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CHAPTER ONE
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QUICK NOTE:

If you enjoy In the Moment Before, be sure to check out my offer for a FREE short story at the end. With that, enjoy!

––––––––
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I HATE GRAYSON KNIGHT.

There are plenty of things I should hate while living in Perish, Florida...like living in Perish, Florida since it’s a cesspool of degenerates and criminals and scumbags. Even at Adams High—one of the best schools in the city—I’m scanned for weapons every morning, like I’m a terrorist. It’s ridiculous. Even with my dad, Sergeant Drake, on the force, I’m suspected of wanting to blow up the school like everyone else. (That, or I’ve snuck in a knife to stab the lunch lady if she runs out of fries again. In our defense—they run out of fries a lot.) I should despise the school and the city, and the fact that I have to participate in either. I should, but I don’t. I save all my hatred for one person.

Grayson Knight.

I hate him. I hate his face and the way he wears his shaggy brown hair, like he doesn’t know what a comb is. I hate that he’s ridiculously smart but pretends school is a joke. He could get a college scholarship on his GPA alone, but he doesn’t take any of it seriously. I hate that. And maybe most of all, I hate that in the fifth grade, he did practically the worst thing of all. He followed me to the top of the slide and lifted my dress so the entire class could see.

Yep.

Everyone got a memorable view and a good laugh.

I hate Grayson Knight and I will die by that statement. He is the worst human being and nothing on earth can change my mind.

Thankfully, we only share one class. Every semester, I’m afraid Adams High will screw me and place us on the same schedule, but the school has only forced us to share a few classes over our academic careers—thank God. We’re seniors in our fall semester, so after this I only have one more term to go. But I can survive film studies with him in the same room.

I’ve done it before.

I think about this on my way to the cafeteria to meet Hailey, my best friend since we were ten. She’s the reason we’ve made it this far. Because she’s a rock. My rock. And she’s been there for it all—the good and the bad—and she’s continued to be the most supportive, most incredible friend. I just wish people treated her better.

Hailey is shorter and a little on the chubby side, which is constantly used against her. I don’t know why when she has such gorgeous black curls (that I am seriously jealous of) and the prettiest smile. She’s absolutely wonderful and it sucks that people won’t give her chance, at least at school. But Adams helped me again by placing us in the same lunch period. It’s a Godsend in the middle of the day, being able to hang with your bestie.

When I walk into the cafeteria, I find it buzzing like usual. I normally arrive when the line is beginning to form, so I head over, claiming my spot along the wall. Hailey brings her lunch, but my mom doesn’t keep leftovers or even food to make sandwiches. She likes that I have to buy my food—says it makes me independent. The logic doesn’t make sense since she pays for it, but whatever. I usually get a bag of Cheetos and two cookies—one for me and one for Hailey—along with a drink. Sometimes I’ll get a slice of pizza. Just depends on how hungry I am.

Standing in line, I grip my backpack straps down by my hips, wondering if I should spring for pizza today. I roll on the balls of my feet, running my fingers through the auburn strands of my ponytail as I think. When I’ve messed with my hair enough, I adjust my glasses. The black rims sit fine on my nose, but I need to touch something, fidget with something. I should probably just cross my arms and be done with it.

The girl in front of me moves up, so I do the same. She’s in a cute black skirt and red sweater that I think I could pull off. I glance down at myself, wondering if I look dorky in my overalls. I try not to wear them, but my favorite clothes are all dirty. Plus, I know this is one of Dad’s favorites, and with the uptick in crime lately (but how could you tell?) I’m trying to bring him a little happiness since he’s been under so much stress.

Apparently, Black Coyote—Perish’s leading vigilante—is at it again. He thinks he can do more than the cops can. And he normally does. When they arrive on the scene, they often find the criminal already secured. Dad hates him. He says it gives other wannabe heroes the wrong idea and if they want to make a difference, they should join the force.

I don’t know.

I see where Dad is coming from, but if Black Coyote’s not hurting anyone and is actually helping this shithole of a city—what’s the harm?

Trying not to think about it, I’m back to rolling on the balls of my feet. I wonder what kind of cookies they’ll have today. The question has me thinking about Hailey, so I turn around to find her, hoping she’s grabbed our table in the back—

I stop.

Shit.

How did Grayson Knight get in line right behind me? He’s wearing his normal Converse and jeans, and I’m face-to-face with his stupid red band tee—that no one’s ever heard of—and that years-old olive-green hoodie he insists on wearing everywhere. Strangely, the thing is the same color as his eyes, which I rarely catch. Except for now, because, whether he meant to stand in line behind me or not, he’s aware of it too.

Great.

Fucking great.

I’m not moving. He can leave if he wants, but I was here first. Plus, the line is moving, which means I’m practically about to grab my tray. There’s no way I’m abandoning my spot, not because of him. No fucking way.

My hate for Grayson has only grown since the skirt-lifting incident. He hasn’t tried anything as brazen, but he still likes to mess with me. Moving my backpack to the other side of my desk so I have a mini heart attack when I can’t immediately find it. Swapping my pens with inkless ones when I go to the bathroom. Coughing over me when I try to answer a question in class. He actually slipped a whoopie cushion under me a few times. Dumb stuff that kids do to each other, except we’re seniors and it’s all one-sided. Grayson likes to mess with me to get my reaction, which is why I avoid him as much as possible.

Turning around, I take another two steps, reaching for the gray plastic carrier. We can get through this without talking. We can get through this without talking. We can get through this—

“I don’t even get a hi?” he asks behind me. He always has to taunt me somehow. He can never just ignore me like I ignore him. “Kinda rude. Makes me feel like I don’t exist or something.”

Without looking back, I select my tray and set it down, scooting it along the metal shelf. “I try to think you never existed. Helps me get to sleep.”

He follows along, grabbing his own carrier as he scoots it behind mine. “So, do you only wish for my death occasionally? Or is it like, an all-the-time thing?”

“Pretty much all the time.”

“You’d probably stab me right now if it was legal and you weren’t against violence, huh?”

“I’m not against violence to you.”

“So, I’m special?”

I stop, wondering why he’s in such a chatty mood today. Normally, he’ll poke at me a little before he gets bored or distracted, and I won’t have to worry about him for a while. But he’s engaging more today. He wants to fight. “Not the word I would use.”

“Which word would that be?”

“Oh...I don’t know.” I run my tray along the shelf, selecting a bag of Cheetos as I spy the plates of pizza at the end. “How about asshole? Or jerk?”

He rolls his eyes.

“Maybe dick?”

Grayson shakes his head. “Still can’t believe you’re upset. Jesus, get over it already.”

“You—”

“Yeah. I know what I did, like, a billion years ago.” He tosses his tray on the other side of mine, walking past me with zero hesitation. On my right, he’s already grabbing a plate of chicken tenders, not even looking at me. “You’re going to hold on to that shit until you’re in the grave.”

“Yeah. Cause it was awful. Excuse me—what’re you doing? No cuts.”

He rolls his eyes again, making me feel about five inches tall. “What’re we, back in Mrs. Peterson’s class? You going to tell on me?” He places a fruit cup on his tray, glancing over with a wink. “Snitches get stitches.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Jesus—do I have to explain what a threat is too?” He scoots down the line, eyeing the desserts on the end. He sees it the second I do. “Only a few cookies left.”

“That double chocolate is mine. And the snickerdoodle. Both mine.”

“Why do you get two?”

“Snickerdoodle is for Hailey.”

“You can have the snickerdoodle.” He slowly and deliberately takes the chocolate cookie. “But the double chocolate is mine. I was here first.”

“But you cut.”

“But I’m here first.” He smiles, holding the cookie up, examining it. “See this? It’s mine. Not yours. Mine. Maybe if you weren’t so hung up on the past and moved a little faster in the present, you’d have it.”

Everything inside boils. I want to hurt him. I want to hurt him so bad that he hates me as much as I hate him. And the fact that he’s touching the last double chocolate cookie—it’s mine! On an impulse, I snatch the other end of it.

He scoffs. “Are you kidding? Let go.”

“You let go.”

“Wow.” He laughs, half serious, half not, and I think we’re both aware people are starting to notice. “You are losing it right now. You, uh, want to let go of my cookie there, Robin?”

“It’s my cookie, and I hate you.”

“It’s my cookie, and I hate you. Now”—his eyes grow dark, all humor vanishing— “let it the fuck go.”

“No. You.” I demand, not giving in. He doesn’t scare me. Never has. I don’t care if he stands half a foot taller and does parkour downtown just for fun. He can be tall and strong all he wants, but that does not mean I’m buckling to him. If anything, Grayson Knight is a bug meant to be squashed, and I have no problem sacrificing my shoe. “You skipped me in line.”

“And if you had been moving faster, I wouldn’t have had to. Let go of the cookie and get over it.”

I don’t know what comes over me.

I’m so sick of him thinking he can do whatever he wants. He’s not winning this time. If I can’t have the dessert, neither can he. Wrapping my hand around the cookie, I crumble it with one hard squeeze and the thing breaks apart in pieces. But it’s not enough. Fueled by my never-ending hatred of Grayson, I chuck the pieces into his face. He wants the cookie so bad? There. It’s juvenile, but it makes me feel better.

For a few seconds at least.

Without an ounce of hesitation, Grayson grabs his carton of orange juice and chucks the beverage in my face.

The fuck.

For a second, I can’t believe it.

Yeah, I threw a crumbled-up cookie in his face but he threw juice. Thankfully, my glasses catch some of the drink, but the rest of my face is sticky with the beverage. This can’t be happening. But I hear the laughter as I take off my glasses to clean them, trying to see through the blur, and I know I’m not imagining it. Grayson still has cookie crumbs on his face, but it’s not as bad as me. He should get arrested or something. Didn’t he just assault me? But did I do the same to him? I don’t know. I just know I want him punished.

“What’s going on over here?” Mr. Dumas, our assistant principal, asks from somewhere nearby.

I put on my glasses, suddenly terrified, wondering what the hell I was thinking. I’ve never done anything like this. Ever. But stupid Grayson pulled it out of me. I blame him completely.

“Ms. Drake? Mr. Knight?” Mr. Dumas looks between us, crossing his arms as he waits for a response. “One of you want to tell me what happened?”

I look at Grayson.

He looks at me.

Shit.

One of us has to say something, but I’m not telling the assistant principal it was over a cookie. I can’t say that with a serious face. He continues to wait, and I realize everyone is watching us. Not just the people in line, but like, the entire cafeteria. Everyone. They’re all staring at Grayson with his face full of cookie and at me, and the sticky residue still covering mine.

“Alright, why don’t we talk to Principal Perkins, then?” Mr. Dumas motions us out of the line.

I can’t believe this is happening.

I’m a senior in high school. I’m eighteen—just like Grayson—and we’re being sent to the principal’s office? Seriously? I’ve never been in trouble. Not even a slap on the wrist, so I’m beyond terrified right now. I’m sure it’s another Tuesday for Grayson, but holy shit. The principal’s office? I’ve only been invited for awards.

What will Dad think?

Suddenly, my terror morphs into a solid ball of dread. I know he’s going to hear about this, and he’s going to be beyond disappointed. Mad. He’s going to be so mad, even if it’s only a slap on the wrist. Everything I do reflects on him. If his daughter has a suspension or an expulsion, he won’t hear the end of it.

Numb, I walk behind Mr. Dumas, my heart drumming. Will this affect my college applications too? Is this a permanent record sort of thing, and if so, does it count for seniors? I chew my bottom lip, picking apart what happened, trying to decide if I’ll tell the truth or stay silent. I should probably tell the truth, but I don’t want to admit I threw the cookie at his face.

Even if it’s obvious.

We’re allowed a quick stop in the restroom to clean up before Mr. Dumas walks us to Principal Perkins’s office.

“Sit.” He gestures to the grouping of chairs outside the door. Knocking, he pokes his head inside the office, and I hear his words muffled from the other side. “They’re out here. Whenever you’re ready for them.”

I take a seat and cross one leg over the other, tapping my foot on the ground as I chew my bottom lip some more. Crossing my arms, I wonder if I should call Mom as soon as I get out. I’m sure the school will contact her, but I’d rather she finds out from me first. Same with Dad.

God, he’s going to be so disappointed. I can’t believe I let him down like this. I’ve always been so well behaved and mild mannered, because I didn’t want to reflect poorly on him. He’s worked so hard in his career, rising quickly through the ranks—he could be captain one day. Maybe even commissioner. He needs me to be an example. Not an embarrassment.

Grayson paces a moment and after a long sigh, he plops into the chair beside mine. Satisfied, Mr. Dumas gives us one more stern look and leaves. He turns the corner at the end of the hall and we’re officially alone.

“This is your fault, you know.”

“My fault?” I gasp.

“You couldn’t just give me the cookie.”

My hands clench into fists as I say each word deliberately, trying not to strangle him. “It. Wasn’t. Your. Cookie.”

“Then how come I got to it first?”

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and count to ten. Mom taught me to do this whenever I get overwhelmed or scared or anxious. It’s a calming technique for when I feel like I’m about to combust, like I can’t breathe.

Just as I get to seven, the door opens and Principal Perkins pops his head out. He has bushy eyebrows that match an even bushier mustache, but his disappointed eyes catch my focus first. Because he’s never looked at me like this, like he expected better, and I’m pretty sure he’s going to make a personal call to Dad before I can.

“Robin.” He nods at me before directing his attention to my left. “Grayson. Why don’t you both come in for a chat?”

Oh great.

Here we go.

I get up first, my heart racing, and silently file into the principal’s office, feeling like I’m on a death march. This is not good. This is so not good. I sit down in one of the two chairs in front of his large oak desk, Grayson occupying the seat beside me.

Principal Perkins leans back in his chair, studying me, then studying my assaulter. “So, what happened?”

I glance over.

Grayson stares ahead.

Well, I don’t want to talk about it so I guess we’ll all sit here and be silent. But Principal Perkins isn’t having it. His eyes shift between us, finally settling on me. “Come on, Robin. Out with it.”

Why do I have to be the one to talk? I lift a shoulder.

“You’re not going to tell me?”

“It was nothing.”

“It was something. Come on...” He leans back in his chair. “What happened?”

I let out a deep sigh. The only way to get out of here is to give him what he wants. The truth. I just need to get through it as quickly as possible. “We...got into an argument.”

“I can see. What about?”

“She destroyed my cookie,” Grayson chimes in. “And then assaulted me with it.”

“You assaulted me with juice!” I shift toward him, almost screaming. “You threw the entire carton at me. That’s assault.” I turn back to our principal. “He assaulted me.”

“You threw pieces of cookie in my face. That’s fucking assault.”

“Language,” he warns.

I shift back to Grayson, my heart starting to race. “I’m sorry, but when you steal something from somebody—”

“How can I steal it when it’s rightfully mine?”

“It wasn’t! You skipped me—"

“Guys,” Principal Perkins interjects, lowering his hands, motioning for us to settle down. “What are we doing here? We’re throwing food and drinks at each other like toddlers? Come on. You’re seniors, on your way to college next year. You can’t be acting like this.”

Leaning back, I cross my arms, wishing he wasn’t right. I shouldn’t have reacted like I did, but I couldn’t help it. Grayson deserved to have the cookie thrown at him.

Principal Perkins sighs. “Look, neither of you have given me any trouble in the past, so I’ll take that into consideration. But...you basically had your own food fight, and that can’t go unpunished.”

Here we go.

Another sigh as he looks between us, like he’s trying to decide how to handle this. “As you know, we’ve had to move the homecoming dance to the gymnasium for budgetary reasons. We don’t have the usual vendors to help, so we’re depending on student volunteers which, unfortunately, have been lacking.”

I don’t like where this is going.

“Which is why”—he goes on with a slight inhale— “you both will be assisting the Homecoming Committee with preparations. Mostly decorations.”

“Wait—what?” I ask.

“We’re doing what now?” Grayson shifts forward, his brows shooting to the top of his head. “Whatever you said, I don’t have time in my schedule.”

“Well, you’re going to have to make time. Every day after school until four for the next two weeks.”

“What?” We both gasp.

“I’ve checked your schedules. Neither of you have any afterschool activities, and it’s only an extra hour each day. You’re making decorations and maybe painting. As far as detentions go, you’re getting off lucky. It could be worse.”

Worse?

How could this be worse? I’m being forced to be in the same area at the same time with Grayson Knight for two weeks. This more than blows. This is literally the worst thing ever.

“Um...Principal Perkins.” I lean forward, hoping for a miracle. “Is there any way I could serve detention on the Homecoming Committee and he could serve...literally anywhere else?”

“Exactly.” Grayson nods. “But I’ll stay on the committee. Robin can go somewhere else.”

“No. You both will be helping on the committee. Now, I can tell that neither of you are exactly thrilled by this. But don’t worry.” He smiles. “None of it will go on your permanent record. Think of it as a...slap on the wrist while helping the school. In my eyes, it’s a win-win.”

Yeah, in his eyes. Because he doesn’t have to be in detention with Grayson for two weeks. He has no idea what he’s talking about.

“Alright, are we good here? No more food fights.”

We both nod.

Principal Perkins dismisses us and somehow, I find my way to my next class. My mind keeps swirling with the fact that I not only got detention—my first ever—but that it must be served with him.

The enemy.

God, my parents are going to freak. I hope Dad isn’t too mad, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. All I can do is count down the minutes until I see them.

Which is exactly what I do.
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CHAPTER TWO
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I can’t believe I’m here.

I can’t believe I’m being forced to serve detention by making streamers out of construction paper in our school gymnasium. 

This is so, so stupid.

And I can’t believe he’s here. Grayson Knight. The jerk amongst jerks. He basically assaulted me with a sticky beverage. I still think he should go to jail or something. He definitely shouldn’t be sitting here cutting construction paper.

This is ridiculous.

We’re at one of the eight-foot tables with stacks of navy and black construction paper, staplers, and a few boxes of staples. No one else is at our table. The actual volunteers are off painting banners and walking around with clipboards pointing at things. I have no idea what they’re working on, and I don’t care.

I check my watch.

Three o’clock.

I have exactly one hour until I can leave. Until then, it’s cutting strips of construction paper and wrapping them in circles around other strips. Then stapling them together.

“You want to hand me a stapler, or are you hoarding them all?” Grayson asks after a long stretch of silence. “Wanted to check before you balled it up and threw it at me.”

I look over with a glare, thinking about throwing it. He obviously deserves it. But that would probably get me in more trouble, and Mom wasn’t thrilled about this detention.

Dad wasn’t either.

He was disappointed as I expected, but thankfully he wasn’t too mad. Since I’ve talked about hating Grayson over the years, it helped lessen Dad’s anger over the incident. But only slightly. His anger almost fully dissipated at the knowledge that Grayson retaliated by throwing juice in my face. After that, I, his precious daughter, was the victim.

I really should throw the stapler at Grayson, but neither parent would enjoy a second call from Principal Perkins. I need to be good. Calm. But I’m not letting him get his in little jabs in unnoticed—no way. “You threw juice at me.”

“Yeah. Because you threw the cookie—an awesome cookie by the way—which, might I remind you, was innocent in all this.”

“It was my cookie.”

“Do we need to go over the you-being-slow-and-me-passing-you part again?” He stares. “Because I really hate repeating myself.”

I’m sure I could convince Mom and Dad that hitting him with the stapler was some sort of necessity or self-defense. I’d figure it out. But the fact that I’m even rationalizing striking Grayson with the object reminds me how worked up I’m getting.

Taking a deep, focused breath, I focus on cutting the navy construction paper. “Why don’t we just not talk. It’s probably better, and that way, I don’t have to listen to your stupid mouth.”

“My stupid mouth?”

“Mmhmm.” I nod, cutting off a strip.

“Wow...” He laughs, but there’s no humor in it. “You must really hate me, Robin. But you know what I say to that?” He leans across the table and curiosity has me looking up. The second I do, I wish I hadn’t because there is no friendliness in his face. “Get over it.”

I’m back to glaring, to feeling hatred build at his lack of empathy or kindness or emotion at all. “I have. Not like you ever apologized—for anything you’ve ever done, any of it—but it’s okay. I’m over it. I’m just not over hating you.”

“Fine with me.” He snags the closest stapler. “No skin off my back. Just next time—move a little faster in the lunch line, will you? People are hungry.”

Seriously hate him.

For the next forty minutes we don’t say anything. We work silently while volunteers leave one by one. When it feels like it should be close to the end, I check my watch again. We have twenty minutes left. Then, the rest of this week followed by next, and the detention will be over. I won’t have to spend any more time with Grayson Knight.

I check my watch again.

Seventeen minutes left.

“You know we can just leave, right?” He grabs his bag.

What’s he talking about? “We’re supposed to stay until four.”

“Coach Mackey left ten minutes ago. How’re they going to know?”

I look around the empty gymnasium.

Whoa.

When did everyone leave? I thought Coach Mackey was going to the restroom, but he hasn’t come back. That was...maybe twenty minutes ago? Guess he did leave.

“You always do exactly what you’re told?” Grayson laughs, throwing on his backpack. “You’re so by the book. It’s unnerving.”

A mixture of embarrassment and defensiveness swirls as I try to articulate what I’m thinking—what I’m feeling. It’s none of his business, but I end up explaining. “I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“Again, how? If they ask, I’ll tell them we both stayed until four. Actually, I’ll tell them we stayed until five and that we’re working on our college applications. Sound good?”

I know he’s joking, but I’m a rule follower. Always have been, thanks to Dad. I like to know I’m doing what I’m supposed to. Why is that so bad? But maybe Grayson is right—just this one time. If Coach Mackey is gone and literally no one is here to witness when we leave, what’s the harm if we skip out a few minutes early?

I chew my bottom lip, eyeing the door before redirecting my attention to the schemer. “If it gets out that we left before four, I’m blaming you.”

“Fine. I’ll take the heat for leaving”—he checks his watch— “ten minutes early. God, we’re such rebels.”

The hint of a laugh blooms in my chest, but it stays there. “This is my first detention, okay?” I scoop up my bag and toss the straps over my shoulders, my heart pounding with adrenaline because I’m doing this; I’m skipping out early. “Obviously, it’s your fault, but I don’t want to serve it any longer than I have to.”

“Yeah, and that counts when no one is watching.” He steps back from the table, hands gripping both straps. “So, I’m going to head out.”

“Okay.”

“One detention down. Only nine to go. We can probably do this without killing each other.”

“Too early to tell.”

“It didn’t happen today. So, I’m going to count it as a win.” He spins around, already walking off. He throws up a hand but doesn’t bother turning around. “Later, Drake.”

I watch Grayson leave the gymnasium, the door slamming shut behind him.

Nine detentions to go.

Maybe we can do this.

Guess we’ll see.

***
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IT’S LUNCHTIME.

Actually, it’s toward the end of lunch, and Hailey and I are on the cafeteria patio like everyone else. We could still hang inside the building if we wanted, but it’s a nice day. Besides, it gives us a literal breath of fresh air. We still have a few minutes left, so Hailey and I stick to our usual spot along the brick wall. It’s in the shade and has a view of both the outside picnic tables and the huge grassy patch between the cafeteria and gymnasium where kids go to lay out or relax or play hacky sack.

“So is your dad still upset?” Hailey asks. She has the same expression I’ve seen since we were kids—the worried, almost fearful, sour, squishy face when she thinks something bad is about to happen.

