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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    I have never been at such a low.  
 
    School work? Stuff it.  
 
    Manners? Get screwed. 
 
    Being a decent human being? Over my dead body. 
 
    And it’s all because of him.  
 
    Nate was supposed to be the reason I wake up in the morning, until he took that reason away. Now, I’m left feeling like an empty shell of the girl I used to be. 
 
    He’s the love of my life. Always has been and always will be. I don’t doubt it, he’s going to come running back, and when he does, you better believe it, I’m going to make him work for it. Right down to the bone. 
 
    Thank God I have my girls and Jesse. Without them, I’d be lost.  
 
    Oh, and not to mention, I have Ashley Samuels and Phoenix Reilly keeping my mind more than busy. They better watch out because I’ve already lost the one thing that’s important to me. I’ve got nothing else to lose and revenge will be sweet. 
 
      
 
    Don’t miss this nail-biting fourth installment of The Broken Hill High Series. You won’t be sorry! 
 
      
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Broken Hill High Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon-worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    **DISCLAIMER – Broken Hill High has seen a few minor changes to some of our beloved character names. These changes have been updated throughout the complete series.  
 
    My sincerest apologies for any confusion.  
 
    If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me via my Facebook page or Twitter  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @_SheridanAnne 
 
      
 
    Changes are as follows: 
 
    Cade – Caden 
 
    Bec – Brylee 
 
    Parker – Puck 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    On and on it goes. 
 
    Two weeks and four days. 
 
    Three weeks and one day. 
 
    Six long weeks and six fucking days. 
 
    Two damn months.  
 
    When will this end? 
 
    I miss him so damn much. 
 
    I have officially been his ex for two months. I still can’t believe it. It hurts every time I think about it; but as time goes by, I learn to manage the pain. No matter how bad it sucks.  
 
    I see him every day at school and watching him walk by, giving me one of those sexy smirks that I love so much makes me want to run to him. But knowing how deeply he loves me, combined with the fact we’re not together makes me want to throat punch him.  
 
    But I can’t run to him. Not yet at least. Well, to be honest, if I did do that, no doubt he’d catch me and hold me until the pain eases. No matter what our situation is, he’s always ready to give me exactly what I need… mostly. 
 
    I am his and he is mine. Right down to the core. I know it, he knows it, the whole damn school knows it, but until we’re able to be the best versions of ourselves, we can’t be together. When we were, we were a ticking time bomb which went off over and over again. 
 
    We were lethal together. Each other’s drug which we grew way too addicted to. I relied on it. Hell, I’m still addicted, but for us to work, we need to find a healthy middle ground. 
 
    My pity party for one is disturbed when none other than Jesse Ryder comes waltzing into my den on Sunday night. Though, the issue is that I can’t decide if it’s a good or bad thing. “What are you doing here?” I groan as he knocks my feet off the coffee table and strides past me to collapse down into the couch. 
 
    A heavy sigh passes his lips as he leans forward and props his elbows on his knees, focusing solely on the floor before him. “I’m in trouble,” he tells me.  
 
    I watch him for a moment, but the look on his face tells me this is no joke. The idiot has gone and done something bad that I’m going to have to bail him out of. “What’d you do?” I groan as my mind whirls with the endless possibilities, all of them centering around him getting in a fight with someone he can’t beat. I never thought I’d see the day. 
 
    Jesse sighs again as he fluffs a pillow, crashes down onto it, and props up his feet at the end of the couch as though he’s speaking with a therapist. I take a sip of my soda as I impatiently wait. “I’m in love.” 
 
    Soda comes spurting out my nose and mouth while I try my hardest to swallow as much as I can. “What?” I shriek as I wipe the soda off my face. “You’re lying right now. Tell me you’re lying.” 
 
    He looks at me over the armrest. “Believe me,” he sulks. “I wish I was.” 
 
    “Shit, that poor, poor girl,” I sigh. “Who is it?” 
 
    His face scrunches up as he turns to face me better. “You have to promise not to say anything.” 
 
    “Are you twelve?” I scoff. “Would you like me to make a pinky promise?” 
 
    His eyes harden as he watches me. “Fine,” he says, starting to get up. “I’ll go and find someone else to talk to about this shit.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I rush out as the curiosity is nearly too much for me to handle. I mean, I’m trying to act cool, but inside, I’m dying. I need to know, like now. I draw a cross over my heart. “I’ll behave.” 
 
    “Good,” he says getting comfortable before holding his little finger out to me. “And for the record, I do want you to make a pinky promise.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I reach out my pinky and twine it around his. He shakes our hands as he narrows his eyes on me, trying to appear as serious as possible, but this is Jesse Ryder we’re talking about; he can’t pull off serious. It simply wasn’t wired into his DNA. “If you even think about breaking the sanctity of this promise…” 
 
    “I know, I know,” I roll my eyes. “You’ll tell everyone that I was crushing on Mr. Thompson when I was ten and how I was plotting to get rid of his wife so I could marry him.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle as he watches me. “You know that guy was gross, right? I’ve never seen so much hair on a man in my life.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh. “I thought he looked manly.” 
 
    “More like an ape.” 
 
    I give him a stern look. “Can we stop discussing Mr. Thompson and start explaining why you think you’re in love with some girl you probably only just met?” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans. “But we’re coming back to the Thompson thing.” 
 
    “Jesse.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says as his smirk turns into a panicked cringe. “It’s, sigh, “Kaylah Millington.” 
 
    I fly to my feet, knocking over what was left in my bowl of popcorn as I look down at him in absolute shock. “WHAT? Have you lost your mind? Nate is going to kill you. Not to mention, Jackson will too when he finds out you screwed his little sister.” I mean, I’d probably kill him myself if I could catch him. I swear, there’s no one Jackson hates more in this world than Nate and Jesse, especially after the past two years of bullshit. Not in a million years will he ever accept Jess dating Kaylah. 
 
    “How’d you know I screwed her?” 
 
    “You’re Jesse. You screw everybody.” 
 
    He grins up at me as though he’s proud of the fact. “Can we focus on the issue at hand, please?” 
 
    “And what’s that? That you screwed the one girl that’s going to make Nate think you’ve betrayed him and gone to the dark side.” 
 
    “No,” he snaps, sitting himself up. “How do I stop having… feelings? I don’t like it.” 
 
