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            Brushing a few strands of blonde hair from her face and tucking them back into the tie holding up her ponytail, she smiled at him. They hadn’t really been left alone to talk much, so it meant Kayleigh hadn’t really had to deal with her emotions. However, she had a feeling that was about to change.

“Geez, I didn’t think this would be so intense when Justin signed me up.”

Kayleigh allowed a small burst of laughter to break free as she shrugged, her shoulders scraping her ears. “We don’t have long to pull everything together.”

“So what’s up with Adam? Why do you let him get away with how he treats you?” Aiden leaned back against a rack of chairs, his elbow resting on it as he watched.

“I don’t know, it’s easier than arguing.”

“But he’s a complete jackass!” Aiden shouted a little too loudly and the room stilled, a few people looking over at him. Kayleigh could feel a blush rising on her cheeks at their stares, making her dip her head.

“He’s in charge, what he says goes. At least for this year,” she mumbled.

“Just because someone’s in charge, it doesn’t mean they have to act like he does.”

Kayleigh shrugged again. “It’s just how it is. Like I said, he sees me as a threat to his run as president, so he tries to intimidate me. I may be quiet, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have my own ways of getting back at him. I don’t just take it.”

He looked intrigued. “Oh really? How do you get back at him?”

“Everyone prefers me. Slowly, I’m chipping away at his power and that’s enough for me. I don’t need to embarrass him publicly.”

He was nodding, but it didn’t look like he understood. It appeared as if he were the type of person to make someone pay in every way possible.

“So what’s your favourite scene in the show?”

Kayleigh took another sip of water to stop herself from blurting out her first thought, which was their kiss. That would just be weird and obvious. After she’d swallowed, she said, “The group dance I think, because it’s happy and I had the most input with it.”

“Really? It’s not kissing me? And just so you know, if you say it isn’t, I don’t think I’ll be able to take it.”

Her body stiffened at the heat running through her. She was flushed and her mouth had become dry, making it hard to get the next words out. “I-I ... um—”

He laughed, but for once it didn’t sound like he was laughing directly at her. As he was leaning towards her, the gap between them—that was quickly closing—did nothing to help her concentration. He was so close to her she could smell his scent: a mixture of soap and spice.

“Want to know a secret?” She swore the deep rumble of his voice would make her knees give way. The rich sound travelled through her so that she could only nod in response without sounding like a breathless idiot. He was teasing her. She knew that and didn’t want to make a fool of herself. “Kissing you is my favourite scene and a huge bonus to doing this show.” His lips were level with her ear as he spoke, his warm breath caressing the pulsing spot on her neck.

The words irritated Kayleigh instantly, and the heat from his presence was replaced by an angry one as she realised what he was doing. Her hand rose to meet his chest, pushing him back so she could breathe again. “What the hell, Aiden? I told you not to mess around with me. I’m not going to be one of your flings,” she hissed, allowing her fiery temper to take over. She folded her arms—a physical defence—and glared at him. He didn’t even have the decency to look guilty, but then again he was the most renowned player on campus.

“What if I don’t want you to be?”

She opened her mouth to argue, but she hadn’t expected that reply. It threw her, so only a confused squeak came from her lips. “
What?
”

“What if I offered you more than a fling? You interested then?”

Kayleigh couldn’t figure out what he meant. What wasn’t a fling? A week? Two? In Aiden’s world she figured that would equate to a serious relationship, but that wasn’t what she was looking for. He’d soon get bored and move on, leaving her in the heartbroken camp of losers who still chased after him. She refused to be one of them.

“Why? You’ve never paid any attention to me before.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve always noticed you.”

“But—”

“Just say yes, Kayleigh. You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

I’ll probably regret it if I do,
she thought as images of it all being a big joke played out in her mind. “No.” It wasn’t a confident answer and the word shook, but it was the best she could do.

“No?”

“Yes, no. You’re not being serious about this, and I’m not looking to be turned into a laughing stock because of you and your need to get with everyone on campus.”

He seemed genuinely hurt and confused by her statement. “Why would you think I’d want to do that? Okay, so I may have been with a lot of people, but I’ve never intentionally hurt them.”