“Not really. Not so much anymore.”

Dad was definitely not thrilled. Even knowing what Grayson did and how I’ve spoken ill about him over the years, he still expected more from me. Yeah, I should’ve taken the high road, but we didn’t get hardcore detention. It’s not going on our record, and we’re serving our school in the process. He seems okay with it. Plus, I think Principal Perkins might’ve smoothed it over a little.

“I still can’t believe you did that. I can’t believe you actually have detention.” Hailey gestures toward the patch of grass. “With him.”

I find the group of boys she’s indicating. Something sour bubbles in my stomach. That group. I despise that group. Out in the middle of the grassy stretch, a few are sitting, a couple are standing, but all are pointing and laughing in some direction, making fun of someone. Roger, Byron, and Eric. And in the center, Grayson practicing his flips.

Or gymnastics.

Whatever it is he does after school and on the weekends. Everyone talks about how awesome his parkour is, but I’ve never seen it. I guess being a good gymnast helps. I’m not even sure if that’s what he is, but every day at the end of lunch, he’s out here practicing aerial cartwheels and backflips and seemingly impossible moves. I don’t think he’s doing it for attention. If he was, he’d be showier about it. He’d probably also do it closer to the crowd and not on the back side of his group, hiding the majority of what he does. It's probably a stress reliever or something.

“Yup.” I nod, turning back to Hailey. “I have nine more detentions.”

“Nine? Sheesh. How’re you going to make it?”

I lift a shoulder. “At least I’m making our last homecoming dance better.”

“Yeah. But you have to be near him.” She motions to Grayson again and, unable to help myself, I look over. I’m sure I’m going to see the same scene.

But I don’t.

This time, the group notices us looking. Shit. You do not want to grab their attention. This is so not good.

That group is mean. Beyond mean. They’re like the official bully group of the school, always making fun of someone about something. Everyone is a target. Everyone has some flaw to be exposed—and they’re going to expose it. Usually, I fly under the radar. Roger and Byron have poked fun at me in the past for my glasses and for being a goody-two-shoes and a nerd, but they never dwelled on me. I was always a passing interest, entertainment for the moment.

But they love to pick on Hailey.

“Shit...” she mumbles, already growing red.

Roger—probably the meanest of them—jumps to his feet. With dark features to match his dark soul, he cups his hands around his mouth as he yells at us across the patio so the whole lunch period can hear. “Uh—thanks but no thanks! We’re not interested in fatties or nerds.”

Fuck them.

Fuck them to hell.

They all laugh and the sour feeling grows. I hate them. Each and every one of them. Roger points at us while Byron makes some comment I can’t hear because the entire group erupts in laughter again. God knows what they’re saying now.

Grayson lands his triple backflip and wipes his hands on his jeans. He listens a moment and looks our way at the same time Byron jumps to his feet.

He’s a little bigger than Roger, with wide shoulders and blonde hair. He cups his hands around his mouth, shouting. “If I get desperate enough, we’ll see!  Still might not be enough booze!”

God, they’re horrible. Which is why we shouldn’t take anything they say to heart, but Hailey is sensitive, especially about her weight. A quick glance confirms it. We need to leave before her glistening eyes turn to full-on tears in front of everyone. I can tell when a solid cry is on the way. We need to go. Now.

“Fuck them,” I whisper, already walking us away. Most people are watching—the cheerleaders and basketball players, the goths, the art students, band members, even Grayson—but I don’t care. Not to be run off without a salute, I throw up my middle finger.

“I just said I’m not interested!” Roger calls.

Keeping my finger high, I open the door to the cafeteria and Hailey funnels through first. I follow. Roger says something else, but it’s muffled background noise now. We only have the rest of this semester and next in this school, and then we never have to see them again. Unfortunately, they still know how to sting because Hailey is already sniffling. They always make fun of her weight and she always takes it to heart.

Navigating her toward the bathroom, I prepare to console my friend for the last few minutes of lunch. She’s going to need it.

***
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I’M BACK IN THE GYM for my second detention.

More cutting strips of paper and stapling them into interlocking rings. And more sitting with Grayson, which still totally blows, but at least it’s doable. I don’t want to peel the skin from my bones like I did yesterday. I still hate him though.

That won’t ever change.

“Seriously”—he jumps up and snatches the stapler from my side —"are you hoarding these for a reason? You have three.”

Just when I thought it was going fine. Thrown off by his abruptness, I almost fumble my words, trying to explain quickly and logically.  “One doesn’t work. The other doesn’t work well, so I’m holding onto the good one.”

“Which one doesn’t work?”

I motion to the old one on the edge.

Grayson lets out an annoyed sigh. He picks up the broken stapler and walks to the end of the table, tossing it in the trash can. “If it’s broken, throw it away.”

“But that’s school property.”

“It’s broken.” He walks back over and sits down with a huff, shaking his head, making me feel stupid. “You really need to loosen up. The thing is broken. No one’s coming after you if you throw away a broken stapler.”

“I don’t want to get in trouble—”

“Jesus—what is your problem with getting in trouble?”

What is his problem right now?

“Seriously. I want to know.”

My chest pumps harder, faster, and I feel like I’m being accused of something. But of what? Wanting to behave? I’m the daughter of a police sergeant. Maybe it’s been ingrained into me since birth. “I don’t have a problem.”

“Yeah, you do—and I know what it is. You’re too scared.” He folds his arms, leveling me with a stare, obviously ready for a fight. “You’re too afraid to throw away a broken stapler. You’re a little scaredy-cat. Always have been.”

I hate him.

So why do his words hurt? Because they’re true? But I’m not scared of getting in trouble; it’s the possibility of disappointing Dad that I really fear. I glare at Grayson Knight, reminded of why I hate him so much. “You’re an asshole.”

He shrugs.

“Guess that’s why you get along with that group, huh? Because they’re jerks like you.” I wish I had the ability to eviscerate him verbally. Normally, I’m pretty on my game, but whenever I’m talking to him, all my wit goes out the window, and I end up playing defense because I’m afraid he’s going to outsmart me. Because he can when he wants. 

But his stupid friends are always making fun of people and it makes sense he fits right in with them. Because he’s mean like they are.

“My friends can take jokes.”

“And make jokes.”

“Oh, that’s right.” He nods to himself, like he figured it out. “They probably poked fun at you once and now you hate them for all eternity.”

“They’re mean.” And they are.

I’ve hated Grayson for my own personal reasons, but that group of his is plain awful. Wasn’t he there at lunch? Didn’t he hear what Roger and Byron said? The clique formed during middle school, but I can’t remember when Grayson joined. I definitely don’t remember when he kind of took the lead of the group. But he did. At least, they look to him as the one in charge. I’m not sure if it’s because he’s the oldest or strongest or could verbally cut them all to shreds if he wanted to, but they listen to him, which makes him king of the assholes.

“You think everyone’s mean.”

“No, I don’t. Just people who do mean things and never apologize for them.”

He rolls his eyes.

“Look, you keep the good stapler, okay?” I snatch the other one, pulling it closer. “I’ll use the crappy one. Then we don’t have to speak.”

If he comes back with some bullshit comment, I’m moving to another table. I don’t care. I’m doing my best, offering silence, but if it’s not good enough for him, then I give up and he can fuck off.

A long, quiet moment passes. “We can both use the good stapler,” he says, “but we’ll leave it in the middle. You don’t have to keep it right next to you.” He uses the thing three times—click, click, click—and places it between us. “See? Smart solution.”

I glance up, surprised. That was almost sort of nice. Not sure what to say, I go for the obvious, and it feels weird as the word comes out. “Thanks.”

He nods.

I go back to cutting paper, in complete disbelief I thanked him for something. Me thanking Grayson—who would’ve thought?

“Why can’t we speak again?” he asks after a minute without looking at me. Reaching for the stapler, he uses it three times again—click, click, click—and places it back down. “You said we don’t have to speak.”

“Well...we hate each other.”

“Oh, that’s right.” He looks up with a nod, like he suddenly remembers. “You hate me because of some stupid thing I did ten years ago.”

“And all the stupid stuff you’ve done since then.”

“Like what?”

“Really want me to list it out?”

He rolls his eyes. “I do that shit to everyone. Doesn’t make you special.”

“Thanks.” I glare. “And thanks for never apologizing for lifting my skirt for the entire fifth grade to see. That sucked, you know?”

“Probably did.”

I narrow my eyes, hating him to hell and back. Why is he like this? How is he able to be so callous and nonchalant like this? “You’re about to be an adult. You can’t muster an apology for a shitty thing you did when you were a dumb kid?”

He runs his hands through his short, shaggy hair, like he’s actually considering it. He gives me hope for a second and then stops, shaking his head. “Nope.”

“You know what? Never mind.”

“Good.”

Something inside bursts at the word. I don’t know where it comes from, but I stand up, my hands clenched into fists at my side. I feel like I have to scream, like I’m going to explode into a ball of rage and irritation and exhaustion. I’m not sure why it’s a shock, but maybe somewhere, deep, deep down, I thought eventually I would hear him say he was sorry. But now I get it; I should’ve gotten it a long time ago. “I’m never getting an apology for any of it, ever, am I?”

Arms crossed, he shakes his head, the hint of a smile in his lips. “Nope.”

“And why would I? You’re an asshole. An asshole!” I throw my arms up, causing a few people to look over, but I don’t care. I’m beyond caring about anything other than the rage I feel. “And assholes don’t care about people’s feelings.” I feign a confused laugh. “Why did I ever think you would change, or could be different or nice? Crazy to think you’d actually have a heart in that deep void of a chest.”

The ghost of his smile disappears, and I can’t pinpoint what surfaces in its place. Guilt? Regret? Shame? It’s an expression I’ve never seen, which means I don’t trust it.

I can’t deal with this right now.

Turning around, I head for the gym doors, needing to escape. Just for a few minutes. Just to take a break. I’m not sure if I want to cry or scream, but I need some space to be alone. I need to get away from him so I can calm down and remind myself to breathe.

I just need to breathe.

Out in the hall, it’s practically empty. It’s close to three-thirty, so most people have left. The majority of those still here are practicing sports or in the band room. Most of the homecoming volunteers have also left, so I don’t expect to see many people. Which is why I’m surprised when Kenner McCormick turns the corner.

He’s a member of the varsity basketball team, standing almost six feet tall, with short, golden hair brushed to perfection. He’s easy on the eyes with a slim-yet-muscular build, and if that wasn’t enough, he also has the most striking blue eyes, like something out of a fairy tale. I used to have a crush on Kenner back in middle school, but when I realized I wasn’t his type—a popular cheerleader—I rejected the idea of anything happening.

“Hey, Robin.” He grins, those blue eyes zeroing in on me. He approaches with his hands in the pockets of his gray basketball shorts. “What’re you doing here?”

“Detention.”

“Detention? You?” He stops. A thought comes to him before I can explain, and he continues walking closer. “That’s right. I remember something happening on Monday at lunch. Did you...throw juice in Grayson’s face or something?”

I drop my shoulders, wondering if that’s the rumor going around. “No. He threw it at me...after I threw a cookie at him.”

“Were you trying to start a food fight?”

“No.”

He laughs.

“He just...deserved to have something thrown at him.”

“Bet he did.” He steps closer again, giving me a quick scan, like he’s seeing me for the first time. I don’t know why, but suddenly I’m cognizant of what I’m wearing—a red sweater with black jeggings. It’s not nerdy, not slutty—somewhere right in the middle, like me. I feel casual and cute, but he’s looking at me like I’m a new item on the menu, a last-minute special. “Still shocked to see you in detention. You’ve always been, like, a good girl.”

“Well...like I said, he deserved it.”

Kenner steps closer, and I step back. “You like breaking the rules?”

“No.”

“Come on.” He grins with a wink. “Felt a little good, right? A little dangerous?”

“I mean...a little.”

“Maybe you’ll like breaking other rules?” He takes another step closer, and I retreat, matching him, keeping us the same distance apart. Where is this going? I’m getting a weird vibe, and it’s not the normal popular-basketball-player vibe everyone knows. It’s something else. It’s off.

I clear my throat. “Well, my dad’s a police sergeant, so probably not.”

“That means he solves crimes?”

“It means he goes after the bad guys.”

Kenner shakes his head. “You got to leave that to Black Coyote. Even Quick Claw. They get the bad guys off the streets. Guys like your dad?” He shakes his head again. “They’re for show.”

Is he really trying to tell me that we should let a couple of vigilantes handle the justice in our city? I don’t have anything against Black Coyote or Quick Claw, but just because they’ve been helping fight crime doesn’t mean Dad and the rest of the police force are decoration. “Excuse me?”

“It’s the truth.”

“It’s not the truth—”

“Easy.” Kenner laughs, taking another step, and suddenly I’m very aware the wall is only inches behind me. He’s invading my space in slow increments, like a predator stalking its prey. “I’m just trying to get you riled up so you can throw something at me. Then we can hang out late after school in detention.” He winks.

What?

“It’d be pretty convenient, huh? Being alone in the school like this?”

My heart races as a coil of fear prickles up my spine, setting off the alarm in my head. Every instinct screams at me to run, to get out of this situation, but I’m frozen. I don’t know what to do or say, and my drumming chest doesn’t help. “Um...”

“We could break a lot of rules.” He extends his arm to the wall, practically walking me back until I’m pressed against it. “You know, Robin...I’m kind of curious about you.” He scans me again, licking his bottom lip as his focus gets caught on my chest. “How come I’ve never seen you around any parties? What’s your deal?”

“My deal?”

“Yeah.” He looks up, way closer than I expect him to be. “Are you like...a lesbian? I’ve never seen you with a guy.”

So many feelings and questions swirl from my brain to my mouth, but none of them emerge. I’m shocked, but I can’t let him know he’s thrown me off guard. “No. I’m not...a lesbian. You haven’t seen me with a guy because I don’t date boys here. They’re all lame.”

“So, you like to party?”

What exactly is he asking? And why is he so close? The warning alarms are still going off, but I don’t know what to do. I think about shifting out from beneath him, but part of me is scared. Is he going to respond poorly? What happens if he does?

Deciding to go for it, I slide to the side, moving out from under him. But before I can get free, he plants a hand to the wall by my other shoulder, blocking me.

Stopping me.

“You didn’t answer me.” He smiles and leans in. “Do you like to party?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh, so you’re a prude, then?”

“I’m not a prude.” I glance at his arm, and it’s like a chain, locking me to this spot. My heart races faster, and I wonder how close the closest person is. I wonder if they’d be able to hear me scream if I had to. I wonder if I have the strength and courage in me to scream.

“If you’re not a prude, then you like to party, and if you like to party, that’s good for me because I’ve got to tell you, Robin...” He leans in, bringing his face so close to mine that I can smell the Altoid in his mouth. “You are looking damn fine...”

“What’s going on?” Grayson appears in the hall, and I think it’s the first time I’ve ever been thrilled to hear his voice. But he’s not happy. He’s surprised, confused, and something else...threatening? I’ve never seen this look on him. He looks between Kenner and me with his arms crossed and brows pinching like he needs an immediate answer.

“Nothing, Grayson. Just chatting it up with your old pal here.” He smiles at me before looking back at him. “Seems you threw juice in her face?”

“She might’ve deserved it.” He glances between the two of us, scrutinizing our positions and the tiny bit of space Kenner left me. Hand out, he gestures for me to move behind him. “Later, McCormick. We have to get back to work.”

“Didn’t think you’d take detention seriously.”

“Me neither. Robin”— he holds his hand out for me— “come on.”

I never thought I’d touch Grayson, but I cling to his hand like a lifeboat, like a rope to pull me to safety. And he does, because it’s like a key that’s unlocked my prison, and I move past Kenner, who finally drops his arm.

But his attention sticks. “Why don’t we continue this when you’re out of detention?” He winks, slowly backing up. Kenner throws a quick glance at Grayson, and he’s smiling at me again. “Think about it, Robin. I know I will.” He finally leaves down the hallway, and the moment he disappears, that strange, scary feeling goes with him.

And, just as strangely, Grayson shows up to provide relief.

Relief?

Numbly, I allow him to pull me from the hallway and once we’re back in the gym, I find it completely empty. Everyone left, even Coach Mackey. Grayson finally releases my hand, and I take the opportunity to breathe.

To react.

Crossing my arms, I face the corner, starting to shake as I allow the sickly feeling to overcome me, my brain trying to process everything. What just happened with Kenner? What could’ve happened if Grayson didn’t show up?

“Robin?”

I nod, not bothering to turn around.

“You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you look at me while you say it?”

It’s only because of the sincerity of his voice that I agree. Shifting to face him, I continue holding myself in my arms, still trying to process what happened. Surprisingly, Grayson isn’t looking at me with a waiting jab. “I’m fine.”

He stares a moment, trying to work out something in his head. Confusion and a little concern flash in his eyes. “That ever happened before?”

I shake my head.

“No?”

“I barely know Kenner. That’s like, the third time we’ve ever spoken. It was fine at first. But then he just...he kind of took it to a weird place. And he—I just got this weird vibe.”

“So, he’s never done that before?”

I shake my head again.

Grayson thinks for a moment. He glances at me, then at the doors, and back at me. I can tell he wants to say or ask something else, but the words never reach his mouth. He checks his watch. “We should probably call it a day.”

“Yeah. Okay.” I reach for my bookbag, already imagining walking to my car and finding Kenner there. He wouldn’t do that, would he? But I didn’t think he’d act the way he did earlier, either. God, I hate that I have to do this, but I turn to Grayson.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” he offers.

The fact that he’s providing relief—again—is beyond surprising. This is obviously an upside-down day, but I can still show gratitude. “Thank you.”

We leave the gymnasium in silence, and as we walk to the parking lot, I go over what happened in my head again and again, wondering how I got in that position, wondering why Kenner acted like that—and remembering how Grayson showed up, eliminating every sour feeling.

How is that possible when he used to cause those sour feelings? Or, maybe, it’s not the same kind of sour at all? I’m still trying to figure it out when we enter the parking lot.

“Don’t tell me that piece of crap is yours?” Grayson gestures to the small blue Toyota to the left. Only a handful of cars remain, and most belong to faculty. It’s obvious which one is mine.

“Fine. I won’t tell you.” I head straight for the vehicle, relieved Kenner isn’t anywhere to be seen. “Thanks for seeing me to my car. It’s nice to know you can pose as a gentleman from time to time.”

“So, my deep void of a chest isn’t empty?”

Oh, right. I did say that. “A surprise to us both.”

“Maybe you’ll remember this next time you’re calling me an asshole.”

“Probably not.” I open my door, tossing my bag in the back seat. I look up and find he’s still watching, probably waiting for me to get all the way inside. His truck is only a few rows over, so I appreciate him taking the extra few seconds to ensure my safety. I’m about to thank him again, but he cuts me off.

“You’re still not getting an apology.”

“And there it is.”

“You looked like you were getting soft on me, Robin. Got to keep you in line and remind you we’re mortal enemies. And we hate each other, right?”

“Right.”

“Well...see you tomorrow. Two days down. Eight to go.”

“Eight to go.”

“That’s it...” He walks backward. “And then we’re back to hating each other from afar like normal. Exactly what you want.”

Exactly what I want.

Right?
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CHAPTER THREE
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At some point last night, I stopped thinking about what happened.

I went over and over it, replaying the scene with Kenner, replaying how uncomfortable it made me and the very real danger I felt. I must’ve replayed everything too many times because I didn’t even hear Dad ask me a question. We were at dinner, and I was completely zoned out, and he wanted to know why I was so distracted.

But I couldn’t tell them the truth. The thought of describing what happened with Kenner—no. But what did happen? Was that assault? He didn’t touch me, so I guess it wasn’t. But I still felt like I was in danger. Does that count?

That’s why I keep going over it.

I’m still not sure what happened even though I was there the entire time.

And Grayson...

It’s all so confusing, which is why I missed Dad asking how my physics test went—and he asked three times. (Horrible. It went horrible.)

But today is a new day and I’m back at school. Even though I’m trying not to think about it, my mind still swirls around yesterday, around Kenner and the realization that he doesn’t need weapons to be dangerous. I walk through the metal detector and get wanded down. As the security guard scans my favorite purple sweater and my knee-length green skirt, I wonder how they’re able to protect me from someone they’ve probably already let in.

I’m still wrapping my head around it.

Especially the part where Grayson comes in with a surprising bout of relief. He’s still the biggest jerk on the planet, but at least he came in handy. I’ll give him that.

Homeroom, first, and second period fly by, and I’m heading to third. It’s the class Grayson and I share, and I’m sure we’ll ignore each other like usual. I spot Hailey in the hall, and since the bell is about to ring, we each offer a quick wave—our promise to see each other at lunch. Thinking about confiding in her what happened, I head into our film studies class.

Grayson is already in here, and he looks up as I enter. Usually, he returns to whatever conversation he’s having with Byron and Eric—the junior of the group—but this time, he holds my attention. There’s nothing overtly friendly in his gaze, but there’s no solid dislike either. Just curiosity. Amusement?

I take my seat and the class passes like normal. Grayson and I don’t say a word to one another, and when the bell rings, we both leave without acknowledging the other.

Probably back to solidly hating each other again.

Fine by me.

***
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I’M CARRYING MY TRAY of food—a greasy pizza slice, an apple, and a carton of chocolate milk—and I’ve just left the lunch line. I’m heading to my table with Hailey on the other side of the cafeteria, but I have to pass the table of assholes—Grayson’s crew.

They plant themselves in the middle of the lunchroom so they can make fun of everyone equally, even people who don’t have to pass them. Normally they focus on people leaving the line with tray in hand, calling them out as they walk to their table and sit down. It’s why Hailey gets to lunch early. It’s also why she brings her lunch. She wants to keep under their radar as much as possible. I get it. They’re mean.

Part of me thinks of going a less obvious route, but I don’t. I decided a while ago not to be intimidated by them. They’ll say something crude and get a good laugh out of it, but I just need to ignore it. Walk past them and ignore it. Shoulders back, I take a deep breath and head forward.

“Hey juice girl,” Roger calls, jumping up in his seat. “You looking good today. You finally make the upgrade from nerd to slut?” He laughs.

Not sure why, but I slow.

“She liked getting it in the face.” Byron jabs, and I think about throwing my pizza at him. “One of my favorite things in a girl.”

“Besides your dick?” Eric joins in, and the whole table erupts in laughter.

Except Grayson.

He only smiles, and I can’t tell if it’s genuine or for show. Doesn’t matter. They’re awful boys and I don’t need to stoop to their level.

But I do.

“I’m not a slut, but it’s not like you can tell the difference.” I focus on Byron. “I’m sure all girls who reject you look the same.”

Grayson snickers.

But Byron is not having it. His humor completely vanishes, and he’s playing solid defense off one comment. “I get rejected?” He scoffs, his brows pinching with anger. “Little Miss Prissy Rigid over here has never even had a boyfriend. And it’s fucking obvious why.”

Ouch.

His jab hurts because the first part is true—I haven’t had a boyfriend. Not a real one. Not one that’s lasted more than a few days. But it’s of my own choosing. A couple of guys have shown interest over the years, but they weren’t interesting or attractive or my type, and I was fine being single instead of pretending I was happy dating them. Still, I hate that he’s using it against me. I also hate the fact that Grayson is here. That he heard that.