    I drop back down to the couch. “It doesn’t just go away. Trust me, if they did, I’d make it stop for me, but I can’t,” I tell him. “When did you start getting these so-called ‘feelings’?” 
 
    His eyes begin to sparkle again and I quickly realize this isn’t a story I want to hear. “Well, I was eating her out-” 
 
    “Whoa,” I cut him off. “I don’t want to hear this shit.” 
 
    “You have to,” he insists. “This is the whole reason I like her.” 
 
    “Jess,” I groan. “I don’t want to hear how the girl has a golden pussy or her that her flaps practically called to you.” 
 
    Jess grins and I’m sure he’s probably imagining it. “No, it’s much better than that.” 
 
    Again, the curiosity is far too much. I groan. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    His excitement takes over and he manages to make himself look like a little boy seeing his first set of tits. “So, I was going down on her, right, and man, she gets into it, like really into it. Her whole body was shaking. Her hands were in my hair and-” 
 
    “Jess, remember I’m not one of the boys.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. So, shut up and listen,” he demands before picking up where he left off. “Her whole body was like… I don’t know how to explain it, she couldn’t stay still. It was like she was having the fucking ride of her life. I don’t know if I was doing the work or she was.” 
 
    “Jess,” I warn. 
 
    He can’t help but grin. “Fine, anyway, she was going nuts. Absolutely loving it to the point she fell off the fucking bed.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I kid you not,” he tells me with wide, excited eyes. “But that’s not the best part. You wouldn’t believe what she said.” I sit patiently and wait, knowing he’s going to tell me anyway. “She called the ‘five second rule’ climbed back up on the bed, and let me get back to business.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “You don’t mean that thing you say when you drop food on the floor as an excuse to keep eating it?” 
 
    “Exactly that,” he booms. “It was so fucking funny. I could hardly finish her off, I was laughing so hard.” 
 
    “Alright,” I smile. “Can we move on to the whole ‘how you were infected with feelings’ thing?” 
 
    “That was it,” he tells me. “She said ‘five second rule’ and I fell in love.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. “You really are in trouble.” 
 
    “I know,” he groans. “Now, you have to tell me what to do.” 
 
    I look at him as though he’s just grown a new head. “I can’t do that for you. You have to come to that decision on your own.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffs. “That’s bullshit. Tell me what to do.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that, but tell me this. Are you ready to be a committed man, dedicated to only one girl for the rest of your life?” 
 
    I swear, he looks as though I’ve just sentenced him to an eternity in hell. Completely and utterly horrified. “No way.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. You leave her alone and she can go use the five second rule on some other poor loser.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts, straightening in his seat as his face falls. “No, she can’t do that.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “She can’t sleep with other guys.” 
 
    “She can do whatever and whoever the hell she wants,” I remind him. “You’re not her boyfriend and you just told me you never want to be in a committed relationship. That means you pass on her being yours. You don’t get to tell her that she can’t be with anyone else unless you date her exclusively.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing, Jess. You can’t do that to the girl. She’ll hate you for even suggesting it. Why don’t you ask her on a date? No strings attached and take it slowly. If you like it, then go on another, if not, tell her you're sorry and move on. There’s no need to put her through all your caveman bullshit. She’s human too.” 
 
    “Fine,” he groans. 
 
    “But,” I say. His eyes narrow on me, sensing he’s not going to like this. “This is Kaylah Millington we’re talking about. If you’re actually going to go through with asking her on a date and acting like a decent human being with her, then you need to tell Nate.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, I’ll go on my date and if I want to go on another, then I’ll tell him.” 
 
    “Jess,” I groan. “You know your brother. He’s going to kill you if you keep this from him.” 
 
    “He’s going to kill me either way. I may as well prolong the inevitable and enjoy it first.” 
 
    Now it’s me shaking my head. “What are you going to do about Jackson?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he scoffs. “That’s Kaylah’s business if she wants to tell him.” 
 
    “You’re not at all concerned he’s going to try and kick your ass?” 
 
    “No, I know that’s exactly what he’s going to do, but the key word is ‘try’. He’s tried so many times before and every damn time, I’ve come out on top.” 
 
    “It’s different if you have feelings for his sister.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Believe me or not. Just be careful, ok?” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” he laughs before leaning back into the couch and scanning over the show I was just watching “So, what are we doing tonight?” 
 
    “We are not doing anything. You’re going home so I can watch ‘Suits’ in peace.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says, turning to see the screen better. “Is that the show with the new princess?” 
 
    “Yep,” I say, popping the ‘p’. 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “Does she get naked?” 
 
    “No,” I groan, throwing a cushion at him. I mean, there are a few sex scenes but you can’t see anything. It’s very tasteful. If he knew that though, he’d never leave me alone. 
 
    “Ugh,” he grunts, throwing the cushion back at me. “I don’t want to watch if I don’t get to see titties.” 
 
    “Then go and tell your brother that you’re screwing the enemy.” 
 
    “Go and tell him that you’re moping over him again.” 
 
    “You go and tell him that you eat dicks for breakfast.” 
 
    “You go and tell him th-” 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?” my mom’s voice says, cutting off Jesse’s comeback. “I swear, how many times do I have to tell you idiots to stop bickering? You’re like annoying siblings.” 
 
    I scoff and look away. “He started it.” 
 
    “I don’t care who started it,” Mom scolds. “I’m finishing it. I’m done hearing about what Jesse likes to eat for breakfast, and I certainly don’t want to know what he enjoys for dinner.” 
 
    “For the record,” Jesse grins. 
 
    “Nope,” mom scolds holding a finger up to stop him. “I don’t want to know what you actually like eating. Now, are you staying for dinner? I was going to order Thai.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Jesse says. “I could eat Thai. You know, if it’s alright? Mom spent the day cleaning and now we have to tip toe around the house. Nate got his head bitten off for walking across the tiles when they were wet. I think mom’s close to making us live in a hotel.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” mom laughs. “Trish does like her home a particular way, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Jess scoffs. “Well, that’s the biggest understatement I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    Mom shakes her head but can’t help smiling at him. “Maybe you wouldn’t have an issue if you and your brother didn’t live like pigs.” 
 
    “Pigs?” he gasps in mock outrage. “I’ll have you know, me and Nate are the perfect sons. Anyone would be lucky to have us.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she laughs before waltzing out of the den and into the kitchen, most likely to find the menu from the Thai place that’s hiding on top of the fridge.  
 
