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I’d like to dedicate this story to you, my readers.
To all my fans, friends, and Violets: this story is for you.
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I’ve always suffered from this horribly disadvantageous condition—it’s called being directionally challenged. It’s self-diagnosed of course, but I’m almost positive it’s an actual thing, so it’s not really my fault that I’m having trouble navigating this maze known as King City High School.

The warning bell rings and animal-like students scramble from their assembled groups and lockers and head to class. Shit. I’m going to be late and I still have no idea where my first class is. It doesn’t help that I can only walk so fast since I hurt myself a few weeks back, and that injury is still healing.

When I got here this morning, the curt secretary sent me off with no more than a map and dismissive “Good luck.” Starting a new school a month and a half into first semester is hard enough—having my face planted in a map would just scream New girl, eat me alive!, not to mention trash my plan to get through senior year without drawing too much attention to myself. Not that I’d be able to read the map anyway. As I said: directionally challenged.

Pulling out my schedule again, I see that the name printed at the top reads Amelia Collins. It’s a pretty name this time, but it’ll still take some getting used to.

I reread the room number that I’ve already committed to memory, as if reading it again might magically transport me to it. Glancing at my brand new cell phone, I huff out an aggravated breath as I realize I only have five minutes to get to class before I’m late.

“Screw it,” I mutter as I rush aimlessly down the hall while searching my shoulder bag for the school map—I really hate being late.

Not really paying attention to where I’m going, I’m blindsided by a group of giant walking trees slash teenage boys. They’re talking and joking among themselves—walking through the halls as if they own the whole school. Without slowing down, I hug close to one wall, and reach into my bag to grab my map. Instantly, I’m thrown back as I collide with an outcrop of bricks, stopping just short of falling on my butt. Who designs a stupid wall to stick out like that?

My belongings have poured out everywhere, and I grab them hastily before quickly turning around, only to come face to face with something both hard and human, if the colorful curses are any indication. My stuff crashes onto the floor again as the pain in my ribs intensifies.

Great. Just freaking great.

“Are you blind? Can’t you see I was walking here?” a voice growls.

My eyes meet the agitated gray ones of the most breathtakingly gorgeous guy I have ever seen. He’s a member of the walking trees I saw before—tall with broad shoulders, a scowl plastered on his face.

His attitude sucks. He was equally at fault, if not more, since the skyscrapers had to walk in a horizontal line in the hall, but I seriously don’t want to draw any more attention to myself.

“I am so sorry.” I apologize as we bend down to retrieve our belongings.

“Is your brain not able to communicate to your legs where you can and can’t walk? If you didn’t notice, there was someone in front of you, which means you move out of their way,” he shoots back as he stands up with his binder.

A small crowd is gathered around us, clearly interested in seeing the poor girl stupid enough to incur the wrath of this intolerant jerk.

Think first, Amelia. Don’t say something stupid. You’re supposed to keep your head down and get through the year unnoticed.

“Sorry. I’m new and really don’t know where I’m going.” I stand up with my now-collected belongings and push my strawberry blond hair out of my face. “You wouldn’t happen to know where room 341 is, would you?”

“You’re new, not blind. Don’t use excuses to cover up your stupidity. Get out of my sight while I’m still being nice,” he scoffs, and runs a hand through his blond hair.

This is him being nice? Bemused faces of the other walking trees and the larger assembling crowd surround me, and I’m doing the exact opposite of blending in. Not wanting to stand out any more, I contain my anger and don’t even glance at him as I stride by.

“Oh look, she does have some good ideas in that otherwise useless brain of hers,” I hear him say to his friends, like being a jerk is part of his genetic build.

That’s it. I turn and walk back to him, looking straight up and into his gray eyes with my narrowed hazel ones.

“Oh, I guess her brain is a hundred percent useless after all,” he says to his friends.

He bends down to match my full height, three inches taller than usual thanks to my gorgeous tan wedges, and looks me straight in the eyes, talking as though he was speaking to a toddler.

“Do you need me to draw you a map of how to get the fuck out of my face?” he slowly asks, putting emphasis on the curse.

“No, thank you,” I say evenly and calmly. “But I can draw you a map, so when I tell you to go to hell, you’ll know exactly where to go.”

Everyone standing in the now-crowded hall takes an audible inhale and stops breathing as they absorb the scene. By the looks of this stunned blond asshole and his friends, it seems like no one has ever said anything that daring to him before.

He gets up really close to my face and growls, “Now you listen to me, you little—”

“No, you listen to me asshole,” I say calmly. “First of all, get out of my face, your breath stinks from all the crap that spews out of your mouth. Second, your dick belongs to your body, not in your personality,”—I push him out of my personal space—“so I suggest you pull your head out of your ass and realize that you’re not the only person in the damn school. Maybe if you and your walking skyscrapers didn’t bulldoze down the hall in a straight line people wouldn’t have to dive out of your path to avoid destruction. I’m sorry if someone pissed in your Froot Loops this morning, but please do us all a favor and check your issues at the door. Finding a hobby or going to group therapy could really help you with your social problems. So thanks for the friendly welcome to your school, but I’d like to get to class now.”