Standing taller, I remind myself who I’m talking to. They’re not worth it, and I don’t have to play this game with them. “Wow. You really have a way with words, Byron. I can see why you’re such a ladies’ man.”

Grayson snickers again.

Byron jumps up to respond, but I keep walking. I don’t have to stand here and listen to his crap, so I don’t. Braving a glance at my mortal enemy, I assume he’s laughing along with the others to whatever new joke Byron is spewing.

But he isn’t.

Grayson smiles like he’s amused, like he didn’t expect the interaction. Like he enjoyed it. But it doesn’t matter, which is what I tell myself—and Hailey—once I reach our table.

“And Grayson didn’t make a comment?” She unpacks her brown lunch bag, retrieving a peanut butter and banana sandwich. She pulls out a bag of crunchy Cheetos next followed by a fun-sized Snickers and a water bottle. She pushes the Cheetos toward me.

“I’m sure he’s holding onto them for detention later.”

“That’s unlike him. You guys rip each other’s head off whenever you can.”

“Or we ignore each other.”

“But mostly you argue.”

“I know.” I steal a glance at the table of rowdy boys. I fully expect them to be on to their next victim, and they are. This time, it’s an underclassman with a large nose. Poor thing. They’ll drive him to get plastic surgery. The whole group is laughing over something Eric said this time—everyone except Grayson, who’s looking at me.

Glancing away, I pretend to be interested in my greasy pizza or the Cheetos or Hailey. Anything but him. I don’t want him thinking I’m watching him, but I also need to know if he’s still watching me. Because that’s weird. I take a deep breath and glance over.

My eyes lock on his immediately.

Why in the world is Grayson Knight staring at me?

***
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DAY THREE OF SERVING detention.

It’s not as bad I thought it would be.

I can do this. 

Grayson is already at our table when I arrive, his station set up. He’s linking paper circles together, clicking the stapler extra hard, almost aggressively. He seems to be fully concentrated on his task so much that he doesn’t look up when I approach.

I stand for a minute, watching him, wondering when he’s going to notice me. Finally, I give up and set down my bag on the seat across from him. “Hey.”

“Hi.” He clicks the stapler.

“You...okay?” It feels strange asking, but I can sense something is off.

“Fine. Just can’t wait for this fucking dance to be over.”

Not the response I expected, but like the rest of the day, I’m going with it. None of it is routine, none of it expected. But I’m not letting it get to me. I decided a long time ago I would always win against Grayson Knight. “Aww—why?” I sit down, half serious, half joking. “The girl you asked washing her hair that night?”

He shoots me a glare. “You think you’re funny?”

“I have my moments.”

“This isn’t one of them.”

“Aww...I don’t like when you’re actually grouchy. It makes it less fun to hate you.”

Grayson stares, the corner of his mouth barely lifting. I’m not sure if I’m angering or amusing him, but he’s already in a pissy mood, so it’s not like I can strike out. “So, it’s fun for you to hate me?”

“Wouldn’t call it fun. But, it’s less enjoyable if you’re sad.”

“I’m not sad.”

“You’re something.”

“Can we drop it?”

“No. Tell me what it is.” I lean forward, honestly curious now. Resting my elbows on the table, I place my chin in my palms with a big smile, ready to listen. “We have to be here for a whole hour.”

“Yeah, and we don’t have to talk to each other, remember? You said it yourself. What’s that phrase again? Oh, that’s right—silence is fucking golden.”

It’s like I’ve been slapped. Where did that come from? I barely teased him, and in a way that I thought was kind of fun. But then he goes and says that? How the hell was I thinking we could be anything but enemies? Withdrawing, I shake my head. “You’re an asshole.”

“Here we go.”

“You are.” I point at him, aware the volunteers are looking over again, but I don’t care. “Heaven forbid I ask how you’re doing. Geez, I didn’t know it was a federal offense to give a shit. Next time, I’ll let you sit there and be pissy.”

“Good.”

Grabbing the stapler, I bring the paper circles together, clicking the device three times as I try to calm myself down—click, click, click. I hate that he gets under my skin like this. I hate it. But he’s right—we don’t have to talk. We never had to, so I’m not sure why I bothered.

A minute goes by, and I’m surprised I’m not calmer. I’m angrier, because I replay the scene again, wondering why he reacted the way he did, wondering why I’m surprised by it at all. Grayson Knight is mean. I know this.

Moving the paper, I bring down the stapler in haste, not realizing where my hand is. The device bites down on the edge of my pointer finger, and I let out a cry. Bringing my throbbing finger to my mouth, I try to numb the pain.

Grayson looks up. “The fuck you do?”

“Nothing.” I slowly retrieve my pointer, fearful to look at it. But I do...and it’s bleeding. Great.

“Did you staple your finger?”

I don’t want to answer. I feel dumb for doing something so stupid just because he flustered me.

“Is it bleeding?” He looks over, his anger lessening when he sees it. “They keep a first aid kit in here. I’ll go grab it and we can wrap your finger.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it isn’t. You’re bleeding all over my circles.” He gets up. “Wait here.”

Before I can tell him not to worry about it, he leaves our table in search of the first aid kit. I put my finger back in my mouth to stanch the bleeding, thinking he’s completely overreacting. He leaves the gym and returns a minute later, a medium-sized plastic box in his hands.

He heads back over to the table and sets it down. “Coach Mackey said if it’s really bad, go to the nurse. Otherwise, this should be fine.”

I nod, not sure what to say.

He pops open the lid. “Just got to get some antibacterial gel and gauze on it.” He pulls both items from the box. Unscrewing the lid on the gel, he keeps his focus on his task. “Next time, try not to staple your finger.”

“Well, I obviously did it on purpose.”

He looks up, the corner of his mouth lifting again. “Let’s see it.”

I present my punctured pointer and he applies some of the gel on a cotton swab. It stings for only a second. Then he puts the antibacterial gel back in the box and starts unwinding the gauze. Once he has a good amount, he moves in, gently holding my wrist as he wraps the fabric around my finger.

Weirdly, I feel my heart pounding.

I watch Grayson work, studying him while he’s not looking at me. As a rule, I try not to pay attention to him, but now that he’s so close, I can see the flecks of blonde in his brownish hair and the slight bend in his nose, like an old injury that didn’t heal right. I can even see the few faint freckles on both cheeks, probably because he was out in the sun earlier. “So why are you so grouchy?” The question tumbles out, and I hope it doesn’t sound too mean. “You know...more so than usual.”

He looks up, like he forgot he was supposed to be in a mood. Continuing to wrap my finger, he focuses back on the gauze. “Am I normally grouchy?”

“To me, you are.”

“Thought I was mean?”

“That too.”

“No wonder you hate me.”

“You know why I hate you.”

“Yep, and I’m pretty sure my great-great-grandkids will know too—how their great-great-granddad did a stupid thing as a kid.”

“And never apologized for it.”

“Like it would help at this point.” He looks up, and I’m aware he’s still holding my wrist in one hand. “If I apologized right now, would you suddenly stop hating me?”

I don’t know.

I’d like to think I would, that I could put the whole incident behind me like it never happened. But it did happen. And I’ve spent such a long time despising Grayson for what he did. Can I just change my mind with a few words from him? He might be right. I’m not sure an apology is going to do anything at this point. But instead of admitting that, I lift a shoulder.

“See? So why bother. It’s just a word.”

It also doesn’t mean anything if he’s insincere when he says it. I guess I don’t want just the word; I want him to feel genuinely bad for what he did. Maybe at some point he did, but he’s obviously gotten over it.

I want to be over it too.

Grayson is almost done bandaging my finger, and for some reason, I feel like I might still get an answer out of him. “So...what’s wrong? You seemed upset.”

He looks up. Shakes his head.

I’m about to concede that I’ll never know and he’ll never tell me. So, I’m surprised when he responds with a heavy sigh.

“Just sick of hearing about this stupid dance. I’ve been asked, like, a hundred times if I’m going, and I keep saying, no—I’m fucking not.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s a stupid high school dance. What’s the point? The whole thing is chaperoned, you can’t have any real fun, and the thing ends at like eleven anyways. I’d have to rent a tux—”

“It’s a high school experience.”

“It’s a joke.”

“Only because you think it is. It can be fun if you make it fun.”

“Think I’m past pouring liquor in the punchbowl.”

“I’m sure your idiot friends will beat you to it.”

Grayson looks at me, something brewing behind his eyes. He waits a moment and then gestures over. “You going?”

“To homecoming? Of course.”

He rolls his eyes.

“What?”

Now he shakes his head.

“What?” I demand, wanting to know what his problem is. “Am I lame for wanting to go?”

“Yes.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yeah, you are.”

I roll my eyes just as he finishes bandaging my finger. I’m acutely aware of when he lets go of my wrist and my finger, and when he returns the gauze to the box.

He closes the first aid kit and pushes it down the table. Immediately, he returns to his original task—stapling paper circles together. He gets lost in it for a few minutes, and we sit in silence until he breaks it. “So, who you going with?”

“To homecoming?”

He nods, keeping his eyes on his work.

“I’m going with my friend, Hailey.”

“Stag?” He shakes his head. “Even more lame.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Yeah, it is.” He looks up. “Unless you’re hoping to hook up with someone there?”

I scoff. “Believe me—I’m not.”

“Why’s that?”

“Uh, let’s see...because there’s a definite lack of suitors in our graduating class.”

“Suitors?” He chuckles. “What’re you from? The eighteen hundreds?”

“Dateable guys. That better?”

He shakes his head. “Still sounds lame.”

“Everything I say sounds lame to you, doesn’t it?”

“Pretty much.”

Of course.

I reach for the good stapler and—paying attention this time—I combine one paper circle with another—click, click, click. I add another circle and do the same, continuing the long, paper link.

“Try not to staple your finger.”

“Which finger?” I put up my middle one, flicking him off. “This finger?”

He glances up and grins. “Any finger.”

“Fine.”

We work quietly for some time, and people leave one by one, promising to call or text when they get home. I’m tempted to check the time, but don’t want to be disappointed. Funny thing is, I’m not sure if I’ll be disappointed because there’s too much time left—or too little.

It’s got to be near four o’clock, so we shouldn’t be here much longer. Reaching for another paper circle, I staple it to the strand, noticing how long the link has become. Proud of myself, I glance around the gymnasium looking for other accomplishments.

But it’s...empty.

When did everyone leave?

“So, you’re not embarrassed to be going stag?”

I don’t expect this question—or any question, really. I’m still acclimating to the fact that we’re alone, and even Coach Mackey is gone again. When did that happen? It takes a minute to absorb the change in environment, and to think about what Grayson asked. “Why would I be embarrassed?”

“Means you haven’t been asked.”

“Not true. I could’ve turned someone down.”

“Did you?”

Leaning back, I cross my arms and study him. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t.”

“So, why are you asking?”

“Making conversation, Robin. Try not to overthink it.”

Oh.

Sometimes I think I’ve got him, and then he pulls the rug out from under me, making me feel small or stupid. I continue to stare at him, wondering if he’s right and I am overthinking it. But still—why is he asking if he doesn’t hold some interest?

We work again for another few minutes, and I think about checking the time.

“So, did you?” he asks, focused on the paper circles again.

“Did I what?”

“Turn someone down.”

Again, why does he care? It’s the second time he’s asked, and I’m not sure what he’s trying to prove here. “Does it make me less lame if I say yes?”

He lifts a shoulder.

“Well, I didn’t.”

He nods to himself.

“Surprised?”

“Not really.”

“Ouch.”

He shrugs, like it’s no big deal. “Just hadn’t heard anyone say they were planning on asking you.”

Again, ouch. Even if that’s true—why tell me? To make me feel bad? I’m not sure why he’s so invested in any of this since it has nothing to do with him. Especially since he’s already said he doesn’t care about homecoming. “Again, I’m going with my friend.”

“Yeah, but...” He sighs, almost irritated. “That’s so weak.”

“Why?”

“Only perk of a dance is hooking up.”

“Not true.” I shake my head and then I lean back again, wondering if I’ve figured it out. “Is that why you’re not going? No one to hook up with?”

“Please. I can always find someone.” He stares at me, something working behind his eyes. He holds my stare as a quiet moment passes. “I think you’re lying.”

“About what?”

“There being no datable guys in our class.”

“Okay.”

“I’m serious.”

“I think you’ve finally lost it.”

“And I think you have someone in mind.”

“Oh yeah?” I cross my arms. “Who?”

“Are you ready for this?”

“I’m on pins and needles.”

He leans back, crossing his arms to match my posture. “Me.”

It’s the last thing I expect, and I bark out a loud laugh. Because—is he kidding? He’s got to be kidding. What the hell is he even talking about right now? “You think I want to go to the homecoming dance with you?”

He nods with a grin, completely serious. “I think deep down, you secretly want me to ask you, but it’s not going to happen. Hate to break it to you.”

“My poor, broken heart.”

“It is, because I know you like me.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I know you do. But listen, Robin...” Grayson softens his voice as he shakes his head with the same small smile. “You’re cute and all, but you’re not my type.”

I glare.

“I won’t take you even if you beg.”

I’m back to wanting to rip his head off his neck. Instead, I match his soft, mocking tone and lean forward. “Listen, Grayson...I don’t know what you’re smoking, but it must be some good shit if you think I’m ever going to beg you for anything. Let alone a date.”

He leans in to match me. “You might be surprised.”

This conversation took a bizarre direction so I’m going to clear things up right now. “I don’t like you. Not even close. And I can’t fathom the idea of going to homecoming with you. Do you understand?”

“You do like me, but you’re right—I won’t take you to homecoming, so stop asking.”

I stare at him. “What is wrong with you?”

“Currently? I’m stuck in detention.”

“And every other time?”

He shrugs.

“You’re seriously warped—you know that?” I jump up from the table, intending to get my bag and call it a day. I don’t know what’s gotten into Grayson, but it’s starting to freak me out. All this weird talk about the dance and about me liking him...no. It’s best if I just leave now. But as I reach for my back pack, he jumps up, rounding the table.

“I’m not warped. And where are you going? We still have twenty minutes.”

“Says the guy who skipped out early on Monday.”

“That was Monday.”

“Well...you’re freaking me out, so I think I’m just going to head home.”

“I’m freaking you out?” He walks closer, arms still crossed with the same small smile. “Why? Because I’m admitting the truth?”

“Because you’re playing mind games.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are.”

He stands in front of me, legs apart, playful but firm. “I’m just admitting what you can’t. That you’ve suppressed your true feelings for me for years and what you think is hate is actually—”

“Don’t say it.”

He flexes his brows. “You’re hot for me.”

“Gross. No.”

“You probably want me to kiss you right now.”

“What?”

“But I’m not going to.”

“Good.”

“No matter how much you beg.”

“I already told you, I’m not—”

Grayson leans in, bringing our faces close. Really close. I’m frozen, completely hypnotized in his web and too stunned to do or say anything. “No?” he asks again, his eyes shifting between mine. “You so want me to kiss you right now. But I’m not going to. Know why?”

“Because you’re a mutant and don’t have lips?”

“Because if I do, you won’t want me to stop.” He looks at my mouth, and licks his own lips, inching in. “Need me to prove it?”

My head is screaming, trying to wake me up from this insanity, but every other part of my body is yelling the opposite—to give in, to follow this strange path because there’s something oddly alluring about it. “Grayson—”

His lips crash against mine like he can’t stand it anymore, and my entire world shifts upside down in the most amazing way. I’ve kissed boys—and been kissed—but never like this. Never this fully, like he wants to devour me, like he’s wanted to devour me for years.

All coherent thought leaves, melting me into a puddle of heat. I don’t care that it’s Grayson Knight—the boy I’ve hated forever. I never want to not be kissed like this again. But before I’m able to sink into it and lose myself, he pulls away, and I’m left feeling cold and abandoned...and wrong.

Not being kissed by him feels wrong.

Grayson stares at me, like he’s just as confused as I am, like he didn’t expect that to happen either. I almost assume he’s going to say something snarky or mean—to make fun of me for enjoying what just happened—but before I can utter a word, he backs up, like he suddenly remembered he has to be somewhere. Grabbing his bag from the table, he clears his throat.

But he doesn’t say a word.

He throws his backpack on and turns around. I watch until he leaves the gym, the door swinging shut behind him. I think I stare for another full minute after that because...

What...the hell just happened?
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I’ve gone over it a thousand times.

Grayson kissed me. He kissed me. He was taunting me and then—then he did it. I still don’t understand how it happened, how it got to that point, how I let it get to that point.

I also can’t believe how much I’m craving it.

Craving him.

But I hate him.

Don’t I?

I don’t know what to think. Or what to do. I’ve thought about confessing everything to Hailey, but she won’t understand because she hates Grayson just as much as me. Probably more. Or maybe she despises him because I do?

But if I explain how good the kiss was...

Fire ripples through me at the memory of his mouth on mine, how hot and perfect and soft it was.

God—why can’t I shake it?

I need to get ready for school.

I lay my favorite overalls on the bed and stare as I chew my bottom lip, considering what to wear. No. I want to wear something pretty again. Something...attractive. Maybe a dress? I select the pale blue knee-length dress I got for my birthday earlier this year and match it with my black ballet flats. Staring at myself in the mirror, I hold my hair up, imagining it in a ponytail, but I decide to keep it down. I stare a moment longer, considering putting in my contacts, but I feel more comfortable with my black rimmed glasses, so I reach for those.

There.

With a final look in the mirror, it’s confirmed.

I feel pretty.

Using this confidence as a shield, I navigate the halls like usual, hoping my exterior hides the scrambled mess going on inside my head. I’m trying my best to ignore what happened, but it’s playing on repeat, a lust-filled episode of a show I can’t turn off.

Chewing my lip, I walk through the hall, thumbs holding my backpack straps down by my hips. I’m headed to the class Grayson and I share. How will I be able to ignore him? Should I ignore him? Should we talk about what happened or would that only make things worse? I don’t know what to do, which only makes my heart race faster.

I can do this. I can pretend like absolutely nothing happened and—

My hand is jerked from my strap, and I’m yanked to the side.

It’s Grayson.

He’s pulling me behind him. It’s not in an obvious or aggressive way, but he’s swimming us through the current to redirect my path, so we’re headed to a less populated area. He’s leading us away from the rush of students and down the side hall across from the ‘gross’ bathrooms, as they’ve been dubbed.

Like yesterday, I’m numbly going along, allowing things to happen as I promise myself I’ll sort through them later. I want to ask what he’s doing, but the words never reach my mouth, especially when I spot the janitor’s closet ahead.

My heart stops.

I know what’s about to happen. What he’s planning to do. Still, I don’t fight or say a word as he opens the door to the maintenance closet and pulls me in behind him.

He closes the door.

We’re in a tight space filled with cleaning supplies and buckets and mops that I only see for a second. He doesn’t waste time.

Hands on my face, Grayson moves in, already brushing his lips against mine, kissing me like he did yesterday, picking up where we left off.

I melt.

I need this. I don’t know what it is, but I need to spend my life kissing Grayson. Maybe I’m under some spell or curse that makes his kisses completely irresistible, and his mouth—so soft and delectable and perfect (so, so perfect)—but I don’t care.

He parts my lips and I think my knees give out, especially as he slides his tongue in to taste me, massage me, stroke me with urgency.

Heat spikes inside, and I slide my hands up his chest, gripping the ends of his hoodie, whimpering as I tug him closer. I don’t know what I’m doing; I just know it feels right.

Grayson moves in further, pressing me to the wall. I slide my hands up to the back of his neck and his hands drop to my waist, squeezing. This is more intense than yesterday, and it’s lasting longer—he hasn’t pulled back. He hasn’t stopped it. He only kissed me yesterday, but we’re making out now. It sounds weird as I think it.

I’m making out with Grayson Knight.

What’s wrong with me?

I hate him.

I hate him.

Right?

But even as I remind myself of this obvious truth, I don’t want him to stop. I don’t want this perfect kissing to end because he’s opened a door to an amazing heat I didn’t know existed, and I want to bask in it forever.

Grayson slows before he fully pulls back, but he continues nibbling on my bottom lip—which is hot. It’s like he doesn’t want to stop kissing me until he completely forces himself to be done. Heart drumming, I look between his eyes, still trying to understand what’s happening. He exhales as he stares back, his cheeks flushed.

I wait.

Clearing his throat, Grayson opens the door and wordlessly, walks out of the janitor’s closet, leaving me alone.

What. The. Hell.

I want to follow and demand he explain himself, but I can’t move. I’m still pressed against the wall, my heart trying to return to its normal rhythm as I wait for my knees to regain their strength.

Holy shit.

After giving myself a long moment to process everything, I know I can’t stay here all day. My next class is about to begin and—

Oh my God.

We share the next class! How am I going to walk in there? I don’t even have time to wrap my head around what just happened before I’m forced to see Grayson again.

With a deep breath, I decide to stick to the original plan—straight-up denial. Nothing happened. Twice.

I can do this.

Heading for my film studies class, I hope I’m not as flushed as I feel. Lava still courses through me even with the forced denial. But I hope it’s not obvious to others. It feels obvious. It feels like everyone knows what we just did.

Even walking slowly, I find my class all too quickly. He’s probably already inside. I just need to go in and act normal, like I don’t see him, like I don’t care about him.

With a deep, shaky breath, I head into the classroom, praying I’m not too flushed. I just need to get to my seat and it’ll be fine. Regular chatter ensues as I head for my desk, but before I sit, I spot Grayson in the back. He normally keeps his head down as he doodles on his paper, but today he’s sitting up—watching me.

Keep it cool, Robin.

I’m almost to my seat when Byron notices me. He shifts in my direction and runs a hand through his yellow locks, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “Damn, Drake. Why you looking all hot and bothered today?” He wiggles his brows. “I like it.”

Shit.

“She does.” Eric joins in with a sinister laugh, scanning me. With light features like Byron and a lean frame like Roger, the junior fits in well with the senior bullies, especially in his jokes. “Why so flushed? You been thinking about me again?”

“He said hot and bothered.” I arrive at my desk. “Not nauseous and queasy.”

Byron laughs.

I set my bag on the floor, stealing a glance at Grayson. He grins, his focus bouncing between me and Eric, and I desperately want to ask him about what just happened. Common sense tells me that is the stupidest idea, but I want to know. I also really want him to kiss me again.

Apparently, I’ve lost my mind.

I slide into my seat and force my attention forward, but I can’t shake the fact that he’s behind me, that he can see me but I can’t see him. I want to forget everything and go back to hating him, because I have for so long. It’s simpler that way. And I’m pretty sure I still hate him.

But I also really, really want him to kiss me again.

Class flies by and I barely pay attention (it’s film studies so it doesn’t matter), but I’m doing exactly what I promised myself I wouldn’t—thinking about everything. About him. About what happened yesterday and earlier today. I touch my bottom lip, imagining Grayson kissing it, imagining him nibbling it. Chest pounding, I risk another glance back, startled to find he’s already looking at me.

Smiling at me.

Whoa.

Turning around, I pretend I don’t see and try to focus on class, although that’s not going to happen. The period ends entirely too soon, and I jump to stand at the sound of the bell. I throw my bag over my shoulder, needing to get out of here as soon as possible. I need to talk to Hailey. I can’t keep it in any longer.