    “Can you believe that?” Jesse laughs. 
 
    “You know, when she said you and your brother live like pigs, she was only referring to you? Nate is the cleanest guy I’ve ever met.” 
 
    He puts a hand to his heart and falls back onto the couch, pretending that my words hurt him. “I’m wounded,” he rasps out. “Call for help.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and reach across to grab the remote off him while he’s busy being distracted by his own dramatics and hit play on ‘Suits’. 
 
    Jesse sits back up to watch the show and within minutes he’s hooked which also means he asks at least a hundred questions per minute. “Would you shut up and watch?” I scold. 
 
    “I can’t,” he demands. “I need to know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Then watch it and you’ll find out.” 
 
    Mom walks back in and drops down beside me. “Are you two seriously at each other’s throat again?” 
 
    “Can’t help it,” Jesse admits. “She just brings out this awful side of me. We should have her sent away.” 
 
    “Agreed,” mom grunts. 
 
    “No,” I demand, turning to face mom. “This is not happening. You’re supposed to be on my side, not his.” 
 
    “Sorry, sweetheart. But teasing you is far too much fun,” she laughs. “Just like Jesse, I can’t help it.” 
 
    I groan as I walk out of the den. “I’m getting a drink. You guys want one?” 
 
    “Love one,” mom says as Jesse grunts. I roll my eyes and get busy while I distantly listen to mom and Jesse laughing at my expense. 
 
    I return to the den and get comfortable, only now I have both mom and Jesse asking questions. I’ve never been so happy to hear the buzzer of the front gate, letting us know the delivery driver is here. “I’ll get it,” I announce, flying to my feet for the second time and hurrying to let the driver through. 
 
    I go to the door and wait for the driver. A few minutes later, I’m back in the kitchen unpacking the bag of food. 
 
    Mom presses pause on ‘Suits’ and we sit at the table to eat. I absolutely love Jesse, but right at this moment, I can’t help but feel that the wrong brother is sitting beside me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I walk down the hallway to my locker on Monday morning. Point-blank. School is really starting to suck. It’s the one place I see Nate now and also the one place I don’t. I know he’s here, walking these halls, always keeping his distance. 
 
    He’s terrified his wicked ways are rubbing off on me. He wants me to be better, but doesn’t he know that I am better when I’m with him? It was supposed to be me and him against the world until he went and ripped that away. 
 
    What’s worse is knowing just how deeply he loves me. I mean, he’s known he was in love with me since he was twelve. It took me a little longer to figure it out, but the second I did, I realized I could never go back. No one could possibly love me the way he does. It’s intense in all the best ways. He makes me feel things I never thought possible and I wouldn’t trade it for anything. 
 
    I get to my locker and throw everything in before leaning up against it and watching the world go by. I hate being here. Two months ago, I loved coming to school. I had the world at my feet. People stayed out of my way and gave a shit about what I wanted. Now, it’s all different. 
 
    It’s complete bullshit. This year was supposed to be the best of my life. My senior year. I was supposed to be making a crapload of memories that come twenty, thirty years, I’ll be thinking fondly of. Instead, I have a whole lot of people around me that are the bane of my existence. 
 
    Take Phoenix Reilly for example. She’s nothing but a back stabbing cow. She was the cheer captain for a while and I wasn’t even on her radar until I started dating Nate. Turns out she is the boys’ half-sister and an absolute crazy, psycho bitch. She seduced Jesse last year and got him in bed, knowing he was her half-brother. He still can’t talk about it nor should he. That little stunt cost her the captainship and the respect of nearly everyone who walks these halls.  
 
    But the bullshit with Phoenix didn’t stop there. Turns out, Caden Ryder, the boys’ father, was having an affair with her mom. In fact, over the past eighteen years, he never stopped. The only good thing that came from that was Trish and the boys kicked him to the curb. He moved in with Phoenix and her mom, only problem there; Phoenix can’t stop boasting about it and it grates on my nerves every time she does it. 
 
    I mean, not that the boys would let it show, but I can tell it bothers them. They’re more than happy to close the book on that chapter of their lives, but having someone in this school thinking they have something on them really pisses my boys off. They like being the top of the food chain. It's where they belong and when that’s challenged, you better watch out. I don’t doubt they’re planning on striking at some stage, but when it’s family, it’s a bit of a touchy topic. 
 
    Next up we have Jackson Millington. He’s the quarterback of the football team. He’s right up there in the food chain, constantly challenging Nate and Jesse. I really don’t know what’s going on there. Sometimes he claims he can be a friend but then he goes and does something incredibly moronic that has me continuously questioning him. Now that Nate and I have split, he seems to be hanging around more. He’s already admitted that he likes me, and I’ve already put him in his place many, many times. He knows there’s no future for us, I just wish he’d hurry up and accept that, but to be honest, I think I’m starting to come around to the idea of having him as a friend... Maybe a pet seems a better fit. 
 
    Finally, we have Ashley Samuels. All I’ve ever known about her was that she was with Nate before me. She got a little pissed off when he ended things with her and that was it. Turns out, there’s a bit more to it. Three months ago, she was responsible for the fire that nearly took mine and Nate’s life. We only discovered this a little while ago and so far, I’ve managed to keep my mouth shut about it. Nate is planning something big and the last thing we want is for her to see him coming. But honestly, there’s only so much longer I can wait before I take things into my own hands. I promised Nate I wouldn’t, but my patience is quickly running thin. 
 
    As I said, this year is quickly turning to shit. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as people pass by me in the hallway. I wonder if I could get away with skipping again today. I’ve been skipping a little too much lately and it won’t be long until Nate calls me out on it. He hates when I do things that could affect my future in a negative way, but honestly he has no say anymore. He didn’t want to fight for what we had and because of that, I simply just don’t care. Ok, maybe I do, just a little. Oh, who am I kidding? I’m always going to care about what he thinks. I just want to not care. 
 
    Jesus, I’m pathetic. 
 
    All I want is to go back to before the fire. None of this would have happened. I mean, all the Phoenix stuff would have, but the fire is what prompted my dad to come home and try to set me on the straight and narrow, claiming I was ‘acting up,’ and it was all due to Nate. As without Nate, I wouldn’t have been involved in fights, I wouldn’t have received an in school suspension, and I sure as hell wouldn’t have given my dad enough attitude to last a lifetime. Dad completely blames Nate, and what’s worse, Nate blames himself too. 
 