The hallway is hushed still and quiet. Blondie looks completely stupefied.

His friends are laughing—like, out-of-breath-gasping-for-air cackling. These other mountains are all just as breathtakingly gorgeous as asshole number one. The late bell rings. Great. I’m late for class.

Confident that my point was made and this jerk face was properly put in his place, I spin on my heel so my hair hits him on the shoulder and walk through the parting crowd, leaving him steaming.

“Oh my God, she so told you, Aiden! That was hilarious!” one of his gorgeous friends says through bursts of laughter.

So, the jerk’s name is Aiden. It’s a shame really that such a pretty name and face is wasted on such an ugly personality. So much for going unnoticed; I have a feeling everyone is going to have something to say about me after this. Well, at least I look cute in my skirt and heels.

Now that the entertainment is over, the crowd departs. As I strut down the hallway and turn a corner, I realize that I still have no idea where the hell I’m going. Taking a minute to collect myself, I check to see if maybe there’s someone left who might know where to find my classroom.

Anxious at the best of times, hearing rather large and determined footsteps stomping behind me catches me off guard, and then I’m suddenly turned around and hoisted up and over Aiden’s shoulder. With my face planted firmly against his back, my butt in the air over his shoulder, and my bag hooked through his arm, he takes off down the hallway.

“What the hell are you doing? Put me down right now!” I yell.

Aiden’s stride doesn’t slow, and he chuckles beneath me, the bastard. I strain my neck to see the bemused faces of two of the three gorgeous tree friends who were with him in the hall.

“Can’t you two talk some sense into him?!”

“Sorry, babe,” the one with short brown hair and chocolate-colored eyes yells back at me with a grin of thorough amusement. “Skyscrapers aren’t much for talking.”

I can’t help but see that Aiden really does have a very nice back. His muscles are noticeable under his tight, but not too tight, plain black T-shirt. We round a corner and I’m met by the curious gazes of some people still in the halls—they clearly have no desire to help me either.

Pain shoots through the left side of my chest. Shit. Running into the wall, followed by the very muscular Aiden hoisting me up, coupled with this uncomfortable position is not good. The pain spreads. I have to get down before I make things worse.

“Listen, bud. I’m sorry about what I said before,” I lie. “But kidnapping people is not the way to deal with your problems.”

He adjusts my body, causing a burst of pain in my ribs. Without even slowing his pace, he runs up a flight of stairs. Man, this guy is like the Energizer Bunny, not even tiring once. I’m having trouble breathing. “Please,” I gasp. “Put me down and we can talk this out.”

He ignores me and continues his unwavering stride.

“Can you just let me go gentl—”

Aiden abruptly stops moving and deposits me on the floor.

I look up at him, the wind knocked out of me. The left side of my ribs are on fire—yup, I hurt them again.

“Room 341,” he says, dropping my bag beside me and turning to leave the now-deserted hallway.

Dazed, I try to get up but pain shoots up my left side, forcing me back down to the floor. This isn’t going to end well. Determined not to lie on this gross floor a second longer, I try again, but the pain spreads through my chest. Sprawled on the floor, I’m incapable of moving. Damn it. Looks like this isn’t going to be my first day after all.

I’ve hurt my ribs three times now, which is less than ideal. Reaching into my bag beside me, I fish around for my phone and pull it out. My mom ignores my first call. Typical. The second time she answers on the third ring. “Hello? Haile—I mean Amelia?”

“Hey. I think I hurt my ribs again. I’m going to drive myself to the hospital. I’m only letting you know so you don’t freak out and think the worst when the school calls saying I didn’t show up for class even though I was here today,” I say from my position on the floor.

She sighs as if she’s wondering how I managed to screw up on my first day of school. “How did that happen? You need to be more careful. He’s still out there and this isn’t ove—”

“I know. It doesn’t matter. I’m just letting you know.” Even talking hurts. “I’ll call you when I get the—” My voice cuts off when the pain becomes too much.

“Amelia? You can’t drive yourself.” I try to ignore the hint of annoyance creeping into her tone. “I’ll come pick you up from school—I’ll be there soon. In the meantime, try not to draw even more attention to yourself.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”

Hanging up the phone, I shove it back into my bag. Staring up at the ceiling, I think of the most logical way of getting up.

“Okay, Amelia. You have three broken and two bruised ribs healing—you got through it the first time, you can do it again.” I psych myself up.

Bending my legs at the knees, I pull off my heels and shove them into my bag. Before I can change my mind, I quickly roll from my right side onto my stomach, careful to avoid making my left side touch anything.

With my arm through the strap of my shoulder bag so I can avoid having to bend down and get it later, I place my arms near my head in push-up position and use my knees at the same time. Getting my feet underneath me, I stand up carefully and lean against the lockers.