“Someone’s in a rush to get some.” Byron snickers.

“She got a taste of that dick!” Eric cackles, throwing on his bag as he moves to the end of the aisle. “And she likes it!”

“Hey.” Byron straps on his bag and wiggles his furry blonde brows. He leans toward me, over the closest desk. “Want Eric and me to tag along? We could make it fun.”

“Cool it, boys.” Grayson passes, knocking Byron back to his own space. As he passes, he narrowly avoids touching me—almost to a point—as he makes his way down the row to the front of the room. “Which one of you took notes? Because I need to copy them.”

Byron and Eric exchange glances like one of them dropped the ball.

“Um—I’m sure we can get an underclassman to get them.” Eric tries, right on Grayson’s heels. They follow him out into the hallway, and I let out a breath.

Thank God.

Thank God class is finally over, and I don’t have to deal with them messing with me—or knowing Grayson is right behind me. I can continue with my day like normal until I see him in detention later, because then, we won’t have an excuse not to talk.

And I have no idea how that’s going to go.

***
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I’M LEAVING THE LUNCH line, prepared to walk across the cafeteria to sit with Hailey. Of course, that means passing the table with Grayson and the bullies. I’m so tempted to take an alternate route, but just like every day, I remind myself not to cower to them. They’re just stupid boys—their jokes don’t mean anything.

Gripping my tray, I focus on Hailey, promising myself to just keep walking. I haven’t had an opportunity to tell her anything that’s happened. This is it.

“Hey juice girl!” Roger calls, sending a chill up my spine. “Come here a sec. I want to talk to you.”

Just keeping walking.

“Oh, you don’t hear me?”

“She hears you,” Byron confirms.

“Hey!” Roger calls again. “Word is someone’s finally tapping it.” He laughs loudly and most of the table erupts in the same reaction. For some reason, I slow to listen, like he’s going to tell me something I want to hear, but his eyes just study my chest. “I can see why. Damn, Robin. Once you get past all that rigidness, you actually pretty hot."

“You giving it away now?” Eric winks.

“Nah,” Byron laughs. “She’ll make him do homework or some shit before she gives it up.”

Not sure what to say, I continue walking, aware Grayson is right there, silently watching every interaction. Does he care that they’re making these jokes? Is he thinking of his own? I wish I knew what was going on in his head.

Nearly past them, I think I’m in the clear when I hear Roger throw out one last comment. “Nice to know there’s another slut in school.”

“What was that?” Grayson snaps a warning.

I stop walking.

The boys’ laughter dies as a palpable tension settles, like a prickly cloud about to explode. I remain frozen to the spot, not sure what to do. And it’s not just me. Nearby tables have noticed the tension surrounding the normally loud group.

“I was just kidding,” Roger scoffs, playing it off like he was joking. But we all know he wasn’t. Of everyone in the group, Roger is most likely to stand up to Grayson, but even now he’s explaining himself.

Grayson shakes his head, the same warning in his tone. “She’s not a slut.”

If possible, the air stiffens further.

More people are watching.

Roger glances around the table at the other guys who look just as confused. They’re used to making fun of me—making fun of everyone—and it’s never been an issue. Finally, he looks back at Grayson, still unsure. “Yeah. You’re right.”

Time continues to stand still as more people look over, and it feels like half the cafeteria is watching. I feel my heart in my chest, but my legs are too numb to move.

Grayson looks at me. He nods once, and then motions me to keep walking, like he’s granting me permission to leave, and it’s like I’ve been released from a spell.

Walking straight for Hailey, I grip my tray with shaking fingers, focusing on her, on her confused face and the seat saved for me. But with each step I feel everyone watching, wondering why I’m not reacting differently. Didn’t Grayson Knight just come to my defense? And aren’t we supposed to hate each other?

Like, eternally?

Even with most of the cafeteria staring, I’m still trying to come to terms with what just happened. He stood up for me.

He...defended me.

Setting down my tray, I try not to notice Hailey’s shock. I have absolutely zero appetite, so I’m not sure what I’m going to do with my hands or the food on my plate. Probably just stare at both until the lunch period ends.

“Everyone’s staring,” Hailey whispers.

“Yup.”

“What just happened?”

I let out a breath, wishing the entire cafeteria wasn’t watching, because I wanted to talk to her about everything. Can’t do it now.

“Why is Grayson Knight defending you?”

“We’ll talk later.”

“Is there something to talk about?” Her eyes grow wide, and she knows. “Robin.”

I’m dying to tell her, but now is definitely not the time. Shaking my head, I stare at my pizza and clear my throat, trying not to be obvious. “After school, okay?”

“After your detention with him?”

I nod.

“And you’ll tell me what’s going on?”

Another nod.

There. Even though we haven’t talked yet, we’ve made plans to discuss everything, and I feel better already. I’m going to tell Hailey what’s going on. 

Only thing is...I need to figure that out for myself first.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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I’m walking into the gym for detention.

And my heart is racing.

Grayson is already at our table, his back to me. I’m more nervous than I was this morning, facing him for the first time since yesterday. Because now—now we’ve made out, and we’re actually able to talk to one another, unlike in class. But will we talk about what happened, or ignore it completely?

I head over with a deep, shaking breath, slowing as I approach, my confidence shrinking with each step. I set my bag on the floor. “Hi.”

He looks up. He’s not irritated like yesterday, but also not happy. “Hey.”

I sit down across from him, not sure if something is wrong. It’s hard to tell since I normally get a negative response. I think about asking, but I’m afraid of the answer. I’m also afraid to bring up anything. He’s the instigator in all this. He should talk first.

Scanning the materials, I eye the paper and scissors, but wonder if I should focus on stapling the paper strips already prepped. Our streamers are long, so I decide to connect what we’ve already cut up and see where we are after that.

Reaching for the stack of navy strips, I retrieve the good stapler before finding the end of the closest streamer. I need to keep busy so I don’t fall into the million questions I have. But again, I’m not initiating anything.

“Sorry about lunch,” Grayson says after a quiet moment.

I look up, surprised he’s bringing that up first. If anything, I figured he’d addressed what happened with us, especially in the janitor’s closet. “It’s fine.”

“They’re just...messing around.”

“Yeah. Hurling insults seems like a grand ol’ time.”

“They won’t say it again.”

Does that mean he talked to them? About us? But there is no us. So, what did he say? A thousand more questions beg to be asked, but I can’t manage a single one. I go back to what I’m doing, wondering if I should ask about the other part—the part where he kissed me. That’s what I’m most concerned with.

Grayson clears his throat and I look up. He puts the paper circles down and leans forward, his face growing serious. “Think we need to talk.”

Here we go.

He stares at me, his eyes shifting between mine, but I can’t read his expression. Is it pain? Regret? Maybe confusion? I have no idea what to expect when he opens his mouth.

“It was a mistake.”

Oh.

Ouch.

“Both times. I shouldn’t—I’m sorry. I was being stupid and impulsive and I don’t want to give you the wrong idea.”

Wow.

My heart beats faster. I’m not sure if it’s the urge to cry or scream that pushes me to a stand. Is Grayson Knight rejecting me? Why did I even give him the opportunity? Has this all been one twisted mind-fuck of a game? A way to give him ultimate power?

I don’t know what to think.

The kissing felt real, like something you can’t fake. And even though I’ve hated myself these last twenty-four hours for craving it so badly, I still wanted it. I still wanted him to kiss me like that again, despite our past.

God, what is wrong with me? Why am I so upset he doesn’t want to hook up anymore? I nod, trying to squash the feelings of rejection and sadness and nausea rolling around the pit of my stomach. I can’t let him know what he caused. “Sure.”

He stares at me. “That’s all you got to say?”

“What do you want me to say?” Anger seeps into my voice. I need to go to the bathroom before I start yelling or crying in front of him. Either would be mortifying. “You’re probably right. I don’t want to have the wrong idea about us either, so let’s pretend nothing happened, okay?”

“I don’t want—”

But I’m already walking away. Anger and embarrassment and rejection push me toward the gym doors as I seek the hallway for fresh air. I might actually cry, which makes me even angrier at myself because I hate crying over Grayson. I did it a few times in middle school—when he was being his usual asshole self—but I vowed never again.

He’s not worth it.

Turning down a new hall, I spot my destination in the distance. Finally, I can have some alone time to think. To breathe. To cry to myself over the death of something I didn’t think could be, something I didn’t know I wanted.

But before I’m able to make it to the bathroom, my hand is pulled back the same way it was this morning and I’m yanked to a stop. Before I know what’s happening, I’m pressed against the wall and Grayson leans in, kissing me hungrily—even more so than earlier—and my entire world turns upside down again.

Somewhere in the back of my brain, I know—I know—I should stop this. I should smack him or tell him to stop or figure out what the fuck he wants. But I don’t. I can’t. His kisses are too addicting, too alluring, and far too commanding to allow me any kind of power.

I’m putty when he touches me.

Completely useless.

His hands are on my face, holding me as he kisses me deeply, massaging my tongue with his. It’s like no time has passed since the janitor’s closet. There are still a few students lingering in the hallways, but I don’t care. I don’t care about anything other than how he’s kissing my mouth and what it’s doing to me.

Grayson moves to my neck. He continues to kiss, but ends up lightly sucking too, like he wants to do both at once, and it stirs my internal fire. Biting my lip, I whimper out a groan.

His hands drop to my waist, squeezing as he brushes himself against me harder. He’s pinning me to the wall, and I feel every thick inch of him.

“Grayson...”

He runs his teeth up my throat toward my jaw, and I throw my hands around the back of his neck, holding him to me. My chest drums in rapid succession, trying to keep up with every part of my body being touched by his. I’m dizzy but completely alert, and I’m not sure how that’s possible.

The sound of someone walking in the adjacent hallway pulls me from my haze. The footsteps grow louder, like they’re about to turn the corner into our hall. Mustering every bit of energy I have, I push him back. He doesn’t go willingly, but after a second hard shove, I finally push him off me, fully separating us. Wiping my mouth, I give myself a moment to breathe.

Grayson stares at me, completely flushed, his lips as swollen as mine feel. My chest continues to drum as Jessica Sanders turns down our hall, surprised to see us. But I’m already leaving, barely glancing at her as I head back for the gym, beyond confused.

And aroused.

Walking into the huge room, I find a decent number of volunteers still here. Probably because it’s early, but I’m not sure I can sit across from Grayson for another hour, especially if he tells me that was a mistake too. I won’t do it. I won’t.

Standing by our table, I stare at our streamers, wondering if I can make myself staple the paper when I feel him walk up beside me. Suddenly, everything else disappears. The gymnasium, the volunteers, the decorations—all of it. The only thing I’m aware of is the small space between us. I can almost feel it like its own hard force, like an unnecessary block. Grayson stares at the table too, and for a long minute, it’s quiet.

“Want to go to my truck?”

Everything inside me ignites because I know what that means. I have no idea why I’m reacting this way, but I guess if he can keep touching me like he did in the hallway, I’m on board. Everything in my head turns off when he has his hands—or his lips—on me. It’s like a drug I didn’t know I’ve been addicted to.

“Yes.”

That’s all he needs. He doesn’t say a word as he scoops up his backpack. He simply heads for the door and leaves, no one paying him any attention.

I gulp.

Wordlessly, I strap on my own bag, trying not to bring too much attention to myself as I follow him out. I doubt anyone is looking. They’re too concerned with their own projects to notice us leaving a minute apart. Coach Mackey isn’t even here either.

The only ones who realize what’s happening are us.

Grayson walks a few yards ahead, hands in his pockets, completely casual. I can practically hear my heart pounding in my chest. It’s beating so loud and so fast that I’m afraid it’s going to explode the next time he touches me. But with the way I’m feeling, it seems worth it, so I continue heading for the parking lot, pretending like I’m going to my own car. But I’m not. I’m headed to hook up. With Grayson Knight.

I spot his truck up ahead. He’s parked it in the back corner, nearly hidden behind Byron’s giant purple van. With each step, I grow more and more nervous, reality coming back and screaming at me that I’m insane.

But the memory of his hands and lips silences all that, especially when I reach the truck, because Grayson stands outside it, right by the driver’s side, waiting for me.

I slow as I approach.

Grinning, he steps closer and time stretches.

My heart is truly about to explode. We’re in the moment before—those few special seconds before everything amazing happens, when anticipation, hope, fear, and joy all swirl together, a magic concoction of life’s purpose, a reminder of why any of it exists at all.

I barely inhale when Grayson moves in, his hands on my waist and his mouth on my lips, kissing me softly at first, then quickly devouring me. He presses me against his black truck with the same hunger he had in the hallway. We’re picking up right where we left off, but now there’s little possibility of someone interrupting.

That can’t be good.

He moves to my neck, sucking and biting and kissing. I breathe out my pleasure, panting and whispering his name as he squeezes my hips. I like saying his name. He must enjoy it too—he groans against me each time I say it, moving in closer.

He stops abruptly and opens the door to the back seat.

I glance in.

There’s a long black leather bench with rips at the corners, but otherwise in good shape, and it’s the perfect amount of space to lay down. Because we’re going to make out. Hardcore. This is going to be a heavy, heavy make out session and it’s going to be with Grayson Knight. I still can’t believe it. If I want to back out, now is the time to do it.

I look at him.

But backing out is the last thing I want. I want what I had before—his hands and lips on me—and though it sounds crazy, the smart part of my brain turned off a long time ago.

I climb into the back of his truck and he follows just as quickly, shutting the door behind us. He doesn’t give me a moment to settle in.

Already kissing me, he slips his tongue in to taste mine, laying me down on the bench, practically climbing on top. It’s been a while since I’ve made out with anyone, and I don’t remember it escalating this quickly. But I like it. And I like that it’s him.

Grayson moves on me in all the best ways, brushing his lips down my neck as he palms my breast, squeezing it with gentleness and a bit of aggression, like he needs this too.

I inhale at the jolt of pleasure.

He slows a moment, still palming me. “This okay?”

“Yes,” I whisper, my heart pounding.

Jesus. I didn’t know this could feel so good. Unable to help myself, my body rolls under his, needing the friction we’re both craving, and at this point, I’m moving on instinct. I’ve shut down every logical part of my brain to seek this ultimate end prize—allowing him to make me feel good.

We move on one another, kissing and touching until he pops the button on his jeans and pulls down the zipper.

Whoa.

The sane part of me screams to wake up, and I end up forcing a question out between heated breaths. “What’re you doing?”

He pauses to press his forehead against mine. “You wanna grind?”

I gulp.

“No?”

Is that what people do? It’s either sex or hand jobs, and if that’s too intimate, then there’s grinding. But am I prepared to do that? Kissing is one thing. Making out is even more than I thought would happen today.

But grinding?

Where we rub our bodies on one another? But...aren’t we already doing that? I glance at his open jeans, wondering if I’m letting this go too far. “Shouldn’t you keep that zipped?”

“No.” There’s no hesitation. “It won’t feel as good.”

Is he lying?

“I can’t get you pregnant from just grinding on you, if that’s what you’re thinking. There’s got to be actual penetration.”

I wasn’t thinking that, but now I am.

And penetration?

“Good?” he asks, and it’s almost like a plea, a yearning for me to stop overthinking and let him take control. He knows what needs to be done—what he needs to do—and he’s ready and willing. He wants this too.

Somehow, I end up nodding.

He continues lowering his zipper, then shrugs his jeans down a little, so only his gray boxer briefs press against me. Back to kissing, I feel him lift my dress and push himself closer. Closing my eyes, I exhale a pleased whimper, able to feel more of him.

“This should feel good,” he whispers against my ear and starts to move like he would if we were having sex.

I’m sure I know how it will—

Oh my God.

Nope. Definitely didn’t expect this. Not at all. This feels...this feels incredible. I figured grinding with clothes on would feel nice, but when only two thin layers of fabric separate us, and I can feel all of him and imagine how it would feel if—

“Grayson—”

“Yeah?”

Arching back, I bite my lip to keep from screaming. He rolls his hips on mine, digging them in again and again, hitting the spot I wish he was hitting on the inside.

Holy shit.

I might be embarrassed later, but I can’t help it right now. My body has taken control of me, and it feels like I’m on fire.

“Grayson—” I grip his arms.

“You cumming?”

Is that what this is? I’ve never felt this—this twisted, necessary heat. But it’s more than that. It’s like my world is about to tip upside down for real, like I’m about to fall off the only plane of existence I’ve ever known, like everything is about to explode. It’s hard to describe. I want it, but I’m not sure what will happen once I get it.

Grayson rolls his hips over mine again, hitting the right spot again, and this time, everything tips.

Explodes.

Shatters.

My entire body convulses with violent shakes as I soar over the edge, lost on a shimmering cloud as I float into the most incredible haze of my life.

Holy shit.

Grayson dips his head into the crook of my neck as he slides his hand down his boxer briefs. He moves under the material, and I know he’s jerking himself off. He lasts another few seconds, then grunts out a curse as he stiffens. I feel him jolt when he releases, even though he tries to hide it by cupping his hand around himself.

A moment passes and he pulls back, sitting up and panting, his hand still in his pants. Giving myself a second to breathe—to recover—I do the same, sitting beside him. I push my dress back down and try to calm my racing heart as I think about what just happened—what we just did.

Grayson Knight made me cum.

How is that possible?

If that wasn’t outside the scope of all reality already, the fact that it was my first orgasm takes the cake. I’ve never experimented with myself...like that...because it never felt right. It seemed silly and besides, there was no inspiration behind the act. It’s not like I had anyone to imagine doing it with. And the other times I hooked up felt nice, but never like that. Never like my body actually came alive, like I was fully aware of it.

What does that mean?

Flushed, Grayson climbs to the front seat and turns on the truck. He reaches into the glove compartment for some napkins. “Where’d you park?”

“Other side of the lot.” I climb to the front passenger seat, trying not to look at him as he pulls us out of the spot and over to my car.

The five-second trip feels like an eternity because we both know what just happened: we each just made the other cum, and it didn’t take long at all. I don’t know about him, but it felt natural for me. Instinctual.

Right.

Pulling into the empty spot beside my car, I reach for the door handle.

“Robin.”

I look over, but Grayson stares ahead, like he didn’t just call me. I wait a second, wondering if he’s going to speak, wondering if we’re going to talk about it.

He clears his throat, then glances over. The corner of his mouth lifts, like he’s suddenly excited about something. “See you tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER SIX
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I tell Hailey everything.

From the first kiss yesterday to what happened in the truck. What Grayson and I did...what I did and how I’ve never done that before. I try to include every possible detail, because I need help. I need my best friend to be a mirror and show me what I’m not seeing. Show me what I’m doing.

Because I’m so fucking confused.

When I’m done, Hailey sits on her bed, staring at me with wide eyes. She didn’t say a single word as I spoke; she let me get all it out in one long explanation, and now that I have, it’s taking her a while to process. I’m still processing it myself—I get it. Finally, she breaks the quiet with one soft word. “Wow.”

Pacing in her room, I nod, nibbling on my thumbnail. “I know.”

She thinks a second, her head tilting to the side. “This is why he snapped at Roger? In the lunchroom.”

I nod.

“So...are you guys...like...secretly dating or something?”

“No.” I turn when I reach her dresser, walking across her room the other way. “I don’t think so.”

Hailey considers everything for another long moment. “He defended you...then made out with you...” She tilts her head to the side again. “Sounds like he likes you. He has to a little, right?”

“I think he likes hooking up with me.”

“I think you like hooking up with him too.”

I stop.

Crap, I do.

“Only thing is, you need to decide if you like hooking up with him enough to only do that. Or if there are, you know, feelings involved.”

Still pacing, I shake my head, happy I have this part straight. “No feelings.”

“None?”

Why is she questioning me on this? “Uh—yes. I still hate him.”

“Even though you’re letting him put his tongue down your throat?”

“Eww. Gross.”

“But you are.”

“Yeah, but...he’s a really good kisser.”

“Well...” Hailey shrugs. She lets out a long, loud sigh. “See how he acts at school tomorrow. Actions say a lot, right?”

“And if we ignore each other like usual?”

“Then it’s a secret hookup thing.” She crosses her arms, studying me closely. “Are you okay with that?”

I have no idea. All logical thinking went out the window the second he kissed me. It’s like he opened a door to a portal I never knew existed. I hate that he has the key, but I’m still so, so happy I even know about it. And now that I’ve gone completely crazy, I have no idea what I want anymore.

I’m more confused than ever.

***
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THE NEXT DAY AT SCHOOL, Grayson and I see each other like usual in the hallway after homeroom, but neither of us says a word. I kind of want him to approach me but he only catches my eye as we pass, the hint of a smile on his lips. The fact that he doesn’t come right over sends a bolt of pain through me, and I’m already angry at myself for getting upset.

Uh-oh.

This isn’t healthy. Whatever this is we’re doing—we need to stop. I don’t like that I’m annoyed at him more than normal and it’s only because he’s not actively acknowledging me after he had his hands on me. I can see this is leading to dangerous terrain, so I should probably end it before it blows up.

I need to talk to Hailey again, but we won’t have an opportunity until lunch. Deciding on the plan, I continue on in my day, but come to a complete halt when I turn the corner on my way to second period. My heart stops as I try to accept what I’m seeing.

Cassie Harmon standing at Grayson’s locker.

Clutching books to her chest.

Leaning toward him.

She’s a junior, and I’ve seen them hang out from time to time, but I have no idea who she is to him—friend or old girlfriend or something else—because I never cared to pay attention. In tattered up jeans and a tight red tank top, she’s rocking the whole alternative look with blue-tipped hair and long snake earrings. She has a pretty face, and that’s where I’m having trouble. Because not only is she focused on Grayson, she’s laughing, like they’re having a good time.

Are they?

Why does that bother me?

Wait.

Does this...

Does this mean I have...feelings for him?

My brain turns off and on again, almost like it’s restarting itself because suddenly, I’m staring at him with new eyes, eyes that want other girls away from him—even though I still hate him.

Right?

Or do I like to hate him?

Whatever. I can’t figure this out in the hallway, so I guess that’s what I’ll spend next period doing. But I need to pass them to get to class. The angry knot at seeing him with Cassie grows, coupled with the fact that we haven’t talked today—though that’s normal for us—but I ignore it as I walk down the hall to second period.

I try to avoid them, but Grayson catches my eye, like he’s acutely aware of where I am, like he’s known this entire time. He’s listening to whatever Cassie is saying, but remains focused on me, watching as I pass him. He scans me once, his brows pinching in curiosity.

But I keep walking.

If he wants to talk to me, he can talk to me, but we’re putting boundaries on this thing as soon as possible. Either we end it or we figure out what the hell we’re doing, because I don’t like this gray, ambiguous area. It’s what I’m still telling myself as I walk into the class we share, spotting him in his usual seat a few behind mine.

He looks up as I walk down the row, the corner of his mouth lifting into a slight smile. I slow, surprised by this, unable to stop from smiling back.

“Girl’s got that dick glow again.” Eric cackles as I approach my seat, and I really think about throwing something at him. I don’t have anything ready, but maybe I can ball up a piece of paper and peg him in the back of the head later. “Come on, Robin. You going to tell us who’s tapping it? Maybe he’ll let me take a turn.”