    I’ll never forgive my father for planting that seed in his mind. 
 
    “What’s going on?” My best friend, Brooke says, falling into the locker beside me and leaning against her shoulder. “You look like a depressive ass rat.” 
 
    “I am a depressive ass rat.” 
 
    “Here,” she says, holding out her coffee to me. “Have some of this. It’ll make you feel better.” I wave her off. After all, Brooke has her own issues to deal with here, and I know for a fact that she’s going to need every last drop of that coffee. “Have it your way,” she tells me before taking a sip, probably just to tease me. “What’s going on? Who pissed you off this morning?” 
 
    “No one,” I grumble. “I just don’t like how things are at the moment.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grunts, looking over her shoulder. “At least you don’t have to see shit like that every day.” 
 
    I follow her gaze to see her ex-boyfriend, Maxen, with his latest girlfriend, Holly, pressed up against the lockers playing tonsil hockey. It’s a sick relationship really. There are rumors going around that they’re both cheating on each other. I mean, if either one of them had respect for themselves they would call it off, but instead, they continue on, knowing the other is unfaithful. I don’t know how they do it. It would make me sick. 
 
    “Just be happy you dodged that bullet,” I tell her. I mean, if I had to watch Nate all over some skank every day, I’m sure I’d tear them both to shreds. 
 
    She scoffs and looks at me as though I’ve taken a trip to the nutty hospital. “Dodged a bullet?” she grunts. “I didn’t dodge a bullet. I got shot point-blank, over and over again until I was lying dead in a gutter.” 
 
    “Geez,” I laugh, pushing up from my locker. “No need for the dramatics.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” she demands. “Especially when you describe what he did to me as ‘dodging a bullet’.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “I’m just saying you’re lucky you got out when you did. Imagine if you never discovered he was cheating and you were still being played.” 
 
    She sulks and looks up at me through her eyelashes. “Do we really have to talk about this?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “But you better come up with a new topic because I have plenty more to say about Maxen.” 
 
    “Fine,” she says as a sly grin cuts across her face. “Did you he-” 
 
    “OH, MY GOD,” we hear yelled from down the hall. Both our heads whip to face Elle, who’s currently shoulder charging her way up the hallway, barging anyone and everyone out of her way until she reaches us, completely out of breath. “I just heard the funniest thing.” 
 
    “What?” we both grunt, quickly glancing at each other with amused smiles. 
 
    “Tyson just got caught by Mrs. Kingsley with his pants around his ankles and JJ’s lips around his dick.” 
 
    Laughter rips out of me as Brooke’s jaw drops. “Oh, no,” I laugh, holding my stomach when the laughter begins to hurt. “The poor guy.” 
 
    “Poor guy?” Elle laughs. “I was told he still finished.” 
 
    “With Mrs. Kingsley watching?” I gasp. 
 
    “Yeah,” Elle chuckles. “Poor Mrs. K. She’s going to be scarred for the rest of her life. She dragged Ty off to Watkins’ office.” 
 
    “What about JJ?” Brooke questions. 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s probably too busy bragging to all her friends to bother going and getting in trouble.” 
 
    “Ha,” I scoff, under my breath. “Either that or she’s in the bathroom regurgitating his spoof so she can knock herself up with his baby.” 
 
    Brooke scrunches her faces as she looks across at me, clearly very disgusted and disturbed by my comment. “Who the hell says shit like that?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Try having Jesse as your new BFF and see what kind of shit comes out of your mouth.” 
 
    As Brooke rolls her eyes, I notice the girl standing behind her gasp before puffing out her tits, telling me he’s here. I watch with distaste as the girl looks at me, gives me a sly grin, and starts strutting down the hallway. 
 
    I can’t help but watch. It’s like a train wreck. You just can’t look away. 
 
    I search beyond the girl, knowing he’s down the other end of the hallway and our eyes meet, just like they do every other day. A million messages pass between us and just like that, I know exactly what he’s thinking; he needs me just as I need him. 
 
    He continues forward, his eyes never leaving mine. My body calls for him but I know it simply won’t happen. The skank beelines straight for him and puts a hand upon his chest to stop him. He frowns, looks down at the hand, and follows the arm until he comes to the girl’s face. He pulls back, swats her hand off him as though he was shooing a fly, and continues forward as the girl is left behind, watching him as though she has never been so wronged in her life. 
 
    Brooke was wrong, seeing Nate with other girls couldn’t be more satisfying. To know they’re invisible to him and to still be the only girl his heart beats for is a feeling I’ll never get enough of. So, as far as I’m concerned, let the girls try because no matter what, he’ll always be mine. 
 
    His eyes return to mine as he struts forward. That’s right, Nate Ryder doesn’t just walk like the rest of the human population, he struts like hot shit. I don’t even think he knows he’s doing it. Maybe it’s the walk of someone with confidence spurting out of their ass, either way, he looks damn fine doing it. 
 
    He walks right into me, not giving a shit that Brooke and Elle have to step back out of his way. His hand curls around the back of my neck as he presses his body right up against mine. I breathe in his heavenly scent, the one I miss so damn bad as he drops his head to mine. 
 
    His lips are so close, all I would have to do is reach out and take them, but we can’t. Not here. I wouldn’t be able to stop, so instead, I place my hand against his racing heart and take what I can get. 
 
    My eyes close with the satisfaction of just being close to him and I feel the deep rise and fall of his chest as he breathes me in, the same way I’m doing to him. He presses his lips to my cheek and I turn my face into him, needing more. “I miss you,” he murmurs for only me to hear. 
 
    I pull back slightly so I can look up into his eyes. “I’m right here,” I tell him. “All you have to do is take me.” 
 
    He watches me for a moment longer before pulling me back in and pressing a kiss to my forehead. He doesn’t say the three words I’m desperate to hear, but I know he feels it, right down in his soul. So deep it’s ingrained there for all eternity. 
 
    With that, he walks away and all I can do is watch him go. 
 
    Elle scoffs. “You two are way too intense for me.” 
 
    “Right,” Brooke agrees. 
 