“Great, you’re up. Now you have to find the damn exit from this maze-school,” I say to myself.

I’m trying to get my bearings when my eyes lock with a pair of familiar chocolate-brown ones. Shit. How long has he been here? Aiden’s brown-haired friend who remembered my skyscraper line is standing beside an open locker, staring at me. The dirty blond-haired member of the walking trees is beside him, eyes wide and unblinking. Swallowing my pride and refusing to show weakness, I break my gaze and walk in the opposite direction.

“The exit’s the other way.” A hesitant voice calls from behind me—it’s the dirty blond.

Damn broken internal compass.

“How much did you see?” I ask as I make my way toward them.

“Well, pretty much everything since Aiden turned and left you,” he answers hesitantly.

Great, so all of it.

“And it didn’t occur to either of you to help the girl lying on the floor in pain?”

That snaps them out of their stupor. The brown-eyed one quickly closes his locker, and they rush toward me.

“I don’t need your help now!” I exclaim, wincing from the pain and causing them to freeze in their tracks.

“Are you sure you don’t need our help?” asks the brown-haired one with a smirk.

Cocky bastard, way to kick a girl while she’s down. It didn’t help that they both look like male models, and now I look like I was dragged through a restaurant’s dumpster. I’m about to tell him where to go, but my breathing starts to get worse, and I realize I still didn’t even know how to get to the parking lot to meet my mom.

I take a deep breath. “Can you point the way to the parking lot, please?”

“We’ll help you there,” says the blond.

“Shouldn’t you be in class?”

“Nah,” he says. “We’re in this class with you. It’s the most boring thing ever, and this is much more interesting.”

“Glad my misery can break up the dull monotony of your day,” I say dryly.

“Damn, I didn’t mean it like that,” he says sheepishly, moving to my left to put my arm over his shoulder as the brunet does the same on my right side.

“Ow!” I exclaim to blondie as the pain pulses through my side. “That’s the side that hurts, just leave it.”

“Shit, sorry,” he says as we make our way down the hall painfully slowly, blondie in front and my right arm around the brown-haired model, who is helping me walk.

“Screw this,” the guy my arm is slung over mutters. He stops walking and scoops me up bridal style into his tanned, muscled arms, and starts walking again.

“Noah, get her bag and open the doors for us,” he says, clearly tired of our slow descent.

Grateful for not being on my feet anymore, I hold my tongue uncharacteristically, too tired and in too much pain to argue. We get to a pair of heavy-looking doors that lead outside to the parking lot. Noah holds them open as we walk through, and I shield my eyes from the sudden blinding sunlight as I look for my mom.

“You can put me down now; my mother should be here soon.” He sets me on my feet but keeps an arm around me, making no move to leave. “You don’t have to wait with me.”

“We can’t leave you standing here alone, right?” Noah says, taking a seat on the concrete steps and looking at his friend, who nods in agreement.

“Aren’t you guys going to get in trouble for ditching school?” I ask curiously.

“Nah. I’m Mason, by the way.” He smiles and helps me sit down on the step. “And you’ve met Noah. You are?”

“Amelia,” I reply.

The ache in my chest hasn’t let up, and although I don’t want to admit it, I’m kind of glad they’re keeping me company.

“You know,” Noah starts hesitantly, glancing at me with pale-green eyes, “Aiden’s really not a bad guy. He didn’t know he’d hurt you.”

“If he knew you were healing from broken ribs already, he wouldn’t have picked you up. It’s just guys fooling around, you know? He’d never intentionally hurt anyone, especially not someone smaller than him.”

I really wish they hadn’t heard me talking to myself in the hall.

“He seemed perfectly fine tearing an innocent girl to shreds verbally. And from what I can tell, it seems like it’s not the first time,” I reply.

“He doesn’t do it often—he’s easily aggravated and having a rough time right now. Plus, he was in a really bad mood this morning, so naturally he snapped at the first thing that gave him a reason—you,” Noah says, as if this is a perfectly acceptable excuse.

“Besides, you handled yourself amazingly. Watching you tell him off was by far the best thing I’ve ever seen.” Mason smiles.

“Really?” I ask cautiously.

“Seriously. The drawing him a map to hell? Priceless! And did you see his face when you told him how to fix his problems?” Noah laughs.

“My personal favorite part was when she told him where his dick belongs.” Mason winks at me.

“You guys aren’t mad at me for what I said?”

“What? The comment about how we’re walking skyscrapers that bulldoze down the halls and destroy everything in our path?” Noah asks with a cute smirk.

“Something like that,” I murmur.

“Nah, it was funny, plus totally worth seeing someone other than us rip on Aiden. Especially a teensy little girl like you,” Mason replies with a chuckle.

“I was getting sick of listening to his bullshit,” I say.

“He isn’t a bad guy, really.” Noah chuckles. “And he’d feel horrible if he knew he’s the reason you’re going to the hospital right now.”