What’s wrong with him? Rolling my eyes, I set my bag on the floor and slide into my seat. Eric is being extra gross today, but hopefully he’ll get bored and move on to someone else. Or he’ll go back to chatting with Byron, who’s watching him tease me with interest.

But Eric leaps over the row to stand in my aisle. Wow, he’s getting brazen. Crouching down beside me, he leans in, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “Seriously, Robin, anytime you want to ride some dick—"

“Why don’t you shut the fuck up?” Grayson snaps.

Everything stops.

All conversations, all papers and backpacks shuffling, even people walking into the room—everything just stops. It’s like we’re all struck by the severity of his words, caught in the intensity of this palpably dangerous moment, and no one knows what to do.

Holding my breath, everything inside me stiffens as I pray the moment will end. Class hasn’t started and I’m trapped in this horrible interaction with everyone watching.

Obviously aware he’s overstepped, Eric tries to retract. Slowly, he moves away from me, back to standing upright. “Just messing with her—”

“Well fucking don’t.”

Whispers erupt like a chorus as friends lean in to gossip. Here we go. The second anything of interest happens it passes around the high school like a disease, people already texting. I wish they wouldn’t, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m completely frozen, wishing it was over.

“Whatever.” Eric rolls his eyes as he jumps back over the desk into his own aisle. He looks like he’s about to say something but doesn’t.

Grayson defended me again. Loudly. For the entire class to hear. Does this mean—does he have feelings for me too?

I spend the entire class thinking about this, wondering how I’ve become consumed with someone I thought I’d hate forever. Which, apparently, I don’t anymore.

God, I’m so confused.

The moment the bell rings, Grayson jumps up from his seat and passes me, hurrying out of class before anyone can say a word. Whispers erupt at his speedy departure, and I know they’re gossiping about me too, because eyes flash over, studying, scrutinizing, questioning.

Grabbing my stuff, I force myself to ignore everyone’s gaze and I walk out of the classroom, wishing I could just go home and climb under my comforter.

Wishing Grayson was there on top of me.

I’m hopeless.

***
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I’M OUTSIDE WITH HAILEY at the end of lunch.

Pretty much everyone is out here with us, either on the patio—standing or sitting at one of the few tables—or in the grass between the two buildings. I got to lunch late, so Hailey split her sandwich with me, and we’ve avoided the table of boys.

All I’ve heard since our class earlier is how Grayson and I are secretly dating. That is so not true; we’re only secretly hooking up, but I’m not going to correct anyone. And when I think about it, I wish that wasn’t true either, because I don’t like how it sounds. I don’t like how it makes me feel.

But we haven’t talked.

Not since yesterday, not since he said it was a mistake. After that, we’ve hooked up like we can’t help ourselves. I know I can’t. Every time Grayson touches me, I feel like I’m under a spell. Does he feel the same way? Like he can feel his entire body?

I want to talk to him, but now doesn’t seem like the right time. He’s out in the grass with Roger and the others, practicing backflips and aerial cartwheels. Today, his gymnastic moves are a bit more precise, like he wants to be seen.

Landing a flip, Grayson wipes his hands on the front of his jeans, scanning the area. He finds me and smiles.

I smile back.

“Think Cassie heard the rumor,” Hailey whispers, drawing me to the present. I turn to my best friend but her gaze is set on the grassy midsection. “She never approaches him at lunch.”

I follow her focus, finding the same girl with blue tipped hair from Grayson’s locker. She’s just as pretty as I remember, and I wonder if he would agree. “Who is she?”

“A junior. Apparently, she likes banging bully seniors and Grayson is last on her list.”

“How do you know?”

“Oh—people talk.”

That’s true.

Look at today. Grayson barely defended me. He said two things to Eric, and the entire school is buzzing with rumors over how long we’ve been dating, how often we’ve been screwing, if we’ve done it on school property, if we’re open to sharing. But I can’t even confirm anything because I don’t know what’s happening myself.

Grayson and I need to talk.

For real.

We have detention again later, but I don’t know if I can wait that long. I’ll pass him on the way to sixth period before the end of the day. Maybe we can talk then. I think about this as I watch Cassie move in, laughing as she squeezes his arm, feeling his bicep.

Something dark in me stirs.

“Robin, you alright?” Hailey asks. She follows my focus and then looks back at me. “She’s just flirting with him.”

“I don’t care.” But I do, and I can’t stop staring. It’s like I have to see how this plays out; I have to watch what he does with acute observation. But Grayson doesn’t disappoint. He looks at Cassie, almost bored with whatever she’s saying before finding me again.

He wiggles his brows.

He’s probably thinking about hooking up, but we need to talk first. I need to know what we’re doing. We need to have some boundaries established. Some parameters.

Cassie is back to squeezing his arm and I’m done watching. I’ll talk with him between fifth and sixth period since he’s obviously busy right now. I explain the plan to Hailey who asks me to stay, but I tell her I can’t watch Cassie touching Grayson. It’s bothering me too much, which is also freaking me out. I need to think about all this, decide what I want, and talk to Grayson.

Before I leave, I glance back again. He’s listening to Cassie with semi-interest but notices me walking off the patio. I head inside before I can read his expression, promising myself we’ll talk later. I also remind myself it’s probably smart to know what I want when we discuss this. Yesterday, I woke up wanting him to kiss me. Today, I’m not sure if I want him all to myself or if I’m okay with sharing him. And if I’m not...

Do I...

Do I want to date Grayson?

I pocket the question during all of fourth and fifth period. The idea of not hating him seems foreign, but the idea of willingly keeping his company throws me off too. Because if we date, we’ll obviously be spending time together. But is that what I want? To spend time with Grayson? Or do I just want his kisses? And if that’s the case, then maybe I don’t want to date him. Maybe I just want to hook up with him?

But the thought of Cassie touching him freaks me out. I don’t want any other girl touching him—not when we’re doing whatever it is we’re doing. I don’t care if girls flirt with him, but they’re not allowed to hate him the way I do. Hating him and touching him are mine alone. And if I want these things, I think I already know the other part, even though I don’t want to admit it.

I want to date Grayson.

I may have actually lost my mind.

My heart races as I come to the realization, just in time for fifth period to let out. My mortal enemy—the boy who lifted my skirt for the entire fifth grade class to see—is now the one I’m ready to call my own, if we’re going to continue doing this.

Whatever it is we’re doing.

I turn the corner and head down the hallway to his locker, chewing my bottom lip, wondering how I’m going to bring this up. I should probably wait until detention—and I probably will—but I want to talk to him now. More than half the day has passed, and we haven’t said a word. I need to talk to him now that I know how I feel and what I want. Even if it’s just to say hi. After today, I’ll take an easy greeting.

Grayson turns the corner with his entourage, Cassie trailing at the rear. I pause, turning toward the closest water fountain, pretending to take a drink. Leaning forward, I tilt my head but watch Grayson reach his locker, happy that I’m able to hear him from this distance, even with the flow of students between us.

Frustrated, he opens the locker, shaking his head with an annoyed glare. “It’s not true, okay? Just fucking drop it.”

“Then why’d you say it?” Byron pushes.

“Did you not just hear me say drop it?”

“Come on, man. Is it true?” He leans his broad shoulders against the other column of lockers, raising his brows. “Y’all fucking or what?”

Grayson glares at him.

“They are.” Byron laughs.

“I said shut the fuck up about it.” He grabs a book from his locker and replaces the one clutched under his arm. He slams his locker shut.

“You mean it’s not true?” Eric crosses his arms.

His glare darkens, and he pauses a moment. “It’s not true. People are spreading lies.”

“Then what’re you doing?”

“None of your business.”

“Y’all dating?”

“No.”

So adamant. So sure and confident, like he didn’t have to give it a second thought, like he knew the answer to that question before it was asked. Are we dating?

No.

It’s like I’ve been struck. I pause at the impact, my chest tightening, and I’m not sure why. He told the truth. We’re not dating. We never said we were, and neither of us are under that impression. So, why does it hurt that he said it like that? He didn’t explain or admit that there might be something between us...something small. He just flat out rejected the idea, and because of that, I’m...sad.

Sad?

Is that right? Or is it hurt?

“So, if you’re not hitting it”—Byron moves next to him — “you think I can—”

“No.”

“But—”

“Fucking drop it. I’m not saying it again.”

I don’t want to hear any more. He obviously knows where he stands with us and now I do too. Now I’m back to hating him as usual, and I have no idea why I let myself feel anything different.

I spend the remainder of the day pretending I don’t know everyone is talking about me, which is harder than I expect. All the staring and whispering is still un-ignorable, but somehow, I make it to the end of seventh period and to my car in the parking lot. I spy Grayson’s truck in the same back spot. I didn’t bother going to detention today. Coach Mackey never shows up anyway and we left yesterday in the middle of our shift. Obviously, no one’s paying any attention.

So, I’m skipping.

By the looks of Grayson’s truck, he isn’t. At least, he isn’t leaving early like I am, but I want to head home. This day has felt like an eternity and honestly, I’m in no rush to see Grayson. We haven’t talked since he said it was a mistake yesterday, and then today, even after he defends me, he adamantly denies anything between us.

I need to go home and take a break from this whole thing. I swore him off once years ago, and maybe that was smart. But then he came to my defense yesterday and today and I just—I don’t know.

I just don’t know.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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At home, I take a call from Hailey. I tell her about ditching detention and how I had to get out of the school before I lost it, especially with Grayson. We chat for around twenty minutes before I hang up and check the time. It’s only four. I still have a little over an hour until Mom comes home. Even longer for Dad. I’m about to head into my room when there’s a knock at the front door.

I pause.

I’m not expecting anyone. Slowly backtracking, I walk toward the entrance. When I peek through the peephole, my heart stops.

What the hell is Grayson doing here?

Hands in his pockets, he rolls on the balls of his feet, casually waiting. Did he ditch detention too? Is he here because I didn’t show up?

I stare at the door for a moment, not sure what to do. Ignore it? Answer it? I wish I hadn’t already changed into my jammies. I glance down. They’re not bad—pink cotton shorts and a white tank top—but it’s a lot more skin than he’s seen.

“Robin—you home?”

Chewing my bottom lip, I decide I should probably get this over with. Chest pounding, I unlock the door and pull it open.

His eyes grow wide, scanning me before he looks up. He clears his throat. “Hey.”

“Hi.”

He rolls on the balls of his feet again. “Can I...come inside?”

I glance around my street, still blocking his entrance. Crossing my arms, I lean against the doorframe, not sure I want him inside my house. “Might not be smart. I don’t want people to get the wrong idea.”

He nods, following my scan of the neighborhood. “That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“You want to talk?”

He nods. “Think we need to. Don’t you?”

Fine.

Turning around, I open the door wider and hear him follow me in. I head for my kitchen, fully aware this is the first time he’s been in my house. Strangely, it doesn’t bother me.

Rubbing his hands together, he glances around the living room, taking it all in with one long scan. I think he’s going to comment on the cheesy décor, but he skips the small talk. “Look...” He turns to me. “I didn’t mean for this to happen, okay?”

“What?”

“Any of it.” He stands by my couch, hands in his pockets.

“You said none of it was true.” I tighten my arms over my chest, leaning against the wall, hoping it supports me, because this is about to get tough. “That people were spreading lies.”

“They are lies. We’re not dating.”

Ouch.

It’s like I’ve been punched. I know what he’s saying is true, but to hear it from him...and like that...doesn’t make it feel any better.

“You...didn’t think we were, did you?” He pops a brow, sliding his hands out of his pockets as he stands firmly in front of me, his olive hoodie unzipped. Surprise and confusion and something else brew behind his eyes, like he’s adjusting to new information.

Can’t show him I’m hurt.

I press my shoulders back, trying to project the confidence and strength I need. “That would mean I stopped hating you—and I haven’t.”

Pain flickers on his face but disappears a moment later. He sinks his hands back in his pockets, rolling on the balls of his feet again. “You still hate me?”

“Well, it’s only physical between us, right?”

“That’s...what I want to talk about.”

“What?”

“We really should...stop.”

“Yeah?” I ask, tightening my crossed arms further. “And why should I believe anything you say? Last time you said it was a mistake, and you’ve only come on stronger since.”

“I know.” He rubs the back of his neck. “It’s my fault.”

I drop my arms. Is he being serious this time? Does he really want to stop this? Why is that thought agonizing?

“It’s not fair to you.”

My chest constricts, and I can’t believe the words as they tumble out of my mouth. “So, you don’t want to...anymore?”

He glances away. He takes a deep breath like he’s still considering everything. “Probably not smart. We’re enemies, Robin. We had some fun, but—”

“Fine. Get out.”

He stares at me. “What?”

“If we’re enemies, get out.”

“You’re seriously kicking me out?”

“If you’re telling me this has all been a mistake—”

“I didn’t say that. I said it’s not smart.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“No, the fuck it isn’t.” He steps forward, raising his voice a little. “I don’t regret anything, okay? But I also don’t think it’s smart. I don’t do the girlfriend thing and keeping this strictly physical isn’t going to work. And, on top of everything, it’s you—”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He huffs. “It doesn’t make it any easier.”

I push off from the wall and pace in a small circle, everything inside me boiling. “So, what, we just pretend none of it happened?” I ask, secretly hoping he disagrees.

“Afraid so.”

Double ouch.

This hurts more than I expected it to. Part of me wants to cry, and I hate that he makes me feel this way, that he’s able to hurt me like this. I stare at him, anger still fueling my words and actions. And maybe it’s anger that makes me brave enough to ask what I’ve been wondering this entire time. “If we’re enemies, why did you even kiss me?”

He stares back a moment, his face softening. He’s had the answer ready all along; he just didn’t want to admit it. “I was tired of wondering what it would be like.”

Oh.

A warm bundle of butterflies travels up my chest. “And now?”

He gulps, still staring at me. He doesn’t need to think; the answer—like the one before it—is automatic. “Now...I think about kissing you nonstop.”

Maybe there’s hope? I replay his words, looking for reasons we can’t be together. I chew on my bottom lip. “But you don’t do the girlfriend thing.”

He shakes his head like it’s non-negotiable, but then he stops. “And it’d be weird, right? Like, you still hate me—”

“Mostly hate.”

“Right.” He blinks, the corner of his mouth lifting. “You mostly hate me.” He rubs the back of his neck, the hint of a smile emerging. “That’d be a weird relationship.”

“It’s our current relationship.”

“Well—yeah.”

“Plus, all the physical stuff. And we’re only doing the physical stuff with each other, right?” Why am I trying to convince him to be in a relationship with me? After hearing him deny us earlier, I swore off him again. But now that he’s here in front of me—and he’s admitted he still wants to kiss me—I kind of don’t care again. God, I’m hopeless.

He nods.

“So...isn’t it the same?”

Grayson thinks for a moment, like he’s stumped on a puzzle. Frowning to himself, he shakes his head, backing up. “No—no! Having a girlfriend is different. You do different kinds of shit.”

“Fine.”

“We’re not dating.” He shakes his head, adamant on the subject.

“Fine then.” I point to my front door. “Get out.”

“You’re back to kicking me out?”

“What more is there to discuss? We’re not dating, we’re no longer hooking up—we’re back to being enemies. So, get out.”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not ready to go yet.” He crosses his arms again as he plants his feet in place. “As a host, you’re not being very gracious.”

“And as a guest, you’re not getting the hell out of my house.”

“You going to make me?” He grins with a wink. “I’d love to wrestle with you.”

Beyond annoyed, I cross my arms again, not sure what more there is to say. Not sure what more I can do. “What do you want, Grayson?”

He opens his mouth, but nothing comes out.

“What?”

He rubs the back of his neck again, and I know what he’s going to do seconds before he does it. I know because the corner of his mouth lifts in that mischievous way, like he’s up to no good. The second he leans in, I push him back, no longer allowing him to touch me. This time, I’m putting my foot down.

“No.”

“Seriously?” He seems disappointed.

“I’m not going to keep hooking up with you whenever you feel like it. And if you don’t do the girlfriend thing—”

“Fine.” He succumbs with a long, drawn-out whine, like I’m asking the world of him.

“Fine—what?”

“I’ll do it, okay? Jesus.” He throws his arms up like he’s lost a huge argument, frustration peppering his mood. “You happy now?”

“You’ll do what?”

“Robin, I swear to God—I might actually kill you.”

I don’t care. He’s not getting off without a solid confirmation. Tapping my foot, I wait.

“What?”

“Say it out loud so we can both hear you.”

Grayson exhales loudly as he rubs the back of his neck for the millionth time. I’ve boxed him into telling a truth he doesn’t want to admit. He stalls a minute longer, scanning the living room, like he’s looking for any way out of this. Finally, he realizes he’s stuck and turns to me with a semi-glare. “We’re fucking dating.”

“You don’t seem too happy about it.”

“I’m ecstatic. Can’t you tell?” He walks up closer, nearly closing the distance between us, hunger in his eyes. “Can we make out now?”

“Wow.”

“What?” His eyes shift between mine and then down to my lips. “If I’m supposed to do stupid boyfriend shit, this is part of the deal.”

It makes me want to laugh, but at the same time, the question tugs at me. “How do I know you’re serious?”

“What do you mean?”

“How do I know you don’t want to just hook up one more time, and then tomorrow, you’ll tell me it was a mistake and we shouldn’t be dating?”

Grayson stares. I’m not sure if he’s angry, but if we’re going to do this, I want to be honest and make sure we’re on the same page. Finally, after a long minute of making me wait, he shakes his head. “You’re either in or you’re out.”

“Of what—dating you?”

He nods.

“Well, since you’ve gone about it so romantically...”

“Robin, not killing you is the romantic part.”

I scan him, still computing everything being said and agreed to. “I never thought you’d be my boyfriend.”

He pauses, the slightest flinch at the word. But then, it’s like he tries it on for size, and something must feel right because he sinks into it, absorbing it, wearing it like a badge. Stepping further into my space, the hunger grows in his eyes. “Let’s forget about it by rubbing on each other. Sound good? When do your parents get home?”

I glance at the clock.

It’s ten past four. Mom will be home in a little over an hour which means we could get into a lot of trouble if I let him stay. But it sounds like good trouble, the kind I wouldn’t mind getting into. Of course, five minutes ago Grayson said he wanted to end things and now he’s agreeing to date me just to hook up? I need to slow down and consider everything, but the logical part of my brain is gone again, and in its place is lust. Any time Grayson wants to touch me, lust takes center stage, consequences be damned. I kind of like it.

“Little after five.”

“Sweet. I don’t have to be home until then.” He leans in slowly, as if hesitant I might reject him again. But I don’t move forward to meet him. I need something first.

“Say you’re my boyfriend.”

He stops. “Are you serious?”

“I need to hear you say it.” For some reason, hearing the words leave his lips will make me feel a thousand times better about all this. I know it’s silly, but after everything we’ve been through—over the years and recently—I want to hear it.

Grayson brings his mouth to mine, hovering just above my lips, his breath so close and sweet I can taste it. “I’m your motherfucking boyfriend.”

Closing the distance, I kiss him with an urgency I didn’t know I had, wrapping my hands around the back of his neck and pulling him close. Suddenly, I can’t stand the idea of not having him on me. He gives in just as quickly, pulling, squeezing, needing to get as close as possible.

“Couch or bed?” He walks me backward as he holds my face in his hands.

“Couch is smarter—”

“Fuck being smart.” He moves for my neck, nuzzling down my jaw, setting everything ablaze with hot kisses. Before he can walk me back further, his watch goes off. He stops and looks at the device, his brows shooting up. “Shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

His disappointment stings, but I can tell it’s urgent. “I—uh—I got to go.”

“Now?”

“Sorry. Yeah.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” He clears his throat, something working behind his eyes. “My...folks need help.”

“With what?”

“Just...stupid shit.” He leans in to kiss me once more, and I think my knees actually weaken. God, he’s a good kisser. Grayson pulls back, but I really, really don’t want him to go, so I nibble on his bottom lip a little, like he did to me.

“Trying to keep me here?” He smirks.

“Come back later?”

He stops. “You serious?”

Am I?

It’s probably the lust talking. I don’t know what I’m thinking—just what I’m physically feeling—so I shake my head, waving him off. “It’s okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll come back if you want.” He raises a brow, entertaining the idea. “But your folks will be home, right?”

I nod.

“You got a window or something?”

I nod again, completely shocked at myself for going along with this. “But it needs to be late. Past eleven. They normally go to sleep around then.”

“I can do that. Keep your window unlocked and a light on so I know which room is yours.”

“Okay.”

He kisses me again and I think I’m going to melt. There’s something magically addicting about his lips and the way he uses them, and I wonder if it’s a gift or a curse. Finally breaking away, he raises his brows as he backs up. “See you later.”

Grayson leaves, closing the door behind him. For a long moment, I simply stare ahead, at my front door, wondering what just happened.

Wondering—yet again—what the hell I’m doing.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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My parents said goodnight around twenty minutes ago, which means they’re probably in bed, about to fall asleep. It’s just after eleven, so we’re good on time. It feels odd, but I’ve left my window unlocked and slightly ajar, the cool fall air sweeping in. I removed the screen from the window earlier so it’s easier for Grayson to get in, and hopefully less noisy. I also turned off my ceiling light, opting to use the small nightstand lamp which offers a warm glow instead. With my television on as background noise, and the little bit of light by my bed, my room is perfect for a late-night visitor.

I can’t believe I’m expecting Grayson Knight to climb through my window any minute and...and what? Make out with me?

More?

I haven’t thought this far ahead. He’s got me under a spell when he’s touching me, so inviting him here this late probably sent the wrong message. It probably indicated I want more. But do I? Or was I just caught up in the amazing feeling of kissing him? I chew my bottom lip and start to pace along my center rug.

Is this a mistake?

Is dating Grayson a mistake? Is he going to tell me that tomorrow after we fool around tonight? My mind scrambles, and even though I know I need to slow down and consider this from all angles, I can’t help imagining his lips.

And how he tastes.

And smells.

And how good it feels when he’s on top of me—

A light tap on the window pulls me from my thoughts. I sprint over, spotting his face in the darkness outside. Softly, I push the window back for him. “Hey.”

Throwing one hand on the ledge, he practically leaps into my room with one swift movement, landing perfectly on my center rug. Wiping his hands, he grins with pride. “If Black Coyote’s watching, at least he knows you let me in.”

I glance from Grayson to the window, confused by how effortlessly he got in. “How’d you do that?”

“What?”

“You practically...flew in.”

“I’m pretty amazing.”

“Uh-huh.” I walk past him, assuming he must just be getting really good at parkour. Closing my window, I think back to his comment. If Black Coyote is watching? Why would Perish’s main vigilante be in our part of the woods? Normally, sightings of him are in downtown, which makes the most sense since that’s where the majority of where crimes occur. “I doubt Black Coyote patrols our neighborhood.”

“Why? Cause your dad’s a cop?” Grayson sinks his hands in his jean pockets. He’s in his same olive-green hoodie with a fresh red t-shirt along with a black ball cap. “There’re a lot of crooked cops, you know.”

I narrow my eyes. “Are you insinuating my dad’s crooked?”

“Not at all. In fact, your dad’s one of the good ones.” Grayson’s focus dips lower, like he suddenly sees me. His eyes widen as he takes in my short, navy jammy bottoms and thin, black tank top. He wiggles his brows. “Hello.”

“Hi.”

