You.” His smile widened, and for a second, it wasn’t cocky—it was curious. “Well,” he said, standing and offering her his hand, “get used to it.” And before she could think better of it, she took it. By the time they reached the lecture hall, Hannah’s pulse still hadn’t settled. Her fingers tightened around her binder, her books now stacked neatly in her arms thanks to Jayden’s help. He held the door open for her with an easy smile, letting her walk in first. The gesture shouldn’t have made her stomach flutter, but it did.

She took her usual seat near the back, close to the wall where she liked to disappear. Jayden, to her astonishment, slid into the chair beside her like he’d done it a hundred times before. He leaned over slightly, the smell of his cologne brushing past her again. “Don’t forget about tonight,” he said, tugging a small yellow sticky note from his backpack. With one fluid motion, he scribbled his number on it—quick, slanted handwriting, effortlessly cool—and smoothed the note down onto the front of her binder. Right over her doodle of sunflowers. Her heart thudded. “Thanks,” she murmured, her voice barely audible over the chatter in the room. A few girls a few rows down turned their heads. They were whispering behind manicured hands, casting glances her way that weren’t exactly subtle. One even giggled and rolled her eyes. Hannah stiffened. She tried to ignore them, but after a moment, curiosity won. She leaned toward them and asked, softly, “Is something funny?”

The blonde closest to her raised a brow, feigning innocence. “Oh... nothing. It’s just—Jayden Maddox?” Hannah looked at her. Another girl chimed in. “He’s not exactly... boyfriend material. Ask literally any girl on campus.” “He’s been breaking hearts since he could talk,” the third added with a dramatic sigh. “I’m serious. It’s like his full-time hobby.” Hannah blinked, surprised by how forward they were. But instead of shrinking back or letting the words settle into her skin like so many things used to, she exhaled through her nose and rolled her eyes. “I don’t really believe rumors,” she said simply, opening her binder and brushing her fingers across the sticky note. “If someone shows me who they are, then I’ll make my decision.” The girls stared, a little stunned. One of them scoffed under her breath. Jayden hadn’t seemed to hear any of it—he was flipping through his own notebook now, half-listening to the professor setting up at the front. But as Hannah glanced sideways, she could see the hint of a smile tugging at his mouth. Whether he’d heard or not, she couldn’t tell. But one thing was clear—Hannah might’ve been sweet, but she wasn’t naive. And if Jayden Maddox was a heartbreaker, he’d have to prove it first.

_________________________________________________________

The sun had dipped low, casting an orange haze across the campus, but Hannah barely noticed. Her dorm room smelled like hair spray and strawberry body lotion, and her tiny desk was covered in open makeup palettes and bobby pins. She sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the mirror while her best friend, Riley, worked a curling iron through her long, dark hair. Riley was everything Hannah wasn’t—bold, loud, unapologetically flirty. She wore glitter like armor and heels like weapons. And yet, somehow, they balanced each other out. Riley made the world feel less intimidating. Less lonely. “You’re gonna be the prettiest girl at that party,” Riley said, giving a satisfied nod as another curl bounced into place. “Jayden Maddox won’t know what hit him.” Hannah giggled. “Stop. He probably won’t even remember inviting me.”

Riley paused, curling iron hovering mid-air. “Wait... Jayden Maddox invited you?” “Yeah,” Hannah said, twisting the sticky note with his number on it between her fingers. “This morning. Walked me to class, too.” Thwap. The iron slipped from Riley’s hand and clattered onto the floor, grazing her bare thigh. “Shit!” she hissed, yanking her leg back and grabbing a towel. “Ow, ow, ow—dammit.” “Oh my god—are you okay?” Hannah reached for her water bottle. “I’m fine,” Riley muttered, pressing the towel to the red mark. “But what the hell, Han? Jayden Maddox?” Hannah blinked. “What? Why are you freaking out?” Riley didn’t answer right away. She set the iron aside and sat down beside her, brows furrowed. “He’s trouble. I’m serious. You don’t get it—he’s not just some flirty guy. Jayden’s like... the final boss of heartbreak.”

Hannah frowned. “Everyone keeps saying that. But I haven’t seen him do anything wrong.” Riley gave her a look. “You don’t have to. That’s the thing. He doesn’t look like trouble. He looks like a Calvin Klein ad and says all the right things. Then boom—three days later, you’re crying in the laundry room with mascara on your shirt.” “That happened to you?” Hannah asked softly. Riley looked away. “No. But I’ve watched it happen. To a lot of girls.” Hannah chewed her lip, fingers tightening on the sticky note. Part of her wanted to tear it in half. The other part still felt the flutter from when he’d smiled at her. When he’d picked up her books. “I just want to go and see for myself,” she said finally. “I won’t do anything stupid.” Riley sighed. “Fine. Just... don’t go falling for the smile, okay?” Hannah gave a small, brave smile of her own. “I won’t.”