“It’s not his fault, I’m not mad at him. Annoyed by his attitude, sure, but I get that he didn’t mean to hurt me,” I confess. “If my ribs were normal, I would’ve just gotten up, gone to class, and called him a slew of bad words the next time I saw him in the hall.

“Plus, I’d rather this stay between us,” I tell the two gorgeous boys beside me. “No one needs to know about my injuries, okay?”

The boys share a look, and Noah studies me. “How did you break, what was it, three ribs? And bruise another three?”

“Broke three, bruised two,” I say, purposely not answering his question.

“Right, so how’d it happen? The classic singing in the shower and then slipping?” Mason jokes.

Memories of that dreadful night make me shiver, and I think about the dead, brown eyes that still haunt me—he’s the reason I had to move states, again.

“No, honestly, I’m just accident-prone,” I say, trying to get them to drop it.

“That must have been a pretty bad klutz moment,” Noah chuckles.

My mom pulls up in front of us, sparing me from having to respond. The disapproving look on her face makes me immediately tense. Crap, I should’ve fought harder to make these boys go to class. I’m going to get a lecture from my mother now. All five foot four of her gets out of the car, and she lifts her sunglasses to the top of her head, pushing back her shoulder-length brown hair as she glares at Mason and Noah. “Thanks for helping her, boys, but I can take it from here. Get back to class.”

They look at each other hesitantly, but I reassure them that I’m fine, and thank them for keeping me company.

“Really, Amelia?” my mom says as she tears out of the school parking lot, her fingers tight on the steering wheel.

“It’s not what it looks like.”

“It better not be. Do you really want to move again?”

I grind my teeth to stop myself from shouting at her. I know. I know all of this. I don’t need her to remind me.

“No.”

“Then remember what you promised. No boyfriends. No social media. No teams or clubs. You’re allowed to go to the gym and practice your jujitsu. I can’t stop you from making friends, but you need to be responsible.”

We’re silent for the rest of the ride to the hospital. I know what needs to be done. I have to keep my head down, at all costs.
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Two weeks and a whole lot of painkillers later, I find myself back in the crowded halls of King City High School.

With basically nothing to do while I recovered from my newly bruised ribs, I made a point to decode the school map that, to me, seemed to be written in hieroglyphics. With freshly found confidence about where I’m going, I strut through the halls like I own them. I toss my loosely curled strawberry blond hair over my shoulder so that I’d look super hot if this were being filmed in slow motion.

As I’m walking down the hall, I feel a lot of eyes on me. I’d like to think it’s because of my cute outfit, but deep down, I know it’s not.

My fellow students are either looking at me because (1) technically, even though it’s mid-October, I’m still the new girl, and seeing as I didn’t even make it to my first class on my first day, many of these people still haven’t seen me, or (2) the less likely reason, and I’m praying it’s not this one, is because they’re still talking about my Aiden incident. But in a school this big, I’m sure more interesting things are bound to have happened these past two weeks.

I make it to room 341 and take a seat near the middle of the history classroom. There are a couple of other people here, but most students are still loitering in the halls, savoring their last few precious moments of freedom before suffering through mass education.

I pull my notebook out of my bag and occupy myself with dating the top of the page. I try to underline it in red pen but the ink doesn’t come out. Stupid pen. Doesn’t even work when I scribble on the side of the page. I’m so immersed in trying to get the pen to write that I’m taken off guard when a pair of hands slides over my eyes. Everything goes black for a moment.

It all happens so quickly, and I react automatically. My hands grab the wrists connected to the hands covering my face. Yanking them with a twist, I apply pressure, knowing that I could snap them if I twisted a little bit more. Jumping up out of my seat, I turn around and stand to face my assailant.

“Ow, ow, ow, ow.” Familiar chocolate-brown eyes. I quickly release his hands.

“Damn woman, no need to go all Karate Kid on me,” Mason says while rubbing his wrists.

“Sorry!” I tell him, embarrassed. “Next time don’t sneak up on a girl.”

Luckily the bell hasn’t rung yet, so only a few people are giving me curious glances; most of the kids in class are totally preoccupied with their phones anyway.

“You seriously have an iron grip. That’s so weird because you have such cute, teensy, little hands,” he teases, clearly being a good sport about it all.

I don’t really know much about Mason, but the kid’s kind of starting to grow on me. If only he wasn’t BFFs with jerk-face Aiden; I would’ve considered being friends with him. The bell rings, and instead of replying I stick my tongue out at him and turn around to sit back down in my seat.

“You could do way better,” a voice to my immediate left says.

A really pretty girl is sitting in the desk next to mine, giving me a disappointed look with her bright-blue eyes.

“Excuse me?” I ask, confused.

“Oh, I don’t mean anything by it,” she says, pushing curly, shoulder-length brown hair with caramel highlights over her shoulder. “Someone who’s as pretty and with as good fashion sense as you could do better than stooping as low as that player.”

Mason’s at the back of the room talking to Noah and some other boys. Almost every girl in the room (excluding the girl beside me) is gazing lovingly in their direction, seemingly in a trance.