    “Shut up,” I say as I watch him go to his locker and throw something inside. Jesse joins him a second later with Puck, and from the look on Jesse’s face, I’d dare say he’s telling Nate all about Tyson’s exciting morning. Not a moment later, Maxen breaks away from Holly as though she’s yesterday’s news and joins the boys. 
 
    Nate’s eyes constantly come back to mine and when a smile lifts the corners of his lips, I melt. God, what I would give to have him back in my life. 
 
    “Would you two just sort out your shit and get back together?” Courtney says as she joins us with Brylee, who has her face shoved deep into a textbook. Brylee is off to Yale in the fall and saying she’s trying to soak up as much information as possible before she goes is a disgusting understatement. She’s going nuts. She’s going to be Yale’s special little girl who has all her professors in her back pocket. 
 
    “We can’t,” I groan, having to repeat myself for the millionth time. I mean, we must have this conversation at least a few times a week.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Court says. “We know, but just saying, when you do, you better make him work for it.” 
 
    A grin rips across my lips as I look back at the man I love. “Oh, believe me, I will.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes narrow on mine and it’s almost as though he can read my mind. He becomes increasingly suspicious, yet all I can do is grin. I can’t wait. I’m going to have so much fun with it. 
 
    If Nate Ryder thinks he’s just going to walk straight back into my life without fighting for it, he’s got another thing coming. 
 
    “Hello, hello, hello,” a cheery Jackson says as he throws both his arms over Brooke and Elle’s shoulders, forcing his way into our circle. Both Brooke and Elle groan. They’re both petite girls and I’m sure having Jackson’s arm on their shoulder is weighing them down big time.  
 
    “Is there something you need?” I question, still not having forgiven him for taking me to a rowdy Haven Falls party and leaving me to fend for myself in a house full of stoned morons wanting to stick it to Nate. 
 
    “Nope,” he grins like an evil little Cheshire cat. “Just saw your boyfriend looking over here and thought I’d take the opportunity to get under his skin.” 
 
    At the mention of my boyfriend, my eyes flick towards Nate to see his grin completely gone, replaced with pure annoyance. I try to shoot him a comforting look but there’s no way in hell it’s working on him. But then, he lost the right to storm in here like a raging bull when he broke up with me. I turn back to Jackson. “At least you’re being honest about it.” 
 
    He pretends to look offended. “I’m wounded, Tora. I’m always honest, especially when it comes to pissing off Nate Ryder.” 
 
    Brooke slips out from under his heavy arm though I’m surprised when Elle doesn’t move. “When are you and Nate going to call all this bullshit off?” Brooke questions. 
 
    “When are you going to forgive Maxen?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Well, there’s your answer,” he tells her with a proud smile as the bell rings. “Now, what do you ladies say about me walking you to class?” 
 
    I turn back to my locker and pull out my books for Mr. Miller’s class. “We’re good,” I tell him. 
 
    Jackson looks down at Elle. “And what about you?” 
 
    “Are you going to carry my books?” she questions with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Do you want me to carry your books?” 
 
    Elle studies him for a moment before giving in. “I do.” 
 
    His grin widens into a smirk before he turns back and winks at me as though he’s about to screw her in the hallway closet. “Lead the way,” he tells her. Elle turns and naturally, Jackson follows behind. They get halfway up the hall when I realize that neither one of them had a single book in their hands. 
 
    Brooke and I start walking to class when Nate falls in beside me. “What was that about?” he questions. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” I tell him, surprised to see him walking to class on time, especially Miller’s class. I guess that’s what happens to a man when he wants answers. 
 
    “Trust me,” he tells me, taking my textbook out of my hands and adding it to his. “When it comes to Jackson and you, I definitely want to know.” 
 
    I let out a sigh but can’t help grinning knowing what his reaction is going to be. “He was trying to get under your skin,” I explain. “You know, if you two could stop being douchebags for two seconds, I think you’d be pretty good friends.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he laughs. “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “Are you coming over this afternoon?” I ask Brooke over the top of my car as she unlocks her own. It’s been a huge day and I’m so happy to be seeing the end of it. Nate scowled at Jackson the whole day while Jackson did his best to push every damn button Nate has, and when it comes to me, it’s like a big shiny red one saying ‘push me’. I swear, I had to break up nearly three fights between the two today. I should just let them go at it but poor Jackson would get an absolute ass whooping. 
 
    “Nah,” Brooke says as she opens the door of her car. “I’ve got a test tomorrow. I need to study.” 
 
    “Alright then,” I sigh, kind of relieved. I mean, now I can go home and crash in my pajamas without the world judging me. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “K,” she says on a yawn, making me wonder if any studying will actually get done or if she’ll just wing the test tomorrow. 
 
    I drop down into my car and start it up, but naturally, the parking lot is filled with bodies and I have to wait patiently for everyone to clear away before I risk killing them. I mean, I know I kicked ass on the racetrack that one time but I don’t doubt I’ll see my doom in the form a simple driving task. I’m not the most confident driver. Not like Nate. 
 
    I wave Brooke off to let her go first and she gives me a tired smile. She presses down on the gas when Holly walks across the front of her car, grinning like the little bitch she is. I watch Brooke’s reaction and roll my eyes. 
 
    She presses the gas once again and allows her car to lurch forward just a bit. Holly shrieks and darts out of the way while Brooke pisses herself laughing. I guess that will be a lesson to everyone around; don’t steal any of Brooke’s toys or you will be run over. 
 
    Brooke makes her way out of her parking spot, actually being careful not to hurt the girl and I pull out behind. 
 
    I’m so lost in my mind that it takes me until I’m nearly halfway home to realize that something is wrong. My car doesn’t feel right and something tells me it’s the tire. I indicate my turn and check my mirrors before pulling off to the side of the road. 
 
    I hop out and do a once around before noticing that I have a flat, but it’s not exactly a flat, someone has slashed my tire. 
 
    Shit, I can even begin to think about the damage I’ve done to the rim, though I’m sure mom, Jesse, and Nate will all let me know. I bend down to get a good look at the tire and study the rim. I mean, how the hell is this thing connected to the car? Better yet, where is the spare one kept? 
 
    I pop the trunk and then the hood. I search high and low but find nothing. Shit, this is not how it happens in the movies. Who am I kidding? It’s not like I’ll be able to actually change the stupid thing. 
 