Clearing his throat, he breaks his focus and gives my room a solid scan. He studies my desk, my bed, my closet, and the posters on my walls. Finally, his attention lands on me again. He smirks. “You have such a little girl room.”

“What? No, I don’t.”

“It’s pink and purple.”

“I like those colors.” I reach for the remote and turn up the volume on my television. I’ve got to drown out our voices because I know we can get loud.

“Your parents asleep?”

“Yeah, but they’re not deaf.” I place the remote down again and cross my arms. “They could wake up.”

“So—”

“No loud arguing.”

“Us?” He scoffs.

I narrow my eyes, squeezing my arms. “You know my dad’s a cop. He’ll literally kill you if he finds you in here.”

Grayson wiggles his brows. “A challenge.”

Sometimes I want to strangle him and other times I need him pressed against me. It’s strange to want both when they’re so opposite. Except, maybe I don’t want to strangle him—not to death. Maybe a light choke will do.

Rocking on the balls of my feet, I play dumb, trying to put him on the spot. “So...why are you over here again?”

“You invited me.”

“You were kissing me. I get a little...stupid when that happens.”

“I’ll be sure to do it more often.”

I roll my eyes, suppressing a bubble of glee at the thought. Clearing my throat, I try to fish around for the truth. “Any ulterior motives?”

Grayson lets out a loud sigh with a familiar hint of annoyance. “I wanted to see you, Robin. That alright?”

I think for a minute, chewing my bottom lip. “Suppose so.”

“Yeah. I know. It’s fucking weird for me too.”

He always has to say something. Keeping my arms crossed tightly over my chest, I motion to my window. “If it’s so weird, you can go.”

“I’m not leaving. I already broke in.”

“Broke in? I let you in.”

He lifts a shoulder like he doesn’t have a retort and instead, searches my room again. His eyes dance around every piece of furniture. “So...what were you doing?”

Waiting up for him, because normally I’d be asleep by now. But do I tell him that? Or would that make me sound lame?

“You probably go to bed around nine, right?”

“Ten.”

“Sure.” He winks as he walks closer, hands still in his pockets. “Look, if you want me to leave so you can get your beauty rest, fine. But you invited me over—let’s make that clear.”

He always has to be right. And even if he is, I’m not confirming shit. But he’s boxed me into responding and I really don’t want to. Him and his stupid mind games. “I don’t...want you to leave.”

“No?” He grins.

I shake my head.

“Then uh...what’d you want to do?”

“Whatever it is, it has to be quiet.”

He nods to himself, pulling at his chin as he considers his options. “What could we do that’s quiet? Something that involves neither of us talking?” He glances over at my purple comforter. “You know, your bed looks really soft.”

“Subtle.”

He winks again, both hands sliding back in his pockets. Stopping in front of me, Grayson slowly leans in just as a door opens down the hall. Heavy footsteps follow past the bathroom, headed my way.

Shit.

There’s no time. Spinning, I turn to my own door, just as Dad knocks on it twice.

“Robin? You decent?”

“Uh—” I glance back but don’t see Grayson. Heart racing, I wonder if he jumped back out the window or if he’s hiding somewhere in here. But where? I can’t see him, so that’s good. But Dad is a cop. If he finds a boy in my room, it’s so not good. “Yes, sir.”

He opens the door.

My dad is in his mid-forties, and older than he looks. Even though he’s mostly blonde and my hair is auburn, I get a lot of my features from him, especially a stubborn look that Mom dubs so your father. I guess I see it. Big and broad, he’s always been a steadfast, strong man, but now that I’m older, I see what others have claimed for years—he can be intimidating. I wonder if criminals find him intimidating. I wonder if Grayson does—wherever he is.

After a scan of my room, Dad’s attention returns to me, one curious brow raised. “What’re you doing up?”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

He looks around again. “Thought I heard voices.”

I motion to the television. “I turned it up a little.”

“Why not turn it off?”

“It’s to help me get to sleep.” I clear my throat. “Sometimes it’s too quiet and the background noise helps.”

He thinks a moment and then nods. “Don’t turn it up too loud.”

“I won’t.”

“You need to get to sleep. It’s a school night.”

“Yes, sir.”

He stares a moment and then offers a small smile. Dad walks over and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Love you, kid. See you in the morning.”

“Night, Dad.” I close the door after he leaves and lean against it, letting out a long, silent sigh of relief. Whoa. That was close.

Heart still racing, I search my room, afraid to call for Grayson.

But where is he?

Walking out of the shadows, Grayson simply appears in the corner of my room. It’s like he blended in with the darkness, and I can’t believe I didn’t see him. I can’t believe Dad didn’t either. Before I can say a word, he places a single finger over his mouth. He points at my door, mouthing the words, ‘he’s outside.’

I nod.

Probably checks out too. Dad wouldn’t leave right away. He’s probably got his ear to my door, listening until he’s satisfied.

We wait another full moment until his audible footsteps take him back to his room. The door closes, confirming he’s back with Mom in their own space. I smile at Grayson, but I’m still nervous we’ll make too much noise if he stays. Even so, I don’t want him to go.

Quietly, I walk over, my heart pounding hard in my chest. I’m not sure what I’m planning to do when I pause in front of him, but I know instinct will take over.

And it does.

Leaning in, I bring my lips to his, and in the moment before they meet, I’m bursting with something I’ve never felt before, some tender ache in my chest. Glee? But I’ve felt glee...so, what is this? What is this strange new happiness at the fact that I’m able to kiss Grayson whenever I want, at the knowledge that I can call him my own? I’ve hated him forever but now, ironically, this is what I want.

He's what I want.

Grayson slides his hands up my face, holding me to him. We kiss softly and quietly until I pull back, breaking us apart. The most adorable frown emerges and I help him understand what I want by slipping my fingers in his and pulling him toward my bed.

He glances at it, and then back at me. Am I really leading him there? I guess so. Do I know what I’m doing or what I want? Absolutely not. I just know we need to be quiet.

Continuing to kiss him with my hands around the back of his neck, I sit down on my comforter, already pulling him closer. He starts to follow but stops to yank down the zipper on his hoodie. He opens the thing, shrugs it off, and then allows me to draw him in again as he climbs on top of me, tossing his black cap to the floor. It happens in a matter of seconds and it all feels so, so right. He’s the first boy I’ve ever had in my bed.

Grayson Knight.

He moves from my mouth to my neck as silently as possible, planting hot, needy kisses that burn something fiery in my chest, my stomach, and below. I love it. I love the feel of his weight on me, and his hand as it moves up from my waist. He slows when he reaches my breast, squeezing it gently, sending me into a dizzying spell.

“Grayson,” I whisper.

He brings his face to mine with a grin. Forehead to forehead, he waits a moment, considering something. Finally, he pulls back to sit up on his knees. Eyes on mine, he reaches for the bottom of his shirt and yanks it up, over his head.

Whoa.

He’s—he’s shirtless.

I’ve seen guys without their shirts before, but it was at the beach or pool, and I wasn’t making out with them. This is different.

Also, damn.

For an eighteen-year-old, Grayson is ridiculously muscular. Like, I know he does parkour, but Jesus. It gives him a body like that? With all those abs and hard, defined lines in his arms? I never noticed. But he wears hoodies three seasons out of the year, so it’s not like he shows it off. Plus, why would I have paid attention?

But now I see what I was missing.

Again, damn.

Tossing his shirt to the floor, he crawls back on top of me, bringing his mouth to my ear in a whisper. “I can still leave if you want.”

“You can stay.”

The corner of his mouth lifts. He glances at my door, and then at the window, and then back at my door, something working behind his eyes.

“What?”

Another glance between. “Does your dad trust you?”

I wonder why he’s asking such a weird question. Then, the reasoning behind it settles in. I follow his stare at my window. “You think he’s going to check the house?”

“He’s a cop. And you’re his only daughter.”

Shit.

He’s probably right. If Dad smells anything suspicious, he won’t let it go. The fact that he already came to check on me is not a good sign, so there is a very real possibility he’s outside, surveilling the house. And it won’t be good if he finds my window unlocked.

“Can you lock it?” I whisper.

Grayson sprints off me and pulls the latch to the right. He closes the pink curtain and walks back over, giving me a perfect view to admire him.

His watch buzzes and he looks at it, reading something. His brows pinch, and I can’t tell if it’s annoyance or frustration or disappointment. Maybe all of it? I don’t know, but something happened, and I don’t like it.

“Don’t tell me your parents need help now?”

He looks up and shakes his head. But instead of climbing back on top of me, he slides his hands in his pockets, pausing. Waiting.

Oh no.

I sit up just as he glances back at the window behind him. He stares at it, considering something as he scratches behind his ear. “I should probably go.”

“Why?”

He crosses his arms. “Pretty sure your dad knows I’m here, and I don’t feel comfortable fooling around if there’s a cop in the house—let alone one who’s already suspicious.” He swipes his shirt off the ground.

“What’s your fixation with him being a cop?” I jump to a stand, a little hurt he’s going to leave like this. I know it’s not a real date—and we didn’t have any specific plans—but it’s only been like five minutes since he arrived. And now he wants to leave? “And he’s a sergeant, you know.”

“I know. And cops carry guns.”

“Not all.”

“Your father does.”

“How do you know?”

He looks like he wants to answer, but shrugs instead. “I know things.”

“Compelling evidence.”

He grins just as his watch buzzes again.

“Guess you really do have to go.” I cross my arms, bummed. I don’t know what I thought would happen, but I assumed it’d be more than this. I thought we’d be making out right around now—not saying goodbye. I try to keep the disappointment from my voice, but it seeps out anyway. “Go help your parents or whatever. Guess I’ll...see you tomorrow.”

He glances at the window and then back at me, like he’s trying to weigh a decision. “I really shouldn’t stay.”

“I know. So, go.” I motion him to exit. “It’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Something works behind his eyes, like he’s trying to solve a riddle. Finally, he succumbs with a soft sigh. “I can only stay for like, a couple more minutes.”

I’m about to ask why bother when he closes the distance and moves in with a soft, hungry kiss, his thumb brushing my cheek gently. It’s so affectionate and romantic that my knees grow weaker every second. His hand slides to the back to my neck, holding me to him, and I don’t think I can take much more before I pull him down on top of me.

He breaks the kiss, pressing his forehead to mine. “Ever been fingered?”

“What?”

“I don’t have time to do what I want...but...I can still make you feel good.” He grins with a wink. “And in only a few minutes.”

“Um—”

Silencing me with his lips, Grayson walks me back to my bed. He lays me down again and jumps on top, still quiet under the noise of the television. Back to kissing my neck, his hand travels down my stomach and lower, toward the joining of my thighs. My heart races faster than it ever has, and I’m like, one thousand percent sure it’s going to explode this time.

I inhale as he strokes me. “Grayson...”

“Want me to keep going?”

With my heart pounding like an obsessive drum and my skin about to burn me alive, I think about telling him to stop, but can’t bring myself to do it. I want to keep going. Despite the fear of the unknown, I need to know what comes next. “Uh-huh...”

He slips his hand under my shorts, then beneath my panties.

I still.

No one’s ever touched me down there.

“I’m just going to put one finger in first,” he whispers. “When you’re ready, let me know, and I’ll put a second one in. Okay?”

I grip his shoulders.

With a soft kiss, he slowly inches one finger fully inside me. I clench at the invasion and he stills. “Good?”

Trembling, I nod.

Slowly, he pulls his finger out and inches it in again, watching my reaction with dedicated focus. Studying it. Memorizing it with a sense of awe as lust grows in his face. With the same slow, gentle force, he moves his finger inside me until I relax, until it...starts to feel good.

Not just good.

Incredible.

“Like this?” He asks against my ear, moving his finger in and out. “Want me to put a second finger in?”

“Yes...”

He does so without waiting, and I feel fuller. Oh my God—how did I not know how good this can feel? I squeeze his shoulders in response as he moves, showing him what I like. He inches his thumb up and hits a spot I think might shatter me completely, a spot I didn’t realize would feel so good.

So...so good.

Unable to help myself, I gasp, my entire body trembling again as he holds his finger there—at the center of my universe.

“You came pretty quickly yesterday. I bet I can make you cum again.” He rubs his thumb over me, and I think I’m about to combust already. His eyes flare, watching me squirm under him, moving his thumb faster and faster. “Jesus fucking Christ, you’re hot.”

I’m not sure what it is, but his comment tips me over the edge again. For the second time in my life, my world is upside down and spinning toward a beautiful oblivion. How is he able to make me feel this way? And with just his fingers?

Violent tremors roll through my body and Grayson slows his movements as he brings his mouth to my ear. “You cumming?”

I can only whimper.

He continues moving his fingers until I physically stop his hand, until I’ve ridden the full wave of pleasure and need to give my body a rest.

Jesus.

I closed my eyes at some point when I departed from this reality. Peeling them back open, I find Grayson’s face above my own, studying my reactions and waiting for a response. I must take too long because he gently withdraws his fingers and pulls off me completely.

“Not too bad?” he asks. I’m still coming down from the magic explosion he caused, but it’s not like he gives me a chance to answer. Sitting back, he crosses his arms as he looks down at me with a wink. “Told you I could make you cum quickly. Now I got to go.”

Weird way to phrase it, but whatever. Sitting up, I bring my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them. “Okay.”

“You going to think about me after I leave?”

Obviously, but I don’t say this. “You really think the world revolves around you, huh?”

He brushes a hair from my forehead. “Your world better.”

“You’re already so delusional.”

Grayson stares with the hint of a smile, and I’m starting to love the expression. “You better be thinking of me twenty-four-seven.”

“Sure.”

He leans in, bringing his mouth close to mine. “It’s not fair if you don’t.”

I replay his words. Is it true? Does Grayson think about me...that much? How long has that been going on?

I think about responding, but the sight of his lips so close has me distracted. Mesmerized. He closes the distance, kissing me fully, like he knows it will be a while before he can do it again. Taking his time, he pulls back with a bright, giddy grin. He clears his throat. “Well, that was fun. Want to do it again tomorrow?”

“Which part?”

“All of it.”

“Even the part where you leave after we hook up?”

“Hey, you came—I didn’t. But, yeah. Especially that part.”

I nod, grinning to myself.

He climbs off the bed and scoops his shirt from the floor, tossing it back on. Then he grabs his hoodie, but he keeps it tucked under his arm.

“How’s tomorrow going to go?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Do we...tell anyone?”

He doesn’t take a moment to think; he already has the answer and I don’t think I’m going to like it. “The way I see it, it’s no one’s business. If we need to make it known, we will.”

So, he doesn’t want to tell anyone. He wants to keep us a secret.

Why am I not surprised?

And also...a little hurt?

“I know what you’re thinking.” He walks over, keeping his voice low as he stands beside my bed. “And no, I’m not embarrassed or whatever weird shit you’re imagining. I’m a private guy. I don’t like my business being out there so, for right now, I’m not going to say anything. Again, if it needs to be said, I’ll say it. Until then, it’s no one’s fucking business.”

I still don’t like it. It feels like he’s hiding me, but at least I feel a little better because I believe him. He’ll make it known if it needs to be.

But don’t I want it to be known?

Grayson glances at his watch, reading something. It’s past eleven. What could his parents need help with at this time of night? He looks up. “You good?”

“Yeah.”

He leans in for a quick kiss, but I hold him by his neck a moment, reminding him what he’s leaving as I stroke his tongue with my own. When he finally pulls back, his cheeks are pink. He clears his throat. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

Another throat clearing. “Tomorrow?”

I nod.

He heads for the window. Unlocking it, he pops it open and jumps out as easily as he entered, landing quietly in the grass. He turns around. “Robin?”

“Yeah?” I rush over and stick my head out the window.

“Just making sure you’re thinking of me. Don’t forget—twenty-four-seven.”

“Go home.”

“You going to doodle my name in your notebooks now?”

“Shut up and go home.”

“This is going to be fun.” Grayson winks and turns, sprinting off into the night. I watch until I can’t see him anymore, then close the window again, locking it. If this is going to become a regular occurrence, I think I can get used to it. Especially if it comes with a nightly orgasm.

I shut the pink curtain and turn around, facing my bed, staring at it like some holy haven. That’s where he was, where he touched me, where he made me come undone and where—I have no doubt—I’ll let him take me to the other place, the one I hear about almost daily, but a place I haven’t personally experienced.

Not yet.

But maybe soon. Right now, I have to process my feelings over what we just did. I can’t believe any of this is happening. But above all, I’m curious to see what tomorrow brings.
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CHAPTER NINE
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I give Hailey the rundown in the parking lot.

We chat in her car for a few minutes and she’s in complete disbelief, mostly since I’m the one who invited Grayson over. Honestly, I’m kind of shocked at myself too. She asks about everything, every little detail—what color shirt was he wearing? Did he smell good? Did he kiss my neck on the right or left side? I try to answer as quickly I can. But she’s got a lot of questions, and we’re running short on time.

Finally, I climb out of her car and start walking to the main building. I’m not sure if I should wait for Grayson, but he didn’t say anything about it, and I usually walk over with Hailey. I figure we’ll find each other inside. Thing is, I’m still not sure how today is supposed to go. Am I allowed to kiss him when I see him, even though we’re not telling anyone?

And why aren’t we telling, again?

Hailey keeps talking as we head inside through the main entrance into the sea of arriving students. We walk through the metal detectors and get wanded down to make sure we’re not bringing in any weapons. Hailey continues talking and I realize I should probably listen instead of obsessing over why Grayson doesn’t want to tell people about us.

“So?” Hailey asks as we arrive at her locker.

“Hmm?” I grip my backpack straps, hoping it’s not obvious I wasn’t paying attention. But I can’t stop thinking about him, about how I’m supposed to act when I see him. It’s my first full day being his girlfriend.

I’m nervous.

“Are you going to ditch me to sit with him at lunch now?” Hailey asks, opening her locker as she exchanges her Spanish book for her math text.

“What? No. Of course not. Plus, he sits with that group so...no.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” I cross my arms, glancing down at myself.

Hopefully, I look nice.

I’ve opted for my navy-blue knee-length dress—the pretty one with the sweetheart-shaped neckline and a thin layer of silver lace. I paired it with a small black sweater, black tights, and ballerina flats. My hair is down and I glimpse the ends of the reddish strands every time I turn my head.

“You say that now. But give it a few weeks—hell, a few days—and you’ll leave me in the dust.”

“That will never happen.”

She stares a moment, and I know she believes me—because it’s true. I’d never abandon Hailey, especially not to sit with Grayson at lunch. He can sit with us if he wants to, but Hailey is my best friend. My sister. I won’t ever put her on the back burner.

“So, what’s the plan for today?” she asks with a grin, somewhat joking but mostly serious—I think. “He going to meet you at your locker?”

“Probably not.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not sure we’ll be announcing it, you know?”

She stares another moment, a splash of anger appearing. “Is he trying to keep you a secret?”

My chest tightens because I’ve had the same thought. Even now, I’m questioning why we didn’t meet in the parking lot, and why he hasn’t sought me out. Doesn’t he want to? But this is Grayson Knight; I get frustrated with him over everything. This shouldn’t be surprising.

Hailey is waiting for an answer.

“No.”

“You sure?”

“I don’t know. But he doesn’t want to make a big deal over it.”

“But it is a big deal.”

At that exact moment, Grayson sweeps past, heading toward his locker down the hall. I almost think he doesn’t see me, but then he shoots me a look like he knows I’m here—like I’m the only one he sees—and the corner of his mouth lifts.

I think every part of me stops to take in the slow-motion moment. My heart pauses in my chest, and I stop breathing long enough to notice the lack of oxygen to my brain. I’m hypnotized by the first sighting of the day—and by his adorable grin. I think my knees are weakening already.

Wow.

I didn’t expect it to feel this way.

Rubbing the back of his neck, he continues forward with pink cheeks. But he’s too far ahead for me to say anything, and I watch as he navigates the hall of students.

Hailey watches me watch him. “He’s not even going to say hi?”

I lift a shoulder.

“He should say hi to his girlfriend.” She stresses the last part, glancing back like she wants him to hear. Thankfully, he’s too far away to notice, and it’s not like other people care. They pass us without interest on their way to homeroom.

“I’ll see you later, okay?” I step back, hands still gripping my straps.

“Lunch?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Remember—you’re sitting with me.”

“Where else would I sit?” I offer a wave and head down the hallway, toward the stairwell at the end. I need to take it to the second floor for my homeroom anyway, but it just so happens I have to pass Grayson’s locker to get there.

Slowing as I approach, I consider going over until I find Eric leaning against the wall, arms crossed and already going off about something. Byron pops up a moment later, joining in the mockery, and I realize this isn’t the right time.

Walking past, I feel Grayson’s attention on me as I head for the stairwell without stopping. I can feel him watch me until I disappear, taking the stairs up to the second floor.

Homeroom, first, and second period drag by, but my third period film studies class—the one I share with Grayson—flashes past in an instant.

And we don’t say a word.

Not a single word.

He looks at me. He doesn’t bother keeping that hidden. Every time I sneak a glance back, I find his attention already on me, his dark, devious eyes smiling with wicked intent, like he wants me to know what he’s thinking about.

It makes me want to talk to him, but he pops out of his chair the moment the bell rings, sprinting down the aisle and out of the room before I get a chance. Eric and Byron follow just as quickly.

Why doesn’t he want to talk to me?

Not even to say hi?

Disappointment stings, and a sharp pain blossoms in my chest. I’m not sure if it’s rejection or shame or something else, but I’ve never felt this before. And it sucks. It’s like he wants to keep everything the same. But it’s not the same.

It’s different.

We’re different.

We’re dating now.

Does he not want to admit that? The more I try to stop obsessing, the more I think about it. At one point, I get completely annoyed with myself and decide I’m not allowing Grayson Knight to fuck with me like this. I’m beyond confused and aggravated and annoyed, already thinking about ending it. If he can’t bother to say hi, he doesn’t deserve to have the title of being my boyfriend—or to have me.

Deciding I’ll give him until the end of the day, I try to ignore the stupid painful drumming in my chest when I leave the lunch line, tray in hand. He’s at his usual table with the boys who are busy cackling like normal. I fully expect a launch of jokes but they remain silent as I pass, already going after the next victim in line.

Huh.

Maybe having his friends not pick on me is his version of being romantic? Still doesn’t help the fact that he hasn’t verbally acknowledged me once. If we’re going to continue this thing, we’ll need to establish some rules.

When I sit down, Hailey goes off, jabbering away about her day and how she still can’t believe everything I told her. Then she goes on about homecoming. Do I have a date? Am I going with Grayson? Do I want to go dress shopping with her? I answer as honestly as I can. I’m not even sure I’ll be dating Grayson in another month—hell, maybe not even another week—but of course I’ll go dress shopping with her.

We chitchat through the rest of our meal, and we’re about to get up to spend the last fifteen minutes outside, but I need to use the restroom first. I could wait, but I also want to check my reflection. I left my compact mirror at home and haven’t had a chance to use the bathroom in a while. I want to make sure I don’t have a piece of pepperoni stuck in my teeth.

That certainly wouldn’t help.

I tell Hailey I’ll meet her outside and head for the cafeteria double doors. I glance briefly at Grayson, but he’s focused on whatever stupid story Roger is telling. Oh well. I probably won’t talk to him during lunch either, which means he only has a limited number of opportunities left to approach me. And if he doesn’t by the end of the day, I’m not sure us dating is the smartest idea.