But even she wasn’t sure if that was a promise she could keep. The mirror was smudged, lit only by the warm glow of Hannah’s desk lamp. She leaned in close, carefully tracing a thin line of eyeliner along her upper lashes. Her cheeks were flushed—not just from the blush, but from nerves too. She smoothed down the fabric of her dress for the tenth time. It was bright purple, tight in a way that made her self-conscious but... maybe also a little bold. The hem kissed mid-thigh, and the neckline dipped more than anything she usually wore. But Riley had said she looked amazing—and deep down, Hannah wanted to believe it. “Okay,” Riley said, stepping up behind her. She was already dressed in a fire-red bodycon that shimmered under the light. “Time for the final touch.” Hannah nodded and sat down obediently. Riley gathered her long, freshly curled hair and pulled it into a sleek high ponytail, wrapping a strand around the band just like she’d seen in magazines. It gave Hannah’s face a sharper edge, made her look a little more grown-up. A little more daring. “You ready?” Riley asked, grabbing her clutch. Hannah gave herself one last look in the mirror. “As I’ll ever be.”



The frat house was already packed when they arrived. Music pounded through the walls, some heavy bassline that rattled in Hannah’s ribs. The air reeked of cheap beer, body spray, and something burnt—like someone had tried to microwave pizza rolls and failed spectacularly. People were dancing, shouting, spilling drinks, laughing way too loudly. Red plastic cups littered the porch. Someone ran past in a toga. Riley disappeared within seconds, swept away into the sea of bodies like she belonged there. Hannah stood near the entryway, clutching her phone like a lifeline. Her eyes scanned the room, trying not to look too desperate, too awkward. But she felt it—how out of place she was. How she didn’t belong here in this world of privilege and confidence and drunken, glossy laughter.

She was just about to turn back toward the door when she heard it. “Hannah.” She turned. There he was. Jayden Maddox. Leaning against the stairwell like he owned it—because he probably did. His dark hair was a little messier than it had been this morning, and the sleeves of his black shirt were rolled up, revealing tan, muscular forearms that didn’t belong on a college sophomore. His smile was effortless, cocky but not cruel. He pushed off the banister and walked toward her, towering above the crowd like some six-foot-two magnet. “You came,” he said, his voice low but unmistakable. “I’m glad.” And just like that, the noise faded. The beer smell, the sweat, the stares—it all blurred. Because for one second, Jayden Maddox wasn’t just the rich boy with the abs and the reputation. He was just a boy smiling at her like she was the only one in the room.

Hannah tucked a loose strand behind her ear, trying to act normal—whatever that meant when Jayden Maddox was smiling at you like that. “I, um...” She swallowed, heart thumping. “Wasn’t sure what to wear. You didn’t exactly give me a dress code.” Jayden chuckled, slow and amused. “Well, whatever your thought process was, it worked.” His eyes drifted down and back up, deliberate. “You look hot.” Hannah felt her ears burn. She tried to laugh, but it came out awkward and too loud. “Thanks. You, uh... you look like someone who doesn’t wait in line for anything.” Jayden grinned. “That’s a first. Never been flirted with and accused of privilege in the same sentence.” Her cheeks flamed. “I wasn’t— I didn’t mean it like—” He laughed again, and something in his easy confidence made her shoulders relax. “Come on,” he said, nodding toward the kitchen. “Let’s get you a drink.” She followed him through the crowd, dodging spilled beer and a couple making out against the wall. The kitchen was barely quieter, but at least she could breathe. Jayden reached for a bottle of vodka and poured into a cup, adding soda like it was muscle memory.

“Hope you’re not picky,” he said, handing it to her. She took it, trying not to think about how his fingers brushed hers. As she sipped, she caught the looks. A group of girls across the kitchen whispering behind their cups. One even raised an eyebrow and smirked. A couple guys leaned against the fridge, laughing like they were in on some private joke. The drink soured in her throat. She turned to Jayden, lifting her chin. “So, I’ve heard things. About you.” He tilted his head. “Yeah? Like what?” “That you’re... a womanizer. That you break hearts for fun.” Her voice shook a little, but she forced herself to meet his eyes. “Is that true?” For a second, he didn’t answer. Just looked at her like he was trying to decide something. Then he gave a lopsided shrug. “People like to talk.” “That’s not a no.” Jayden’s smile returned, smooth and blinding. “You look really hot tonight, Hannah.”

She blinked. “That’s not an answer.” “Does it matter?” he asked, stepping just a little closer. “You’re here. With me.” She stared at him, heart pounding, unsure if she should step back—or closer. And that, she realized, was probably the most dangerous part about him. Hannah’s fingers tightened around her drink. He hadn’t denied it. He hadn’t even tried. And now he was standing there, flashing that perfect smile like it could erase everything, like it
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