    I walk around to the passenger side of my car and dig through my bag for my phone. I stand on the edge of the road, searching through my contacts for Nate’s number when it hits me, he’s usually at the very top of my recent contacts list, now, he’s just among the random numbers stored in this thing. 
 
    I go to press call when a familiar Charger pulls up behind me with a grinning Jackson in the driver’s seat. “What’s wrong?” he asks, getting out of his car. 
 
    “Someone slashed my tire,” I explain as I slide my phone into the back pocket of my jeans. 
 
    “Shit, really?” he questions, walking around the front of his car to get to mine. He bends down and has a good look at the slashed tired. “Geez, you pissed someone off.” 
 
    “I swear, I haven’t,” I tell him. “The last stupid thing I did was let you take me to the Haven Falls party. Apart from that I’ve been a hermit.” 
 
    “Haven’t I apologized for that party a million times now?” 
 
    “Yes,” I groan. 
 
    “And when are you finally going to accept it?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I’ll accept it as soon as you change my tire.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face and I watch as he attempts not to laugh. “That’s going to be harder than you think.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I grunt. “Just take it off and get the new one.” 
 
    “Where do you expect me to get a new one from?” he questions. “Did you happen to find one or were you hoping I’d pull one out of my ass?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This model doesn’t come with a spare tire. You need to get a tow.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek with wide eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Nope,” he says, pulling out his phone. He presses a few buttons and brings the phone to his ear. I listen as he talks to the person on the other end and soon enough, he’s ending the call. “Tow truck will be here in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    A sigh of relief escapes me. “Thanks,” I tell him. “I probably would have kept searching for the spare all night.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” he laughs, sitting down on the curb.  
 
    I take a seat beside him. “You don’t have to wait,” I tell him. 
 
    Jackson shrugs and gives me a tight smile. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you anyway,” he tells me. “Might as well do it now.” 
 
    My brows pull down in curiosity. “Go on then.”  
 
    “I wanted to tell you that I’m done chasing you,” he says. “From now on, you and I are strictly friends. I won’t keep hitting on you or showing up at your place. I mean, unless you want me to.” 
 
    “Ok…” I chuckle. “Where did all this come from?” 
 
    “I just… I get it. You’re not getting over Nate anytime soon, no matter how much of a douche he is and after spending time with you over the past few weeks, I’ve realized you’re a cool chick. I want to be friends with you, but that’s it.” 
 
    “You sure?” I question, holding onto the relief just in case he’s playing some sick joke. 
 
    “I’m sure,” he tells me. “Besides, I kind of have the hots for Elle. You know she used to be a cheerleader, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” I laugh as I finally let the relief overtake me. “You know I’m the reason she’s not, right?” 
 
    “What?” he grunts with a raised eyebrow. “How dare you.” 
 
    “When she was a cheerleader, she would have dated you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “And what about now?” 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    He goes to say something which I’m sure was probably going to be sarcastic, but a black Range Rover screeches to a halt in front of my car. Not a second later, Nate is storming out of the driver’s seat with Jesse following behind, desperately trying to pull him back. 
 
    Jackson flies to his feet before I’ve even realized what’s going on. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on here?” Nate demands, getting in Jackson's face. “You wait until my back is turned to try and take my girl?” 
 
    “Nate,” I yell, trying to push myself between the two guys. “Stop.” 
 
    “Your girl,” Jackson spits as though the word is dirty, “got her tire slashed. I’m fucking helping her.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes fly down to mine. “Is that true?” 
 
    I nod my head eagerly. “Yes.” 
 
    His eyes harden and I watch as a deep jealousy takes root right down in his soul. “Why’d you call him? You should have called me,” he tells me with a low voice, wanting this to be a private conversation, but with how close Jackson is on my other side, I don’t doubt he can hear every word. 
 
    My eyes search out Nate’s as I place my hand upon his chest, hoping it manages to soothe him in some way. “I was in the middle of calling you when he drove past. I didn’t call him. He’s helping me.” 
 
    Nate lets out a hard breath and I see him visibly starting to relax, though it’s not by much. His eyes lift to Jackson and I watch as his jaw clenches. “You can go.” 
 
    Jackson looks down at me before flicking his eyes up to Nate and then to Jesse who has somehow managed to stay quiet through all of this. “Yeah,” he scoffs, shaking his head as though Nate’s little performance was pathetic, and he’d be right. It was. “Whatever. I’ll see you later, Tora.” 
 
    With that, he walks back to his car and I watch as he drops down into it. ‘Sorry,’ I mouth, giving him a tight smile. 
 
    Jackson nods his head and a second later, he’s pulling away from the curb and screeching down the road. 
 
    I turn my glare on Nate. “You had no right.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he scoffs in disbelief. 
 
    “You heard me. I’m a big girl, Nate. I can take care of myself. The guy was just trying to help me out and you came in like a raging bull and made him feel like shit for even bothering.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re suddenly team Jackson now?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but he’s actually nice to me. I don’t have an issue with him anymore.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me, right?” Nate scoffs. “The guy has been trying to get in your pants since day one, and have you forgotten about that Haven Falls party?” 
 
    “He’s apologized for that a million times, and as for getting in my pants, he likes Elle, not me, so you can back off. I love you, Nate, but right now, I really hate you.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse groans, deciding now is the time to speak up, but not to worry, he slowly backs away from us until he’s circling my car, taking a look at the damage for himself. 
 
    “Tora,” Nate groans as pain flashes behind his eyes. “Don’t. You don’t mean that.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders as I honestly don’t know if I do or not. “Can we just… get out of here?” 
 
    He lets out a heavy sigh and looks away from me before walking forward to get a look at the car with Jess. “Shit,” he sighs, talking to Jess. “She fucked up the rim.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Jess agrees. I don’t exactly understand what that means for me, but from the looks on their faces, it couldn’t be good. “I’ll call a tow.” 
 
    “Jackson already did,” I tell them. “He’ll be here in a minute.” 
 
    Nate starts shaking his head. “Call our guy.” 
 
    “No,” I demand. “I’m not doing this ‘who has a bigger dick’ bullshit. Either deal with the situation as it is or go home. I can handle it.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes harden and no doubt he hates this with a passion, but surprisingly, he backs off. Not a word is spoken as he looks away and gets back to inspecting the tire, probably wondering who the hell had the nerve to slash it. 
 