Not like this.

Outside the cafeteria, I head down the hall and turn right, making my way toward the girls’ restroom. After using it, I check my hair and makeup, ensuring everything still looks presentable, same with my clothes. I look as cute as I did earlier, but I don’t feel the same.

I feel...unenthused.

I promised myself I wasn’t going to obsess over it and here I am. Obsessing. What’s wrong with me? With a final glance in the mirror, I leave the bathroom, but instead of heading back through the cafeteria I use the side hallway that connects straight to the patio. No one ever uses it because two lights flicker in the middle and there’s a long crack in the tiled floor, so it’s kind of creepy. I guess it’s one of the original parts of the school that never got renovated. But it’s the quickest route, which means getting to Hailey faster.

I’m halfway through the hall—just under the first flickering light—when I hear footsteps behind me.

Huh.

I don’t think I’ve ever seen another person use this route. I should probably keep going toward the exit door up ahead, but curiosity has me turning.

My stomach drops and the hurt, disappointed feeling I had turns into a queasy ball of nerves. And fear. “Hey...Kenner.”

My heart drums faster and I force myself not to show anything but positivity. I can’t show I remember the last time we spoke—how uncomfortable and frightened I felt—or the obvious fact that we’re alone in this creepy hallway, or how everyone is outside on the patio, where they can’t hear anything that happens here. I can’t let him know that I know any of that.

“Hey Robin...” He grins, hands in his pockets as he meanders closer. “How’s it going?”

“It’s—uh—it’s going.”

“Cool, cool. So, hey...” He catches up to me with a slight jog. “Slow down a second. Wanted to talk to you really quick.”

“I—uh—I got to go meet Hailey.”

“She can wait.” He puts himself in my path, planting his feet apart like stakes in the ground, effectively blocking me. He crosses his arms, grinning. “Word is you’ve been hooking up with Grayson on the side. Good for the two of you, but I’m wondering how I fit in here.”

“What?”

He wiggles his brows. “We’re about to graduate. Don’t you want to check as many boxes as possible? I’m a star basketball player.” He winks. “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime for you.”

I think I’m going to be sick.

“There’s no judgment. We’re supposed to experiment at our age, right?”

Fists at my side, my heart pounds a million miles a minute. “First of all, I’m not hooking up with Grayson on the side.”

“You don’t have to deny it. Everyone already knows.”

“How?” I cross my arms, pain shooting through me. “Did he say it?”

“No. But people are.”

Okay, if Grayson didn’t say anything, then it’s probably Roger, Byron, and Eric—those assholes—because of what happened yesterday in class. But I thought the rumor was that Grayson and I were secretly dating? Not that we were just hooking up, which is way worse. Oh my God—does the entire school think I’m sleeping with him? Do they think I’m sleeping with other guys too?

My chest squeezes as my stomach twists into knots.

Kenner steps closer, that grin still plastered across his face. “Again, no judgment here. I like girls who like to party.”

God, and now he’s gotten the wrong idea. I don’t know when it went from me secretly dating Grayson to secretly fucking Grayson, but I hate it. I hate that no one knows the truth, that guys probably think I’m easy now, and it’s not like Grayson wants to correct anyone since he hasn’t acknowledged me once today. I wish—

“Look...” Kenner walks toward me. “This offer isn’t going to last long. If you’re interested, you should tell me now.”

Is he kidding? I thought I already made it clear, but I guess not. “Yeah—uh—I’m not interested. Thanks.”

He moves closer, and I realize he’s backing me into the wall like last time. He props a hand to the wall above my head, starting to cage me in. “You sure? If you’re giving it away anyway...”

I’m going to vomit.

The fact that he’s inches away isn’t helping, and I can’t believe he’s actually asking if I want to have sex with him—based on a rumor. How am I going to clear this up? How is my reputation tanking so quickly?

“Kenner...” I clear my throat, forcing my voice to be strong. “I know what you heard—and what you think—but I’m not interested. Really.”

Anger flashes. “You only going to let Grayson tap it?”

Fucking brazen of him. “That’s none of your business.”

“You’re right, but if you’re going to give it up for someone you hate, you might as well enjoy a basketball player with strong hands.”

“No thanks.” I start to walk past him.

He throws his second arm out to the wall, effectively locking me to the spot. “How would you know unless you try?”

“You have five seconds to move,” Grayson warns in a deadly voice.

It takes a moment to realize it’s him. I’ve never heard him sound so dark, so lethally ominous. A few feet behind me with fists at his side, he glares at Kenner like a predator about to demolish its prey. But it’s not for survival. It’s dominance. Possession.

Aggression.

He wants to break Kenner.

The basketball player looks over, somewhat surprised but mostly confused. But when he sees Grayson’s expression, he steps back, fear finally blooming. “Hey man. What’s up?”

“Four seconds.”

“I moved.”

“Three seconds.”

He takes another two steps back, throwing his hands up, palms out. “Relax. It’s all good.”

Grayson moves in front of me like a shield, relief returning because suddenly, I feel like I’m untouchable. I feel like no one can harm me, no one can get close, because he’s here, standing like a blockade—a literal knight protecting me. And even though I can’t see his face, I know he’s probably shooting the basketball player a glare of death. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Just talking to her, man.”

“About what?”

I step out from behind Grayson because I want to see what Kenner says. I want to hear him explain the rumor and admit what we said to me.

“Nothing much. Just saying hi.”

“In here, where it’s just you two? You can’t talk to her out in front of everyone else?”

Kenner’s brows pinch and he pushes his shoulders back, like he just remembered he can argue back. “What’s your problem, man?”

“I don’t like how you corner girls. It’s fucking creepy.”

“Corner? We were just talking—”

“No the fuck you weren’t, and you know it. You blocked her from leaving just like you did last time. Cut that shit out. You’re setting yourself up to be a fucking rapist.”

“Fuck you, Grayson!” Kenner sharply points a finger, like he wants to throw a punch instead. “Don’t get upset with me if you don’t like my game.”

“Your game is harassment, you fucking prick. I don’t know how many girls you do this to, but stay the fuck away from Robin or I’ll beat the shit out of you.”

Whoa.

I have never seen Grayson this mad. This murderous. He genuinely looks like he’s about to tear Kenner to pieces and I’m honestly not sure who would win. Kenner isn’t small. He’s a muscular athlete with strong arms and a solid core. Plus, I’m pretty sure he lifts weights. But Grayson isn’t small either; I can attest to that firsthand. In fact, he’s just as muscular as the basketball player, with the same sense of physical strength. But Grayson’s anger is tangible, and I feel like that fuel might overpower Kenner.

The basketball player crosses his arms. “I’ll talk to whoever the fuck I want to. You can’t stop me. Plus, you have no right to her.”

“The fuck I do.”

“Cause you’re hitting it? Guess what?” He laughs. “You’re probably not the only one.”

“She’s my girlfriend, you fucking prick.”

“Guess she should stop fucking around on you then, huh?”

Grayson strikes like lightning, swinging at the basketball player, taking him to the ground with one hard, audible punch across his jaw.

Holy shit.

I’ve never seen someone hit someone else. Not in front of me—not like that. I’ve never actually seen anything violent first hand, and God, is it scary. Grayson stands solid, like a boulder with throbbing fists, his entire body radiating aggression and confidence and danger. Especially danger. “Say it again.”

Kenner looks up, his lip bloody.

“Say it again.”

The basketball player spits red, his eyes wide with amusement. “You’re going to regret that.”

“I don’t think I will.”

Before either can say another word, they rush each other like two bulls, using their strength to tackle one another. Kenner tries driving Grayson to the floor but he’s too quick, rounding off to the side and flipping backward. The basketball player whips around just in time for Grayson to slam his fist into his face again. He follows it up with alternating hits to Kenner’s rib cage.

I want to scream at them to stop, but I can’t find my voice. It’s hiding with my ability to move because I’m terrified Grayson is going to get hurt. And even if he doesn’t, it’s hard watching him do that to Kenner. Beating him like that.

I’m not sure when others arrive because I’m too focused on the fight. But at some point, I hear gasps around me and feel the anxious energy of the huge group forming. Someone must’ve seen and ran and told everyone. Finally breaking my focus from the fight, I glance around, finding more people pouring into the hall, most wide eyed and excited to see the fight.

Which is still going strong.

Kenner looks powerful, but he’s not using any of that strength. He’s letting Grayson pound on him, taking every hit to the side, and I wonder how long this will last. Not that I feel any kind of sympathy for Kenner, but it’s difficult watching this. I abhor violence, so seeing it in person causes my heart to race in a scary fast way.

But what can I do?

Grayson throws another hard punch across Kenner’s face, and it takes the basketball player to his knees a second time. “Say it again!” He spits, narrowly missing him. “Motherfucker, say it again.”

“Sorry.” Kenner throws his hands up, defeated. I have no idea where the faculty is, but he can’t wait for them. Grayson will probably send him to the hospital if he continues, so Kenner needs to fix this himself. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”

He glares down, his fists at his side, breathing heavy. “Say it.”

“She’s not fucking around on you.”

“No?”

“No. It was my fault.”

“The fuck it was.”

Kenner slowly gets to his feet, his mouth bloody, the left side of his face starting to swell. “My fault. I thought she was available.”

“Shouldn’t matter. Don’t fucking corner girls.”

Kenner nods, suddenly seeing the crowd of students surrounding us. I do the same, scanning the horde that’s more than doubled in size. I didn’t notice how many people kept coming, but it looks like the entire lunch period is in here, and with its arrival, the faculty.

“What is going on here?” Mr. Thompson shouts at the end of the hall, fighting his way through the crowd to get to us.

I look at Grayson, wishing I knew what to say, wishing I could just go up and hug him. But he’s radiating fury. I don’t think he’d be receptive to a hug right now. In fact, his emotion is so palpable, I don’t think he’d even recognize me. So, I’m surprised when he looks over.

I’m even more shocked when he heads my way. Part of me is tempted to step back because that cloud of anger approaching makes me nervous. Not that I think he would hurt me, but I’ve never witnessed a fight.

It’s brutal.

He was...brutal.

Grayson exhales with a glance around the staring eyes before focusing on me again. “Guess the cat’s out of the bag.”

“Are you okay?”

He nods, almost disappointed. “Fucker didn’t even fight back.” He motions to me, his anger lessening. “You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“What a fucking creeper. He’s lucky I got here when I did.”

Mr. Thompson makes his way through the crowd, still parting people until he arrives, Assistant Principal Dumas right behind him. Mr. Thompson looks at Kenner’s swollen face and Grayson’s looming intensity—not to mention the fact that he’s completely unmarked—so it’s obvious there’s been a fight. It’s also obvious who won. “You two”—he points at the boys— “with us.”

Everything is happening too quickly. I haven’t gotten a chance to talk to Grayson and now he’s going to the office for fighting. This is not good. Why did I let this happen? I should’ve stopped them; I could’ve at least tried. Said something.

Shit.

“Let’s go.” Assistant Principal Dumas walks Grayson and Kenner past me, and I’m dying to call out. But I don’t. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do. I’m frozen, only able to watch as he’s escorted through the crowd until he disappears down the hall.

Once they’re gone, everyone turns to me, waiting for my reaction. Maybe waiting for an explanation, but I don’t give one. I simply stand, long after Grayson has left, trying to wrap my mind around what just happened.

And what comes next.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Three-day out-of-school suspension.

For both.

It’s all anyone can talk about. How insane the fight was. How intense and violent and crazy it all went down. And me. They’re all talking about me, because I was there and no one is quite sure what my part was. Grayson mentioned the cat being out of the bag, but I don’t think that’s true. It was only me, him, and Kenner when he called me his girlfriend so there’s a lot of speculation going around. I’m not sure if people are scared, but no one has asked me about it.

Except Hailey.

She wants all the details.

I told her absolutely everything as quickly as I could, which was pretty much the day of the fight. Like me, she’s flabbergasted the whole thing even happened, but still texts and calls about it like it happened to her instead. I think she’s so interested because she had Grayson pegged as the villain for the longest time—and then he came to my rescue to slay the dragon.

I talked to Principal Perkins after Grayson got suspended and explained what happened. I described what led to the fight and confirmed that Grayson saved me, and if it wasn’t for him, I’m not sure what would’ve happened. I also put in a formal complaint against Kenner. His punishment was extended, along with having it notated on his permanent record, and I think he’s banned from playing the rest of the season. Good. I’m not sure if they took my word for it or if they went back to watch the surveillance video themselves. Either way, Kenner isn’t here, and I’m not sure when he’ll be returning. I couldn’t care less.

The fight was last Friday and I’ve haven’t seen Grayson since, but we’ve texted and talked over the phone a few times. I tell him what’s happening at school and what people are saying, and he tells me to forget it. Says it’s not important.

Easier said than done.

Every time I enter a room or walk down a hall, hushed conversations pause and someone always looks over, points, and whispers.

Every single time.

But Grayson comes back today. We’re meeting at my locker after homeroom, which is weird since we’ve never planned to meet before. But I like it. And what’s more, I like that he initiated it; he asked to meet me which means he’s over ignoring me at school.

Good.

My heart starts to race as I make my way to my locker. People are still pointing at me and whispering, and I wonder if they know he’s back. Or, maybe they do know, which is why it’s so much juicier, and they want to seem cooler for being involved on the hot gossip.

I hate high school.

Reaching my locker, I exchange the one book I need and then close the door again, leaning back against it. I feel silly just standing here, but I don’t wait long.

Grayson appears in the middle of the crowd and navigates with dedicated focus through a sea of bodies to get to me. He’s not smiling, but he’s not exactly mad either. He looks annoyed.

Great.

Sliding past the last few people, he finally stops in front of me, irritation seeping from every pore. In his typical open olive-green hoodie, Converse and jeans, he’s opted for a new red t-shirt today. He slides his hands in his pockets with a huff. “Why does your locker have to be all the way on this side? Why it can’t be closer to mine?”

This is the first thing he says to me? Guess I know how this relationship is going to go. “You know what, they didn’t take my opinion into the matter. Odd as that may be.”

“We need to talk to someone. Or you need to change it. This”—he shakes his head— “this isn’t going to work.”

“Wow, you’re lazy.”

“My locker is central.”

“To what? All your classes?”

“Yeah, and like, everything else. Yours is...out here on Mars.” He shakes his head again, leaning against the wall as he crosses his arms over his chest. He stares at me. “Anyone giving you issues?”

“Yeah, you. About my locker.”

He blinks.

“Anyone giving you issues?”

“Like they would.” Glancing around, he surveys the area, spotting multiple people watching us. “It’s pathetic.”

“It’s been happening since the fight.”

“I know. Pathetic,” he reaffirms, turning back to me. He stares a moment as he works through something, finally lifting a brow. “Are you going to want me to meet you here every morning? Or can we just meet in the parking lot?”

“You sound excited for both.”

“I told you I don’t do the girlfriend thing. This is why. All the responsibility.”

I stare at him, wondering what goes on in that head. “You know you don’t have to walk me to my classes. This isn’t the fifties or whenever. And if you don’t want the responsibility, don’t be in a relationship.”

He cringes.

“What?”

“Just hate the sound of the word.”

And here we go. We might actually break up before this thing even starts, and it’s honestly not surprising. We’ve been enemies for so long that it might just be too hard to do this for real...despite how we feel. And how amazing we are at the physical stuff.

I should probably let this go, but he’s in a feisty mood, and it’s doing the same to me. I cross my arms. “How do you feel about the word girlfriend?”

“Not as bad. I associate it with free pussy.”

My jaw drops, but I’m not sure why I’m surprised. Of course he feels that way. It makes total sense for Grayson, and I wonder if that’s what he thinks of me, if he thinks I’m just an easy hookup.

The corner of his mouth lifts. “You’re so mad.”

Well, yeah.

He slides a hand over my hip and rests it there, as if to reassure me, and I feel my heart pounding in my chest. Why does that feel so amazing? He’s barely touching me, but it’s in a place that only a boyfriend would touch, so it sends a tingle through my body.

“That’s not what I think of you.” He smirks, enjoying this too much. “So stop deciding how you’re going to break up with me.”

“I already know how.”

“Oh yeah? How?”

“Publicly and painfully.”

“Good. I don’t want a bullshit breakup.” He glances at the clock at the back of the hall behind me. “See you in class?”

I nod, not sure if he’s going to kiss me. Are we going to keep all the physical stuff off-campus? He doesn’t seem like he’s into public displays of affection, but he’s also not shy about wanting to touch me, so I’m uncertain how this is going to go.

Us.

At school.

Just when I think he’s going to head off, Grayson leans in. He brushes his lips against mine, tugging the same way as always, like he wants what he wants, despite who’s looking. It’s not just a quick gesture to appease me; he’s committing completely. Pulling back, he smiles. “I get kisses now. Part of the deal.”

“Fine.”

“Don’t let anyone give you shit,” he reminds me before walking past, his hand leaving my hip. The second it does, I have the urge to turn around and grab his hand, yank him back, and force him to kiss me again. But he’s already down the hall, the spontaneity dissolving into regret, and I wonder how the rest of the day is going to go.

***
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GRAYSON ARRIVES LATE to film studies, so we haven’t had a chance to speak. But instead of opting for his usual seat in the back, he takes the one behind me, and everyone in the class notices. Of course. Because they can’t get enough of the latest gossip. I ignore them and focus on the class material, but I end up thinking about Grayson right behind me. It’s kind of strange with him there, but I prefer him closer. I think he does too.

When class ends, everyone jumps up.

Byron and Eric continue their conversation, laughing and speaking louder, obviously wanting people to listen. Seconds pass and I hear my name. Then I hear Grayson’s. More laughing. Yep. They’re talking about us. Actually, by the sound of it, they’re making fun of us. But making fun of him? Their quasi-leader? Do they do that now? I don’t know how Grayson will respond, but for me, his friends are just being their normal asshole selves.

Are they even his friends anymore?

Byron whispers something to Eric and then he points at me, and the two laugh louder. People stop to listen, looking at me for a reaction.

And then looking at Grayson.

Grabbing my bag, I move to a stand, Grayson right behind me. I wish they would stop. I hate that they’re laughing so loud—and probably saying something crude—that my blood starts to boil, and I feel myself about to snap. I’m about to give in and ask, but Grayson beats me to it.

“What’s so fucking funny?”

Byron and Eric stop snickering long enough to look over. The handful of people lingering to watch cement themselves in place, because it’s about to get good, especially since our teacher, Mr. Bedder, left right after the bell. It’s like the fight all over. Everyone watching an escalating situation with no authority figures.

Dad would hate this.

I hope it doesn’t turn out like last time. I didn’t know what to do—how to act. I was terrified over Kenner cornering me, and then Grayson showed up with a darkness I’ve never seen. Too many emotions crashed for me to fully grasp what was happening. But I know I let him lose his cool last time. I need to try to keep him calm now.

“Don’t worry about it.” I rest my hand his forearm, offering a slight squeeze of reassurance. “They’re being stupid.”

“No, we’re not.” Byron challenges me with a laugh. “And no one asked you. You see, Eric was just explaining something interesting.”

“It’s not important.” I keep my eyes locked on Grayson’s. “Can we go?”

“Aww, she’s asking his permission.”

I glare at him. “Shut up.”

“I like when she’s feisty.” Byron grins at his former friend. “That what’s got you all hot and bothered? I get it now.”

“You’re about to get my foot up your ass.”

“Dude—Eric must be right. I’ve never seen you act like this.” He shakes his head, looking to his friend as they both laugh again.

What? What is the joke? I don’t get it but I don’t think I want to, either.

“It makes more sense the more I think about it.”

“Either fucking say it or shut up about it.”

Byron looks back at Eric and who nods, encouraging his friend. He turns to Grayson, smirking in the same way I’ve always hated. “Honestly, we’re happy for you, man. It’s just...Robin must have some damn good pussy for you to snap on Kenner like that.”

Gross.

Grayson stares at him with lethal eyes. Oh yeah. He’s going to lose it. He’s going to throw Byron through the wall, and even though he deserves it, I need to do something. I don’t want to play the innocent victim in all this. I need to speak up so everyone knows the truth.

“He snapped on Kenner because Kenner was about to assault me.” I cross my arms, speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “Did you know that? Did you know Kenner assaulted other girls at school too?”

Soft whispers run through the room. Shock and guilt spring on Eric’s pale face, all humor draining at the information. While Byron seems surprised too, he doesn’t look half as remorseful or shocked as his partner.

“No?” I tilt my head. “Maybe you should learn the facts first.”

Byron glares. “Maybe you should watch yourself.”

“Did you just threaten her?” Grayson’s tone turns deadly as the dangerous, palpable energy from the fight returns. “In front of me?”

Everyone feels it—the heavy shift in the air, the cloud of intensity soaked in danger, and we all look at each other like it’s about to get real, like we’re about to witness the next chapter in this never-ending saga. My heart pounds harder in my chest again, terrified I’m about to rewatch a horror movie that I hate.

Byron glares at Grayson. “No.”

“You told her to watch herself,” he growls, and even with his hoodie on, his powerful arms bulk through the cotton material. “That sounds like a threat.”

“It’s not.”

“It’s not?”

Still glaring, Byron shakes his head. He lowers it. “No.”

“Because if you were threatening my girlfriend...that wouldn’t be good.”

He nods again.

“So be fucking smart and shut your mouth.” Grayson motions me ahead, down the aisle, and together we leave the room.

Out in the hall, I let out a frustrated breath, my pulse still racing. Well, that sucked. Our first class together and we’re already stirring up more gossip. Crossing my arms, I shift toward Grayson as people move past, the same few filtering out of our class, attention still on us, like they’re following the drama out here to see what happens next.

He motions to me. “Not too terrible.”

“You think that wasn’t terrible?”

“No one took a swing. Plus, Byron’s been warned. He understands now, so, it shouldn’t be an issue.”

I stare at him.

“What?”

I shake my head, chewing on my bottom lip as I replay it, the intensity of the whole thing. My chest is still pounding like a drum but he seems completely nonchalant about it. How can he remain so calm?

He lifts his shoulders. “Could’ve gone worse is all I’m saying.”

“I don’t think that’s the end.”

“If not, I’ll take care of it.” He slides his hands over my hips like he did earlier, pulling me closer, holding me tighter. “Okay?”

It’s difficult not to get distracted by Grayson’s touch. The fact that he’s got both hands on my waist, touching me in an area where I wouldn’t allow anyone else to touch me, has my worry melting into a pool of ease. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I don’t need to stress about this. Before, I had to deal with their shit on my own. Now, I’ve got him.

This might not be too bad.

“Grayson!” Roger calls from down the hall.

The sound of his voice sends an uneasy chill up my spine, and we turn to look. Funny thing is, so does everyone else.

Byron and Eric assume their position on either side of Roger, though Eric looks unsure. He probably knows what’s coming and doesn’t like it. Or maybe he doesn’t want to be part of it. But just like everyone else in the hall, he comes to a complete stop, focusing on Grayson and Roger who stand like cowboys about to duel at high noon.