“Oh, well, thanks. But me and Mason? Ew, like never. I don’t want anything to do with him and his jerk-face friends, especially that Aiden asshole.”

She looks at me and her blue eyes light up with recognition. “Oh my God! You’re the girl who told off Aiden a couple of weeks ago! I knew there was a reason I liked you when I first saw you, other than your cute shoes.”

“You saw?”

“I didn’t have too! Everyone was talking about it. What happened? Rumors were going around that you dropped out of school and moved to Antarctica out of fear he’d retaliate.”

“Please, I’m not scared of that asshole. Annoyed? Yes. Aggravated? Definitely. But scared? Never,” I reply.

“I think we’ll be great friends.” She smiles at me. “I’m Charlotte, by the way, and no, you may not call me Charlie. Char? Yes. But I am not a man and therefore do not call me Charlie.”

“Amelia.” I laugh.

“Let me see your schedule. Maybe we’ll have some other classes together!” She squeals. “We have chemistry together third period and then we can go to lunch!”

“Sounds good.” Genuinely smiling for the first time in a long time, I push down the echo of my mom’s voice reminding me that I’m not supposed to be making friends.

A man in his early forties walks in and sets his briefcase down on the teacher’s desk, and we can’t chat anymore as class begins. After first period and promising a very energetic Charlotte that I’d sit with her in chemistry, I find myself sitting near the front of my second-period class: calculus.

I’m so excited! I’m going to have so much fun in this class! Sarcasm. That was sarcasm.

Just as the bell rings the asshole himself waltzes in, talking to a boy with dark-brown-almost-black hair—the fourth walking-tree BFF.

Neither Aiden nor his friend see me, and they take seats near the back on the opposite side of the class. Sliding farther down in my seat, I pray that I get through my allotted torture without him noticing me.

Class goes by without any problems, answering all my prayers. Wanting to get out of here, like, ten minutes ago, I quickly shove everything back into my bag, but I’m in such a rush that my notebook falls to the floor.

“Shit,” I say under my breath.

Just as I’m about to grab it, a large hand gets to it first. I stand up and come face to chest with the breathtakingly handsome Aiden, who is holding my notebook in his hands. This moment is so cliché I’m tempted to roll my eyes.

His gray eyes are indecipherable, and I take my notebook from him without breaking eye contact and without resistance on his part. I stand there, looking into his eyes with my own questioning ones, and then turn around and walk out the door and toward third-period chemistry.

That was weird. And what’s he doing in calculus anyway? Isn’t it, like, illegal to be gorgeous, physically fit, and smart if you have a horrible personality? Wow, I want to speak to whoever decides who gets what genes—this is seriously unfair.

I get to chemistry early and see Charlotte sitting at a desk made for two people near the middle of the classroom. She enthusiastically waves me over, so I take a seat next to her.

“How was calculus?” she asks, as if she already knows how much I adore the subject.

“Oh, you know calculus, it’s always fun! But Aiden and his friend are in my class.” I try not to sound bitter.

Her eyes widen. “Did he say something? Do something? And wait, which friend?”

“Well, it wasn’t Mason or Noah, because I know them. This one was tall, muscular, and pretty handsome, I have to admit.” What I don’t tell her is that he’s not as cute as Aiden. What? I’ve got eyes! I can’t help what they’re attracted to! “He’s kind of pale, dark-brown hair, almost black,” I continue.

“That was Julian,” she informs me. “Look, let me tell you how things are around here.”

She lowers her voice, even though barely anyone is in class yet. “So, there’s the group of guys: Aiden, Mason, Noah, and Julian, and yeah, they’re, like, really close, BFFs. They are notorious for their cocky, egotistical attitudes. Everyone loves them. Guys who don’t wish they were them want to be friends with them, and don’t even get me started on the girls.”

“They’re players?”

“Please,” she scoffs. “They don’t keep girls around long enough to be considered players. Noah and Mason can get whatever girl they want, but they’ve never been in an actual relationship. All the girls basically pine after Aiden, but he barely gives them the time of day. He kind of had a thing with the Queen Bee of the school, Kaitlyn Anderson, for a while, but I’m pretty sure he’s done with her. She’s a major bitch, so I’m surprised he kept her around for as long as he did.”

“Huh. I just keep finding more and more reasons to like these guys.”

Charlotte just laughs, but I’m still curious.

“What about Julian? The one I saw with Aiden in my calc class?” I ask.

“He used to be as bad as Noah and Mason, but I think he changed his ways. He’s been with the same girl, Annalisa, for about four months now, and they seem to be going pretty strong,” she answers.

“What’s your problem with them?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the only girl besides me not drooling over them.”

“I don’t doubt their gorgeousness. The one thing they actually have going for them is their looks, and even I can’t deny it.”

“Talking about me again, Charlie?” says a good-looking guy with inviting brown eyes who just walked into class and heard the last part of our conversation. He takes a seat in the shared desk behind us.