    The tow truck comes and goes, and apart from Nate talking to the driver, nobody has said a single word.  
 
    “Come on,” Jess says quietly beside me, indicating with a nod of his head to follow him to his car. The three of us climb into the Range Rover and instead of sitting in the passenger side beside Nate, I go for the back where I can sulk in private. 
 
    Five minutes later, Nate pulls up at my place and I hop out. I expect him to drive off straight away only he gets out and silently walks with me up the stairs. I open the door and he steps across the threshold with me. 
 
    Not wanting to waste time on this ‘not talking’ bullshit, I sigh and go to walk away, only he catches my elbow, stopping me in the middle of the foyer. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. I turn back to him and look up into his eyes, patiently waiting. “I just don’t trust that guy with you.” 
 
    I slowly shake my head. “It doesn’t matter, Nate. You can’t keep doing this. Jackson’s not going to pull the same bullshit on me that he does to you. I know you don’t like it, but we have a friendship and you need to learn to respect that.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he repeats. 
 
    “What’s there not to like about it?” I question. “He’s a friend. That’s it.” 
 
    “He wants you, Tora, and I’m not ready to give you up.” 
 
    “You already gave me up,” I yell at him. “You have no say in this. Why can’t you just trust me when I say I’m not interested in dating him? I don’t want to be with him, I want to be with you, but you’ve made it clear as hell that’s not going to happen.” 
 
    “Tora,” he groans, not wanting to discuss this again. 
 
    I pull back from him and look away. “I can’t do this, Nate.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    I indicate between us. “Whatever the hell this is. We’re either together or we’re not. Make up your mind, but if we’re not, then you need to back off and give me room to breathe. I can’t have you trying to beat the shit out of every guy who accidentally bumps into me.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying we’re done,” I tell him with my heart threating to tear wide open. He flinches from my words as panic seeps into his eyes. He looks terrified that I’m about to tell him to leave me the hell alone and never speak to me again, but I couldn’t do that to him. Couldn’t do it to us. “Maybe it’s time for you to find the next girl to bully.” 
 
    “No,” he says stepping into me. “We’re going to get past this. I just need…” 
 
    “What, Nate? Tell me what you need and I’ll give it to you. I can’t do this in between bullshit anymore. It’s either all or nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t do this,” he begs, searching my eyes as he grabs me and pulls me in. 
 
    I bring my hand up between us and push him away. “You need to make up your mind,” I tell him as I step out of his arms and walk towards the stairs. I step up the first one before looking back at him. “Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    With that, I walk up the stairs hoping I didn’t just kill what little chance I have left with him. 
 
    I flop down into my bed with a sigh. What have I just done? 
 
    I’m hoping this gives him the push he needs to get things back on track, but I might have also just screwed up something I wasn’t prepared to lose. My heart races in my chest. That was easily one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Telling him I was done. Shit, I watched him break right before me, but it needed to be said. 
 
    If it’s actually over between us, then he needs to let me go. He can’t keep holding onto me and jumping in to save my ass. I need to find my independence and that’s not possible when he won’t give me a chance to breathe. He’s always there, and don’t get me wrong, I absolutely love that, but if I’m on my own, I need to learn to deal with it. If he’s no longer mine, I need to move on. 
 
    I mean, unless he’s prepared to take the risk and actually be with me. Our futures be damned. I’m definitely willing to risk it all to be with him, but apparently, he thinks I deserve the world. Can’t he see? To me, he is the world. 
 
    I must lay here with my head squished into my arms for an hour, just staring at the wall when my phone beeps with a text. I pull it out, desperately hoping it’s something from Nate. After all, he’s the only thought that’s been in my mind since the second I walked up the stairs. 
 
    Jesse – You ok? I’m assuming from the way Nate came out of there, something went down. Need company? 
 
    Tora – I’m fine. Do me a favor and remind him how much he loves me. 
 
    Jesse – Shit. That bad, huh? 
 
    Tora – You have no idea! 
 
    Jesse – Sucks to be you! Just heard from the mechanic. Your rim is fucked. They need to order in a new one. I’ll be your chauffeur for the foreseeable future. Any requests, milady? 
 
    Tora – Leave me the keys for your Range Rover. 
 
    Jesse – Over my dead body! 
 
    With a sigh, I throw my phone down on the bed. I thought today couldn’t possibly get any worse. I’ve never been so wrong. Not only have I possibly lost Nate, I’ve now lost my only form of freedom. Lucky me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I walk down the stairs and out the front door to find the familiar Range Rover heading down my drive. My nerves begin to spike as my heart begins to race. My brain is telling me it’s just Jesse, but my heart is hoping for Nate.  
 
    I know it’s a very real possibility that it’s him, after all, he thrives on being the one who gets to do this kind of stuff. It’s almost like it makes him feel like a man taking care of his girl, sometimes I love it and other times … well, not so much. 
 
    Today, I’m hoping for it. 
 
    As the car comes closer, I find myself studying it. The passenger seat is empty and as I scan towards the driver’s seat, I find myself at a loss. Damn, those brothers look so similar. All I can make out is the dark hair behind the tinted windows. 
 
    Guess I’m up for a surprise when I open the door. 
 
    The car comes to a stop and I walk down the stairs. With each step I take, my heart pumps a little faster and by the time I get to the bottom, I’ve convinced myself that this is it. It’s Nate coming to say he’s sorry and tell me that we can make this work. 
 
    I reach for the handle and pull on the door. I’ve never been so happy. Nate is going to heal my heart in one easy go. Things can finally go back to how they used to be and I’ll never have to sleep alone again. 
 
    Only it’s not Nate’s loving face looking back at me, it’s Jesse’s smirking one.  
 
    My whole world crumbles. 
 
    How could I let myself get worked up like that? I’m so stupid. I should have known better. Nate Ryder isn’t one to cave to someone else’s demands, no matter who the person is asking. He does things in his time, not caring how it affects the other person. 
 
    I’m such an idiot. 
 
    I pull myself up into Jesse Range Rover and he instantly hands me a coffee. “Geez,” he scoffs as he hits the gas. “Don’t look so happy to see me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I grumble, taking a sip of the scalding coffee. “I thought Nate might have come.” 
 
    “Huh?” he grunts as his brows pull down. “I told you yesterday I would.” 
 
    I groan as I look out the window. “I know, I should have listened.” 
 