Fists at his side, Roger steps forward, all friendliness gone. I’ve never seen him like this, so serious, so void of humor. He’s always been mean spirited, but it came out in a cackling joke. Not now. The anticipation of what he’s about to say hangs heavy, like a cinder block waiting to drop on all of us. He takes another step forward, sneering as he speaks. “Didn’t realize you’d betray us for a rigid bitch.”

Uh-oh.

Grayson drops his hands from my waist and slowly turns to his former friend. It’s the same palpable intensity he had with Kenner last week. Is he going to fight him too? He’ll get kicked out again, and it’s not worth it.

He stares across the hall, solid and confident, yet aggressive and dangerous. “What was that?”

“What? You going to kick my ass?”

“If I have to.”

“Over pussy?”

Grayson doesn’t look back at me. He continues to stare ahead, a solid mass of aggression and lethalness. Somehow, his demeanor grows darker. “Let it go.”

Roger shakes his head, disappointment swirling. Frowning, he throws his arms up, and all his confidence and cool slips away, leaving the wounded inner child throwing a temper tantrum. He gestures at me. “You’re betraying us for her?”

“I said let it go.”

Roger glares at me. He shakes his head, back to anger. “I don’t get it, man. This whole time—this whole time—she’s been the enemy. And you’ve been fine with it. But now?” He steps closer, like he’s issuing a warning. “Do what you want, but be done with it already.”

Oh, that was not the right thing to say.

At all.

Somehow, Grayson grows even more tense, his muscles fully flexed, like it’s taking everything in him to not snap. He wants to destroy Roger and is only holding on by a thread. “You really going to tell me what I’m going to do?”

“Apparently I need to.”

Shit.

The two continue to stare at each other and I wonder if I should pull Grayson away. But I don’t move. Part of me is terrified to distract him, but the other part knows this bullying is going to continue unless he deals with it before it gets out of hand.

I assume Grayson will continue to spar from over here, but I guess he’s done with that. Casually, he strolls down the hall, emitting a dark, dangerous tone as he crosses his arms tightly over his chest. “I didn’t catch it. Say that last part again.”

Roger flinches at his friend’s approach, quickly gulping. “It’s just pussy.”

“That’s not what you said.”

Roger glances at me.

“What did you say?” Grayson continues walking, and everyone is silently watching, waiting for the next incident that’s going to circulate around school.

Roger shakes his head. “Just forget it.”

Grayson stops in front of him. “Now you want to forget it?”

Another gulp.

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing.”

“First you called her a rigid bitch. Then you told me I should be done with it.” He gets in Roger’s face, dropping his arms to the side, almost daring him to do something. “Want to say any of it again?”

Roger looks down.

“No?”

He shakes his head.

“If you’re not willing to repeat it, don’t fucking say it in the first place.” He keeps his face in front of Roger’s, not moving an inch. A solid moment passes while his former friend remains silent, just like everyone watching. Finally, when I don’t think I can take the anticipation any longer, Grayson turns around.

Focused on me, he rolls his eyes, like he’s annoyed any of this was necessary. I agree. But we’re in high school and people are stupid. Just as Grayson reaches me and I say a quiet thank you that it’s all over, Roger steps forward. It’s like a blast of misjudged confidence rolls through him, and he adds one final comment, loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Pussy-whipped bitch.”

Grayson stops with an exhale, closing his eyes.

Shit.

We were so close to ending this, but I know he won’t let it go.

And he doesn’t.

No one says a word as he calmly turns around and casually walks back over, like he’s heading to greet a friend. I know that’s not going to happen, though, and I have no idea what he intends to do. This is all new ground for me, and just like everyone else, I’m curious.

Roger stands with both feet planted to the floor, fists at his side. Ready. But Grayson doesn’t seem aggressive. He moves easily, friendly, like he’s about to explain something. Maybe they’re going to talk some more? Work it out?

I think this might be the case until Grayson sends his fist across Roger’s face—same way he hit Kenner.

It happens so quickly.

So abruptly.

The bully falls back on his ass, his hand at his nose, blood dripping down his chin in seconds. A ubiquitous gasp fills the hall, but no faculty come running—probably because it’s hard to see. Everyone watching creates a shield and unless anyone yells for them, the teachers won’t know.

Grayson stands over Roger, dead serious. “Come after my girlfriend again, and you’ll get your ass kicked for real. Only warning.”

Whoa.

“Got it?”

Roger looks up, wincing with a glare.

“Got it?”

Finally, he nods.

Grayson stares down, fists at his side, head shaking with disappointment. He lets out a light scoff like he’s just now realizing something he should’ve a long time ago. “We’re done.”

He starts to turn when Roger looks up, the same venom in his eyes. “Still think you’re a pussy-whipped bitch.”

“Fine with me.” Grayson continues my way, not bothering to turn around. “That implies I get pussy on the reg.”

“I don’t know what happened to you, man.” Roger spits out blood and stumbles to his feet, hand at his bloody nose. “You used to be—”

“Whatever you say.” Grayson stops in front of me with a grin, completely ignoring Roger in the background. It’s like he’s some loud, annoying white noise that we both hear, but neither are listening to. Still emanating strength and power and danger, Grayson gently slides his fingers between mine, threading them together.

Oh. My. God.

“See?” He squeezes my hand with a smile. “I took care of it.”

“Uh-huh.” I glance past him at Roger, still carrying on, but Grayson isn’t paying him any attention. If he wanted to, he could probably beat the crap out of the bully, but he seems uninterested in doing that. And I bet Roger knows what Grayson is capable of, which is why he isn’t coming over here to swing on him. He’s only talk. That’s all he has.

Talk.

“Told you I would.” Grayson leads us down the hall and into the next one, leaving the scene—and onlookers—behind. “Now, you said I didn’t have to walk you to your locker, right? Same goes with classes?”

And he’s back to being unromantic again. Why’d I think it would last? We may be going out now—impossible as that may seem—but he’s still the same Grayson Knight I’ve always known. I roll my eyes. “Yeah, but that won’t earn you a kiss.”

“What—seriously?”

“Good boyfriends get rewards.”

He stops and gestures behind us. “What the hell was that? I just stood up for your honor. That at least scores me some under-the-shirt action.”

“You’re gross.” I try pulling my hand away but he grips it tighter. Not enough that it hurts, but enough that I can’t free it.

“Nope. Not getting away that easily.” He draws me closer to him in the middle of the hallway as people walk around us. “You don’t want to hold my hand?”

“I have to get to class.”

“Want to skip and hook up instead?” He wiggles his brows.

Oddly, I do, but I have a test that I need to do well on, or else Dad will hear about it. “I can’t.”

He rolls his eyes. “Are you going to be boring?”

“Are you going to be impossible?”

“Probably.”

“I need to go...” I pull back, but he doesn’t let go of my hand, and I wonder if I’m going to have to fight him on this.

Grayson stares at me, something brewing behind his eyes. Still clasping my hand, he brings his head to mine. Leaning in, his eyes dip to my mouth, his breath tantalizing. “What’d I tell you? I expect kisses now.”

Just like earlier, I’m swept away as he brushes his lips to mine with a soft-yet aggressive touch. Everything melts into a pool of warmth, and I think my knees are buckling again. He pulls back far too soon, leaving me paralyzed and hypnotized, and it’s taking me a lot longer to snap back into reality.

“See you after class?”

I nod.

“I’ll pick you up.”

“You don’t have to.”

He shrugs. “Think I might enjoy this whole relationship thing. I can scare off all the other guys. It’ll be fun.”

“What other guys?”

“Exactly.”

Letting out a loud sigh, I shake my head. “Weirdo.”

“Just wait.” He grins with a wink. “You have no idea what you’re in for.”

I turn around and head for my next class, even though I know I’m going to be late. Hopefully, I’ll make it in time for the test, but it’s not like I’m going to pay attention. Thanks to everything that just happened—including the ground-shattering kiss—I’ll be thoroughly distracted. Not only about that, but the fact that Grayson and I are official.

We’re...actually together.

Dating.

It’s not just a secret hook up thing I keep going back to, afraid I have the whole thing wrong. It’s more than that, and if I didn’t have proof before, Grayson stated my title aloud for everyone to hear. That has to mean it’s solid. It’s serious.

It’s real.

We’re dating.

Grayson Knight and I are no longer enemies. Somehow, we found a way to move past what happened, past how we felt about each other for so long to get here—to this new, exciting, surprising, and terrifying place because, somehow, it’s pretty incredible.

I have no idea what my future with Grayson holds.

But I can’t wait to find out.
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BONUS SCENE
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GRAYSON POV – LEAVING ROBIN’S HOUSE AT NIGHT

I don’t want to leave Robin.

It’s the weirdest fucking thing.

I’ve spent the better part of my adolescence—and most of my childhood—avoiding her angry glare because of some fuckup in fifth grade and now, I want the opposite. I want to turn around and climb back in through her window and devour her until she’s calling my name and scratching my back. It’s like I crave her. Crave being around her.

What happened?

Oh, that’s right—I fucking kissed her.

Because I’m stupid. Because I enjoyed teasing her too much, and I allowed myself to indulge. I didn’t plan on it. The plan was to avoid her irritated glare until we graduated, but once I found out she was the daughter of James Drake—Perish’s police sergeant—I knew I couldn’t. I had to keep her under a tight surveillance and I...I indulged with the teasing. And that led to the kissing.

Stupid.

Because now, here I am, her fucking boyfriend.

Boyfriend.

The thought of being anyone’s boyfriend freaks me out, so I’m not sure how I got here. But if I have to do the job, I can see myself doing it for Robin. It feels weird to even think it, but I kind of like it. I like knowing I have the right to use that title when it applies to her. I like having the official claim.

Jogging down her street, I turn right at the stop sign and head to the park up a block. It’s lit by a few lampposts, illuminating the playground in the center. No one is here. The place is always busy in the daytime, but at night, the park clears out, and the moon and crickets emerge to play. No one ever comes by in the evenings, but even so, I won’t head into the light. I need to remain in the shadows.

It’s where we meet.

Slowing as I approach the closest bench, I scan the darkened trees ahead, aware he’ll spot me before I spot him. We don’t have a specific meeting point, but this should be fine. Seconds pass before he walks out of the shadows—a shadow himself.

In a black, hard suit with killer-cool technology, Black Coyote stands in front of me. He’s been wanted by the cops since I can remember, even though he helps the city more than the police do. I will say some of them, like Sergeant Drake, are good guys who really want to help Perish, but too many are crooked assholes who run the streets. It’s not right, and it definitely won’t correct itself. So, someone else has to.

It’s why I help Black Coyote from time to time.

He’s making a difference.

I want to help too.

“Did I interrupt something?” he asks, his voice disguised. Even though I work with him on occasion, I still don’t know who he is. Until I need to know, I’m fine with this arrangement. “Your shirt’s on inside out.”

I look down at myself.

Well, shit.

He clears his throat. “If I’d known you were preoccupied—”

“I had to go anyway.” I shake my head. “Pretty sure her dad knew I was there.”

“Can’t dodge a dad?”

“It’s Sergeant James Drake.”

Black Coyote pauses a moment, tilting his head. “Oh. It’s her.”

I nod.

Same thing I keep thinking. It’s her. It’s Robin Drake, of all people. She’s the one I had to get caught up on.

Black Coyote stares at me. “Is it serious?”

“It’s the first day.”

“And you’re leaving now?”

“What?”

He walks closer and I’m able to see his suit better. With buttons and gadgets and a screen on his forearm, it’s fucking incredible—and cool as shit. The thing itself is a weapon, even if he doesn’t need it to be. “You’re being smart, right?”

“What does that mean?”

“In general.”

“Are you trying to be fatherly or something? Because”—I shake my head— “I don’t need that. I’m in this to kick the shit out of asshole criminals, not share our feelings.”

“First of all, I’m only ten years older than you, so you can fuck off with the father shit.” Black Coyote throws out one gloved finger, quickly following it with another. “And second, when I say in general, I mean in general. Are you being smart with how you’re handling this? You obviously have a long, tumultuous past with this girl—who happens to be the only daughter of a high-profile police sergeant. If you actually like her, make sure you’re being smart.”

He's got to be fucking kidding me. “Why I am on trial? I thought we were going to talk about earlier. And what a good job I did.”

“You did. You’re right.”

I nod.

He takes a breath. “In fact, we might need your help again, but I’ll reach out when that time comes.” He pauses. “Listen, I’m not here to give you a hard time, kid. You know what you’re doing. I wanted to give you this.” He produces something from behind his back. It’s tucked into a nearly flat package around the size of a legal pad. Through the sheer lining, I spy green and red fabric. I know what it is before he explains. “Custom-made suit for you.”

Fuck yeah.

“Anything like yours?”

“Nothing like mine. But...it’ll protect you. Help you run faster. Jump higher. Take those gymnastics to another level.”

“Acrobatics.”

He stops and hands the thing over. “It’s yours to do with what you like.”

I accept the gift.

“You sure you don’t want to join? We could use your help.”

I shake my head, studying my new toy. “Maybe at some point in college, but right now...I’m enjoying being a senior.”

Black Coyote takes a deep breath through his mask. After a moment, he nods. “You’re right. You should enjoy it.” He gestures at the package in my hands. “Enjoy the suit. We’ll contact you when you’re needed again, which with the way things are going, might be sooner than you think.” He’s about to leave but pauses, turning to offer one more comment. “Be smart with her.”

This again? What’s his deal? “I will.”

“James Drake will take an interest in whoever his daughter is dating.”

“I know.”

Black Coyote stares a moment longer before he slowly backs away, disappearing into the shadows as quickly and silently as he appeared.

I look down at the suit in my hands.

Ecstatic to try it on, I’m strangely more concerned with the advice: be smart with her. Why wouldn’t I be smart with Robin?

I...like her.

A lot. I guess deep down...I’ve always kind of liked Robin. It’s probably why I tease her so much. I just never thought this would happen, never thought I’d want to kiss her more than I want to strangle her, but here we are.

I’m her boyfriend.

She’s my girlfriend.

And I’m fucking jazzed for what comes next.
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QUICK AUTHOR’S NOTE


[image: image]


Hi there, amazing Reader 😊

I hope you enjoyed reading In The Moment Before as much as I enjoyed writing it (and I did. A lot. Grayson is hawt).

For the better part of a year, I was working on another book (the first of the main series – this is the first novella of the companion series) and I caught the movie Leap Year when I was visiting family. I absolutely loved the enemies-to-lovers feel and since my then-current WIP didn’t feature that trope, I decided to write one or two small scenes to scratch the itch. The scenes evolved into a short story, and once I went through one full draft, I realized what I was writing – the Robin story.

So, my husband is a huge DC fan (if you haven’t picked up on all the easter eggs). When I say huge, I mean it. I’ve watched every Batman film, cartoon series, documentary. Everything. You name it—I’ve seen it. I know all the villains and their back-stories and more than I ever thought I would about the DC universe. It’s also why I refer to my husband online as “Batman” – his request. I guess somewhere along the line, these vigilante characters sprouted in my head because I definitely did not set out to write a story about superheroes, specifically ones inspired by the DC universe. Yet, that’s exactly what happened.

Robin and Grayson are returning in June 2023, but if you simply CANNOT WAIT until then, join my newsletter and receive Homecoming Night, a FREE short story that shows how the duo spend the special evening. It’s not available anywhere else, and was written just for you! It’s my way of saying I think we should be newsletter buddies. And also (probably more importantly) that your support means the world to me.

Because it does. 😊

P.S.

For those who are fans of the DC Universe, want more superhero romance, or just want to know what’s coming next, be sure to check out the first book in The Coyote and the Claw series, A Royal Pairing in Perish where you’ll meet Nikolai and June, also known Black Coyote and Quick Claw. 

Want to know what happens when two vigilantes meet—and it doesn’t go well? Keep reading for a sneak peek:
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NIKOLAI AKA BLACK COYOTE

Wow.

She’s got some angst built up. This is not the kind of response I was expecting—not even close. Here I am, trying to help the girl, and she’s attacking me? Why? I could break her in a second—in a millisecond—a thousand different ways, so I need to be careful even though she’s coming at me full-force right now, swinging both fists, fury burning her eyes.

She wants to hurt me.

Dodging to the sides to avoid her strikes, I wonder where all this animosity is coming from. And will I have to subdue her to find out? “Look, lady—”

“Stop calling me that!” She jets forward, thrusting her leg up to kick me across the face, but I shift out of the way, and she misses.

“What should I call you?”

“Don’t call me anything. Just don’t stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong and interrupt people when they’re conducting their own business!”

“Is that what you were doing?”

“Yes. And you butted in!” She flies forward, swinging both fists at me, alternating left and right and this time, I notice the shiny accessory across her knuckles. Huh. So, she was prepared for a fight. But what kind of brass knuckles are those? Tiny, sharpened points stick out on the edges that look like they could really inflict some damage. Homemade? I’m almost admiring them too long because she nearly gets a swing in on me, but I dodge out of the way, watching her confusion at missing.

“Done yet?” I ask.

“Hardly.”

“Look...female,” I try, because I don’t know what to call her. “I’m not trying to fight you.”

“But you were quick to fight them.” She swings at me, and I shift. She comes at me again, and again, I side-step her assault. Finally, she sweeps her leg, trying to trip me, but I jump over, pretty much playing defense at this point. Man, she really wants to hurt me.

“Yeah. Because they were attacking you.”

“Wrong again!” She comes at me like a force, giving it everything she’s got—both fists swinging, a mixture of kicks and foot sweeps that would knock most to their asses, but I’m not most. And apparently, neither is she. Who trained her? Or is she self-taught? When she realizes she’s wasting energy, she finally stops attacking and props a hand on her hip. She pants for a moment, catching her breath, staring at me. “I was attacking them. Me. And you took that.”

“Why are you so upset? I helped you.”

“You’re not listening!” She shouts, throwing her arms up, beyond annoyed at this point. “You think you helped me? You hindered me. You robbed me. You took the entire thing away.”

“What thing?”

“Revenge.”

She wanted revenge on those two? That’s why she brought them out here? The puzzle is starting to come together, but several pieces are still missing. Quickly trying to fill them in myself, I watch her pace in a small circle, head down. Well, at least she’s not out-right attacking anymore. That’s good. This girl—still not sure what to call her—seems to have slowed, her hands still on her hips as she continues to stare at the ground.

I should probably give her more time, but she’s piqued my curiosity. “What kind of revenge?”

She looks up.

When she doesn’t say anything after a moment, I fill the silence. “Guess you don’t have to tell me.”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

But I want her to. What kind of revenge could a girl like her need to extract? Living in Perish, it could be for all kinds of things, but I’m curious. I’m more than curious because whatever it is, she’s developed enough skill to carry it out.

“You can still get your revenge,” I offer.

She shakes her head, immediately dismissing the idea. “No. No, I can’t. That was the plan.”

“What?”

She starts to pace again, mumbling to herself.

Shit. I run my hand through my hair, guilt blossoming in my chest. “Look, I’m sorry I messed up your...revenge. Next time, I’ll leave you to it.”

“There won’t be a next time.” She snaps at me with a glare. “Don’t you get it? They know what I look like now.”

“So?”

“So? They’ll see me coming.”

I shrug, still not convinced she’s out of luck. “Just change your plan of attack.”

“Just change it he says. I’ve spent years calculating tonight, and you expect me to just change it?”

“Yeah. There’s more than one way to get something done.” I stare at her a moment, sizing up her tight black outfit, understanding her plan. “You lured them out here, right? Next time, you won’t have to lure them.”

“Oh yeah?” She crosses her arms. “Then what do I do?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll help you.” The words shock me as much as they shock her, but surprisingly, I actually mean them. I want to help her.

She stares at me, a brow lifting. “You’ll help me?”

“Sure.”

She laughs.

“What?”

“How can you help me?”

“I’ll get you the information you need on who they are.”

“I know who they are.”

“I’ll get you more information. Better stuff. I’ll even help you kick their asses if you want, though, I’m betting you’ll want to do that yourself.” I step closer and she drops her arms. “But, if I help you, I’ll need some assistance in return.”

Her brows pinch. “What kind of assistance?”

This is where my mind starts to scramble. Truth is, I don’t think I’ll need her help at all, but she doesn’t seem like the kind of girl who’s eager to have anyone assist her. She’ll want to work out a deal, likely, and, honestly, she’s not bad-looking. I could always use her as a distraction at the clubs, or to play a part with Paccetti. He’s constantly surrounding himself with beautiful women. This chick might come in handy. Might as well take advantage. “There’s a man I’m investigating, and sometimes we have to go undercover. Could use a female in some situations.”

Her brows pinch further, a mixture of confusion and curiosity. “Are you a cop?”

“Hardly.”

“Then why are you investigating?”

“Because he’s a danger to the city. I’m trying to stop him.”

“Why?”

I’m not sure why I want her to know, but the words tumble out before I can stop them, a truth only handful of people are privy to. “I’m Black Coyote.”

She stares at me, her eyes growing wide, like she’s putting it all together. I expect her to be in shock, or ask a million questions, but she surprises me with a loud, genuine laugh. It’s different than her other laugh, which was purely sarcastic. This one is lyrical. Light.

“What?”

She shakes her head. “Of course, you are.”

“Why is that funny?”

She looks up at the night sky. “Why would you be anybody else? Of all nights?”

“Didn’t answer my question.”

She looks at me again, and I wonder if she’s ever going to respond. But a small smile creeps across her face, like she’s about to let me in on the world’s most ironic secret. With a deep exhale, she props a hand on her hip. “Nice to meet you, Black Coyote. I’m Quick Claw.”
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Arizal Wars Series:

Sci-fi Adventure Romance:

After an injury she can’t remember, Fallon awakes to discover Earth has been destroyed. Taken to her new home on Harrizel, she meets Reid and a crew of others who don’t trust their new hosts, especially with all the disappearances. Together with their friends, Fallon and Reid travel across different planets, assisting in a multi-world war that involves monsters, monarchs, and centuries-old prophecies, all while Fallon learns about herself, her family, and her connection to it all.

Escape from Harrizel, Book 1

Plague of Mybyncia, Book 2

Discovery at Nerwolix, Book 3

Crusade Across Worlds, Book 4

Better than This Series:

Contemporary Romance:

An embarrassing middle school incident keeps Alex Wolf and Autumn Sommers apart until they’re paired on a high school project where they must pretend to be in a relationship. Both want to get through it until they begin working together, quickly discovering there might be some truth to the façade. But when Alex reveals a few secrets about his life, Autumn isn’t sure they’re able to get past them, leading to a decision that affects the next eight years, and a band fanbase of millions.

Better Than This, Book 1

Better Than Now, Book 2

Better Than You, Book 3
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C.G. Coppola is the author of the sci-fi adventure series, Arizal Wars, and the contemporary romance series, Better Than This. In addition to stories that explore magic and the paranormal, she writes realistic fiction set in fantastical universes, usually with a lot of kissing. Married with two fur-babies she spoils rotten, C.G. Coppola lives in Florida where she grew up and attended college. When not writing, she can be found decorating the house, bantering with her husband, or dancing to Meghan Trainor—sometimes all at once.
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I LURK AROUND THE INTERNET from time to time, but I rather spend my time writing, so I’m not there often. When I am, you’re most likely to find me here:

My Weekly Blog – Updates on Wednesdays

My Monthly Newsletter – FREE SHORT STORY WITH SIGN UP!

My Author Facebook Page – has some of the things!
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