“Get over yourself, Chase. This is Amelia, by the way. Amelia, this humble jerk is Chase.” She introduces us, scowling at his use of her unpreferred nickname. “She’s the one who told off Aiden a couple of weeks ago.”

His eyes widen as he takes me in, then he laughs. “I so wish I was there.”

“You’re friends with them?”

“Against his better judgment,” Charlotte cuts in.

“Come on, Charlie, you know I’ll always love you more.” He ruffles her hair and shoots her an innocent smile.

“Come on! Not the hair!” She scowls at him.
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After chemistry, Charlotte excitedly pulls me through the halls toward the cafeteria, talking animatedly about everything and anything. As we walk inside, we spot Aiden and his friends immediately. They’re sitting at a table with some girls.

“See that blond girl practically sitting on Aiden’s lap? That’s Kaitlyn Anderson. She’s the one I was telling you about before—the queen bitch around here because she’s gorgeous, scary, and her mom’s the principal. She can sometimes be found at their table with them,” she tells me.

“Even though none of the guys like her—they more just put up with her,” adds Chase, coming up behind us.

“Anyway,” Charlotte says, clearly annoyed at being interrupted in the middle of her explanation. “She’s desperately in love with Aiden, extremely possessive of him—”

“Even though he’s told her to eff off more times than he can remember. She just follows him around and brushes off his insults. She has it in her head that they’d make the perfect couple, and is now trying everything to make that fantasy a reality,” Chase cuts in, and Charlotte glares at him.

“What?” He winks. “I’m friends with the guy—I’m just helping put the whole explanation into perspective!”

“Right. As I was saying. She’s a bitch. Kaitlyn and her second-in-command Makayla Thomas, and their Barbie-wannabe followers are ruthless. Just try to interact with them as little as possible.”

Kaitlyn’s holding court at Aiden’s table, talking to some other girls. From what I can see, she’s the classic queen bitch cliché from every teen movie in existence. She knows she’s hot and she works it, although she’d be a lot prettier without the entitled look plastered on her face.

“I think I could take her,” I say, following Charlotte to an empty lunch table. Charlotte and Chase laugh, telling me that they don’t doubt it.

“You gonna eat with us today, Charlie?” Chase nods in the direction of Aiden and friends’ table.

Charlotte makes a face like he just asked her to eat a millipede. “Nope. You go have fun, though. And don’t call me Charlie.”

Chase hesitates but doesn’t fight her, telling us he’ll see us later before heading over to sit with his friends.

As we eat, we talk about teachers and movies and makeup and almost everything.

Suddenly, Charlotte stops midsentence and looks directly behind me. It’s Aiden. He’s walking right up to our table, looking gorgeous as usual. His T-shirt stretches across his broad chest, accenting it and slightly outlining the abs I’m positive are hidden underneath it. As he gets closer, his eyes lock on me for some reason.

He stops, looks down at me, and says, “Amelia.”

I’m slightly ashamed to admit that my heart flutters a little when he says my name. Why does he have to be so damn perfect?

“Hey, Charlotte.” Aiden glances at Charlotte and she greets him in return. Aiden looks back at me. “I need to talk to you, Amelia.”

All sets of eyes in the cafeteria are on us. Either Aiden doesn’t feel it or he doesn’t care, because he’s just calmly standing there waiting for my reply.

“Oh, so we’re ready to be civil today?” I say it without thinking; it just comes out.

“Already starting with the attitude?”

“Says the guy who snaps at a girl when he walks into her.”

“Look, it won’t take long. Please.”

Interested in what he has to say, and since he seems like he isn’t planning on murdering me, I decide to hear him out.

I glance back at Charlotte. “You okay if I go?”

She nods and smiles, so I shove my lunch back into my bag and stand up. Aiden turns around and walks out of the cafeteria, assuming I’m behind him. It takes every instinct in me not to bolt out of the cafeteria, but I follow him out.

I find him leaning on the wall outside the caf with his arms crossed. “Mason told me what happened.”

“Okay? And?” Mason and his big mouth—his promise not to tell anyone obviously excluded his best friend.

“You’re back at school, so I’m guessing you survived.”

“I’m fine. Thanks for the heartwarming concern.”

“You really should watch where you’re going in the hallway, especially if you’re going to walk that fast with delicate ribs.”

“Was this the reason you wanted to talk to me? To lecture me on my walking speed? Because I’ve been looking forward to lunch all day, and now you’re ruining it with your lack of a point.”

If he called me out here expecting me to apologize for what I said to him in the hallway that day, he has another thing coming. There is no way in hell I’ll apologize—in my opinion, he needed to hear what I said to him.

“Why do you have to make everything so hard and complicated?”

“No, seriously—there’s, like, seven minutes left of lunch and I’m still hungry, so …”

“I didn’t know that I’d hurt you. That wasn’t my intention,” he says hurriedly, looking uncomfortable.