“Come on, Aiden. You’re not part of my world. I’m the geeky drama student who can only talk to guys I don’t know when I’m in character. I’m not exactly your normal choice.”

“Firstly, how’d you know what I normally choose? And secondly, you’re talking to me now and you’re not in character.”

“But I’m in this room. In here, nothing else exists. I’m in a place where I can be anyone I want to be and no one will judge me.”

“Just say yes, Kayleigh. Let me show you I can do serious.”

“Why me?” Her voice was barely a whisper as he put cracks in her defence. She’d waited years to hear him say something like that to her—to finally notice her—but she couldn’t believe him.

“Why not you?”

“I’m not your type. I don’t do casual and you don’t do serious. One of us will want something more, and I can guarantee it’ll be me left alone, hurt—” She snapped her mouth shut, having gone further than she thought she would with her explanation.

“I could be serious for you.”

“People don’t change, Aiden. You are who you are and it’s pointless to believe otherwise. I should know … I spend most of my time in a fantasy world and those kinds of endings don’t happen in reality.”

Before he had a chance to answer her and she could change her mind, she picked up her bag and left the room. The entire way back to her flat, she was both cursing and praising herself. Cursing because she’d finally been given an opportunity with Aiden and she’d deliberately ignored it, and praising because she’d been able to stand up for herself. She hadn’t allowed a stupid crush to affect her, and she was proud of how she’d handled things.

Kayleigh was scanning her student ID through the card reader to let herself into the building when her phone bleeped with an incoming message. Hoping it wasn’t Aiden, she pulled it out and was relieved when Ellie’s name appeared. What she didn’t expect was the message it contained.

Fancy meeting up? Back for a few days and need details!

Despite Ellie’s need for gossip, Kayleigh thought she could use some girl time. Not to mention that Ellie knew Aiden better than most, so would be able to put things in perspective for her.

Hang out at mine? Tired from drama.
She replied and Ellie instantly sent back a smiley face and said she’d be over in half an hour.

Great,
Kayleigh thought, that gave her less time than she’d have liked to prepare her defence.

CHAPTER TEN
 

Aiden was just about to knock on Justin’s door when it was removed from his hand’s path. He stepped back in surprise as Ellie almost ran into him while she moved to shut the door behind her. She hadn’t even noticed him.
When she turned and squealed, jumping so that both feet left the floor in fright, Aiden couldn’t hold back his laughter.

“What the hell? You couldn’t have coughed or made a noise?”

“Nope. That was
so
worth it.”

Ellie hit his arm playfully. “Justin’s not here if you’re looking for him. He’s gone to—”

“Prison to visit his sister, I know. I was here looking for you, actually.”

She glanced up at him suspiciously, and Aiden knew she had the right to. Very rarely did he ask for help or seek her out unless it wasn’t to mess with her.

“I was just heading over to Kayleigh’s. Can it wait?”

At the mention of Kayleigh, Aiden knew he had to get his side of the story in first. There was no doubt that Kayleigh would mention what had gone down between them, but he was unsure how she would portray the event, or him.

“Actually, it’s um ... it’s about her.”

Ellie’s suspicion grew, her eyes narrowing into hard lines. “What about her? What have you done?”

“Can we go inside?” Aiden gestured to the door, but Ellie folded her arms in disagreement. Obviously he was going to have to have the conversation out in the hall.

“I need you to persuade her I’m serious about her. She turned me down earlier.”

Ellie burst out laughing at his statement, only causing him to frown. He knew it’d been a risk coming to see her, but he was out of his depth with the whole “serious relationship” thing.

“Good for her!
Are
you serious?”

“Shouldn’t the fact I’m here prove that? I never need help with girls.”

Ellie rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t prove anything. You have a bad reputation, and it’s going to take more than this to persuade me you’re any good for my friend.”

“C’mon, Elles, give me a hand here. We’ve been working on this show for under a week, but it’s all about her. Why do you think I’m putting so much effort into it? I’m actually excited to see and work with her on a daily basis, and I told you that the only reason I hadn’t approached her before was because I didn’t want to hurt her.”