Oh. My. God. Is Aiden feeling bad about my ribs? Is this his lame attempt at an apology?

“You were fine with very rudely telling me off when you’re the one who ran into me. Words can hurt, too, you know.”

“What I’m trying to say is that I didn’t mean to send you to the hospital,” he says, growing visibly more frustrated. “Plus, the shit you said to me was ten times worse than what I said to you.”

“Aw, that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” I say in an exaggerated love-struck voice, putting my right hand over my heart.

He sucks at this whole apology thing. So far he’s said nothing that didn’t make me want to punch him in the face for being so aggravating.

“Are you ever not a bitch? I’m trying to apologize here, but you’re making it extremely difficult.”

“Are you ever not an asshole? And that is probably the worst apology I’ve ever heard. It doesn’t even deserve to be in the category of an apology. It was more of a subtle insult with some underlying tones of very scarce concern.”

“There you are, babe!”

Kaitlyn.

She walks past me to stand extremely close to Aiden, then turns and narrows her eyes at me. “You left me to talk to her?”

Technically, we haven’t even really met yet, and I already know I hate Kaitlyn. Up close I can see she has a little stud nose piercing and icy blue eyes.

“I told you not to call me babe. We’re not together. Where I go is none of your damn business,” says Aiden, clearly annoyed.

“You could do better things with your time than talk to this outcast. Why don’t we ditch fourth and go to your house for something much more worthwhile.” She trails her hand down his chest.

“Never gonna happen. Seriously, Kaitlyn, give it up. I’m tired of this shit.” He pushes her off of him.

This no longer concerns me, which gives me an out to head to my locker, figuring there’s no point in going back into the cafeteria since lunch is almost over. Turning the corner, I hear someone jogging to catch up with me. Aiden’s suddenly blocking my path, and he’s managed to get rid of Kaitlyn.

“Look, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I’m fine. And I’m sure Mason or Noah told you that I don’t blame you, so you can sleep soundly tonight knowing that they weren’t lying. You didn’t know my ribs were healing, but do everyone a favor and refrain from kidnapping and throwing girls over your shoulder in the future.”

I step around him and continue along my course.

Everything about Aiden is aggravating. His stupid body, his stupid face, his stupid eyes, his stupid personality, even the way he runs his hand through his hair is stupid. It really angers me that I could easily replace four of those five stupids with perfects—his personality really is a waste.

After getting my books for English, and with five minutes until the bell rings, I head to the other side of the school for my next class.

“He’s way out of your league you know.”

Kaitlyn. Again.

She’s with that other girl—I think it’s Melissa or Marcella or something—and her group of followers surrounds them. Somehow they even managed to surround me, leaving me no other choice than to endure this crazed confrontation.

“Excuse me?”

“Makayla, do you think she’s deaf?” Kaitlyn looks at her black-haired second-in-command, who gives me the up and down.

“SHE SAID HE’S WAY OUT OF—”

“I’m not deaf, no need to shout in my ear,” I snap.

“Good, then you’ll hear me when I tell you to stay away from Aiden. He’s mine. Always has been, always will be,” Kaitlyn says.

Wow, is Kaitlyn ever delusional.

“Did you hear the same thing I did two minutes ago? I distinctly remember Aiden telling you to get lost.”

“He’ll be mine. Everyone knows we’re practically together. I’m warning you—stay the hell out of my way or else we’ll have a problem.”

Good grief, I don’t even want Aiden. He’s a jerk—a hot one, but after a while, we’d eventually have to talk. And while my body is attracted to him, every time he opens his mouth, my brain gets mad.

“I don’t have time for this.” I try to get around Kaitlyn and her drones but they block my path, clearly not done with me.

“If I throw a stick, will you go chase it?” I huff out, getting tired of this.

“Bitch, I’m trying to be nice and give you a heads-up. If you don’t stay away from my man, shit will go down, and you’ll want to crawl back into that hole you climbed out of.” Kaitlyn narrows her eyes at me.

“Don’t worry about me, worry about your eyebrows,” I say.

She gasps and her hands fly to her face. There wasn’t anything wrong with her eyebrows, but I knew that would get her. Shoving my way through the group, I see Mason leaning against a locker on the other side of them, looking amused. He steps in beside me, matching my strides.

“You’re full of surprises, koala.”

I look at him, confused. “Did you just call me a koala bear?”

“Koalas are not bears, they’re marsupials, but yeah, it’s fitting. You look all cute and innocent, but once you’re aggravated, you turn all vicious—just like a koala.”

“I don’t know if that’s meant to be a compliment or not,” I say.

“It could be.” He winks. “That’s the second time I’ve seen you in a confrontation with a notoriously vicious person, and you came out on top both times. I was going to intervene this time, but it was damn entertaining. And it’s obvious you didn’t need my help.”

It’s easy to see why Mason’s such a heartbreaker. I could see myself doing something stupid, like falling in love with him, if I wasn’t as smart as I am. Or if I wasn’t dead set on not getting into any trouble.

“I’m glad I amuse you, and thanks for not telling Aiden about what happened, like you promised.”

“Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,” he jokes.

“If I didn’t use sarcasm I’d have to flat out tell someone they’re an idiot, which is considered rude, and I was raised much better than that.” I return his smirk with one of my own.

Mason laughs at me and we stop at a split in the hallway, facing each other. “Always have an answer, don’t you?”

“The smart girls always do.” I wink at him and turn down the left corridor, silently praying he’ll turn right, because that was a damn good last word, and it’d be awkward if he ended up having to come the same way. He turns right, and I mentally high-five myself.

I get to my class and see Chase sitting on top of a desk with his back to me, talking enthusiastically to a bunch of guys. Not wanting to awkwardly cling to Chase, I walk to the middle of the room and sit down at an empty conjoined desk. While I’m pulling out my notebook, the chair directly beside me is pulled out, and a girl with long dark-brown-almost-black hair sits down beside me.

“Hey, you must be Amelia, right? I’m Annalisa, but call me Anna.” Her dark-red lips part in a smile.

“That’s me. Let me guess, you’re wondering how I insulted Aiden and lived to tell the tale?”

“Aiden might be an ass sometimes,” she says, laughing, “but honestly, he’s one of the best people I know.”

“You’re friends with him?”

“I’m dating his best friend, Julian. Aiden’s really not bad—he’s kind of fun to be around once he opens up. He’s amazing to the people he cares about, but he definitely knows how to be scary,” she finishes.

“I’m not scared of him.”

She laughs again. “I know, I got there in time to hear you tell him off—I was laughing so hard! The guys always rip on each other, but it was fun seeing someone else do it, especially someone so innocent looking!”

“Mason and Noah said almost the same thing.”

“They’re really laid back—they found it hilarious—but you know, boys and their pride. That’s why Aiden reacted like that. He feels really bad about what happened though. He never said it out loud, but if you’re close to him, you could tell that it bothered him.”

“He apologized to me today … sort of.”

“He what?!” she chokes out. “Tell me what happened!”

I told her what Aiden said in the hall, omitting any parts relating to Kaitlyn.

“Wow, he must really like you. Or at least care.”

“I should feel honored,” I reply sarcastically, feeling momentarily confused.

After the teacher walks in, the class starts and Annalisa and I have to stop talking. But after class we realize we both have a spare period, so we go to the empty cafeteria to sit and talk.

Despite Annalisa being close with that group of boys, I find myself actually liking her. I’m surprised because I didn’t picture one of those guys with someone like her. When Charlotte told me about Julian’s girlfriend, I pictured him with someone more Kaitlyn-like.

Annalisa has blue streaks in her dark hair and her fair skin and bright-blue eyes are accented by her dark-red lipstick. She is slightly more on the goth side, but not so much that she seems unapproachable. Despite not knowing Julian, I was proud of him for settling down with someone different from the obvious popular girls in school.

But is she friends with Kaitlyn? They were both eating at Aiden’s table. Julian is friends with Aiden and would therefore sit at that table. And Annalisa is dating Julian, so she, too, would sit at that table—with Kaitlyn and friends. I have the worst luck. I actually make some cool friends and one of them is friends with Kaitlyn and her bitches. As much as I like Annalisa, I don’t think I can be friends with her if she’s friends with those mean girls.

“What’s wrong?”

I decide to just ask her and find out. “How do you feel about Kaitlyn?”

“You mean Satan reincarnated? She’s actually quite pleasant to be around … when she isn’t talking. And isn’t looking at you. And is in a different room, in a different state, in a different country. With no cell service or Wi-Fi. So if all these conditions are met, then sure, she’s cool.”

I laugh. “What about if she’s in the same room as you, or at the same table?”

“You mean if I had to actually interact with her? Ew. Can’t stand her. She knows it too—knows everyone in my group of friends hates her. She’s just so in love with Aiden she still tries to find ways to hang out with us.”

“Anna, I think we’ll get along great.”

I’m actually really glad we’re becoming friends. But why would someone as cool as she is be dating one of the Boys, as I’ve dubbed them in my mind? Maybe Julian isn’t all that bad, since Annalisa doesn’t seem like the type to put up with bullshit. Julian is the only member of the group whom I haven’t met yet, and seeing as everyone except Aiden is cool, maybe my first interaction with a member of the Boys just happened to be with the one asshole of the group.

Annalisa and I trade numbers after spare period ends and promise to sit together again tomorrow during English.

I feel a tinge of guilt sweep over me. I’m not supposed to be making friends. I’m supposed to keep to myself and just get through school. But can I really just ignore people? Especially ones I get along with so well? It’s human nature to crave interaction with others, right? Plus, it’s not like I’m going around putting up flyers that say “Please be my friend! Here’s my phone number, let’s hang out!” It’s just a couple of people; I can handle it. For the risk that every new friend I make brings, I’ll be equally as vigilant about keeping my secrets. I can do it.
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