“And you think you’re ready to grow up now? That you won’t hurt her?”

“I’ll try my best, I want to give it a go.”

Ellie studied him for a second, her eyes cold and calculating as they watched him. The silence dragged out as she thought, and an uneasy feeling churned within him.

“If she brings it up I’ll say something, but I can’t promise it’ll be in your favour. It depends on how she feels. I know she likes you, but she’s been single for a while and I don’t know if you’re the first guy she should date.”

“Elliiieee ...” Aiden hated begging, he very rarely had to in order to get what he wanted, but he knew it would prove a small amount of what he was feeling.

“We’ll see, okay. I told you before I’m not going to let you hurt her. If you want my help you have to trust me. Show her you’re serious and that you care. Actions are far better than words.”

Before he could ask what kind of actions or gestures he could perform, Ellie was walking down the hallway to the stairs. He thought about following her for a moment, but quickly changed his mind. The last thing he wanted to do was irritate a potential ally.

 

 

 

 

Kayleigh had just slipped into her pyjamas and finished making popcorn when Ellie knocked on her door. For some reason she was late, but it had given Kayleigh a few more minutes to decide how to phrase what’d happened between her and Aiden. There was a part of her that was worried about what Ellie’s response would be, as she knew Aiden better, but she needed some help.
“Hey! I brought chocolate, I thought we’d need it.” Ellie hugged her tightly once she’d opened the door.

“I made popcorn, too, but what made you think we’ll need it?” she asked hesitantly, a sense of dread filling Kayleigh as she wondered what had happened.

“Aiden caught me on my way over here.”

“Oh, God, what did he say?”

“Nope, I want to hear your side of things first—”

“And then you’ll change what he said to agree with what I think. I can handle it, Ellie. Just tell me.” Kayleigh couldn’t understand why Aiden would have gone to see Ellie about her, but by the stubborn expression on her friend’s face, she was going to have to wait to find out. “All right,” she grumbled and grabbed the bowl of popcorn off the counter and headed over to her bedroom door. None of her flat mates were around, but she still liked the extra layer of privacy.

Sitting cross-legged on the bed, bowl on her lap, Kayleigh took a deep breath. As she exhaled she leaned back against the headboard and dipped her hand into the salted snack. “I can’t figure out what he wants. He comes into the auditions, shocks everyone by being good, and somehow I ended up fighting to cast him as male lead. Now he’s suddenly spouting all of this crap about being serious with me. What game is he playing? He knows I like him, but this all feels like a big set up, only I don’t know why he would.”

Ellie was studying her carefully and the constant gaze was making her uncomfortable.

“I haven’t let him in, I’m not stupid. I know all about his reputation and I’m not going to be one of his conquests, but is it the truth or a game? Does he want me or am I a challenge?”

Ellie shrugged, throwing a piece of popcorn up and catching it in her mouth. “I don’t know what’s going on, Kay, but I know Aiden and he wouldn’t play you like that. This isn’t what you want to hear, but Aiden doesn’t need tricks to get girls to sleep with him; it’s not his style. They fall at his feet and I have never seen him chase somebody before.

“It’s true that he’s never had a serious girlfriend, but Aiden doesn’t lead people on. The people he’s with ... well, they know what it is before anything happens. Sure, they always want more, but Aiden’s always up front.”

“So what are you trying to say?”

“I’d love to tell you to go for it—that he’s being genuine—but I don’t want to see you hurt. However, despite that, I think he’s being serious. He doesn’t play games with people’s emotions, Kayleigh. I can’t tell you what you should do, it’s a risk you’re going to have weigh up and take by yourself.”

“So you think I shouldn’t? You’re calling it a risk.” Kayleigh’s hand froze in the bowl. She thought talking to Ellie would help, but she was even more confused.

“Letting anyone in is taking a risk, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do it. All I’m saying is be careful. You know of Aiden’s reputation so he may hurt you by accident ... he may not to be able to commit. However, what if he does? It’s up to you, Kay. I know you’ve liked him for a while, and he told—” Ellie cut off abruptly, and Kayleigh’s head snapped up in curiosity.
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