    “Damn straight, woman.” 
 
    “Watch it,” I scold. “Just because I’m an idiot doesn’t mean I can’t kick your ass.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes as he pulls out onto the road. “I’d like to see you try,” he laughs. 
 
    I shake my head and let out a low breath, deciding it’s best to turn this conversation on Jesse. “When’s your date with Kaylah?” His eyes go wide and he instantly looks away. “What?” I laugh as I become overly suspicious. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nope. Not going there.” 
 
    “Nah, no way,” I demand. “What’s going on? Did she say no? Did that dirty sluzza break your little heart? Do I need to kick her ass too?” 
 
    “First off,” he warns me. “Don’t call her a dirty sluzza or I’ll be forced to take disciplinary action.” I roll my eyes as he continues. “I…. uh,” cringe. “Couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “What do you mean you ‘couldn’t do it’? Was she not there?” 
 
    “No… she was definitely there,” he explains. “I, uh… I chickened out like a little bitch. I couldn’t do it. I’m Jesse Fucking Ryder. I don’t ask out chicks. I screw them and give them bragging rights. I don’t date them. I mean, what if I did and it turned out badly? Every other chick I bang is going to expect something from me.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Jess,” I laugh. “That is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “It’s not funny,” he groans. 
 
    “It is,” I tell him. “It’s a simple fix. Move on and find some other girl to make scream.” 
 
    “No, I want that one,” he demands. “Three words. ‘Five second rule’.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Then stop being a little pussy, man the hell up, and ask the girl out.” 
 
    He groans. “Let’s discuss your shitty relationship instead.” 
 
    “No way,” I shriek. “You’re the one on trial here, not me. Besides, I have no issue telling Nate’s what’s up. You’re the chickenshit around here.” 
 
    He gasps in outrage. “Fine, I’ll do it and when it all comes crashing down, you’ll be the one to blame.” 
 
    “It won’t come crashing down because you’re going to treat her like a fucking queen, and if it does, it’s because you would have screwed it up in some other way. See, nothing to do with me.” 
 
    “All to do with you,” he defends. “You’re the idiot convincing me it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Because it is a good idea,” I fire back. 
 
    He lets out a big huff before looking over at me. “Ok, I lied,” he says, making my eyes narrow on him. “It’s more than just chickening out like a little bitch. I nearly shit my pants. My hands were sweaty. I couldn’t breathe. I swear, Tora, I don’t have these problems when it comes to girls.” 
 
    I press my lips together, forcing myself not to laugh at him again as he pulls into the student parking lot of Broken Hill High. My poor little guy. He’s like a lost puppy that you can’t help but love. “Ok, this is what you’re going to do,” I tell him as he drives straight to the top of the lot to where everyone always leaves a space for him and Nate. “You’re going to march your ass right in there and show her that Jesse Ryder is the man. You’re going to lock eyes with her and let her know exactly what you want. Then you grab her by the waist and slam her up against the wall, without giving her a concussion, of course,” I laugh. “You hold both her wrists in one hand above your head and slide your knee between her legs, and when you have her complete, undivided attention, you kiss her like she’s never been kissed in her life. It’s going to be so good that all the girls are going to be jealous and all the guys are going to come in their pants. Then you tell her, not ask, you tell her she’s your girl and she’ll be putty in your hands.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me, right?” he grunts. “She’s going to fucking slap me.” 
 
    “Trust me. It’s in all the romance books.” 
 
    Jesse shakes his head as he brings his car to a stop in his unofficial designated parking space. “Oh, get fucked,” he grumbles under his breath. I look up out the windscreen to find Phoenix Reilly waiting for us.  
 
    “What the hell does she want now?” I groan. 
 
    I grab my bag and my still scalding coffee and nearly stumble right out of the car. I right myself, pleased that Phoenix’s attention is solely on Jess. Though that’s a good thing for me, it’s certainly not for him. 
 
    Jess and I walk forward around the front of the car and Phoenix naturally steps right in our way. “What do you want?” Jesse grunts, looking down at her in distaste. 
 
    “I think it’s time we bury the hatchet and move on,” she says, way too perky for this time of the morning. “You’re my brother and I’d like to get to know you and Nate better. After all, we are family.” 
 
    Jesse scoffs and steps around her. “Never going to happen,” he says, walking away. I hear his laughter following behind him as he walks towards the junior hallway and I can’t help but laugh too. I mean, is she kidding? No way in hell are either Nate or Jesse going to give her even the slightest chance in hell at getting to know them. She drowned her chances long ago. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” I call after him, ignoring Phoenix who is fuming at his back and turning an awful shade of red. I step around the psycho bitch and head up to the front of the school. “You’re the man, Jesse Ryder. Be the man.” 
 
    Jesse looks back over his shoulder, grins, and winks. A second later, he’s tackled by his friends and lost to the world for the rest of the day. I make my way up to the senior hallway with Phoenix storming past me in her pissed off haste and can’t help but notice a certain bad boy, leaning up against the side of the building with a cigarette between his fingers. 
 
    Damn, I hate those stupid cigarettes, but match them with the leather jacket and the bad boy demeanour, and I melt. He’s so ridiculously hot. It’s as though he was put on this earth for the sole purpose of torturing me. 
 
    His eyes find mine at the same second and I want nothing more than to run into his arms and tell him I take it all back. God, I’m so weak. Why can’t I be like one of those Amazonian women who are tough as shit and don’t take crap from anyone, while looking hot as hell in the process? That’s what I need, not this stupid high school bullshit. 
 
    That settles it. I’m leaving and becoming Wonder Woman. Move over Gal Gadot, I’m stepping in. 
 
    I let out a breath and pull up my big girl panties. I can handle this. I just need to walk straight past him without becoming a slobbering mess and throwing myself at him. Just one step after another. 
 
    I concentrate with every ounce of my will power and eventually get myself through the front doors of Broken Hill High. “What’s up with you?” Brooke asks as I get to my locker. “You look constipated.” 
 
    "Shut up,” I laugh. "I was busy concentrating at not throwing myself at Nate.” 
 
    “Oh, and how did that go for you?” 
 
    “Well, I’m here, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she scoffs. “Did I hear a rumor that your tires got slashed yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes,” I groan. “That reminds me. You and me; we need to figure out who the hell went near my baby and had the nerve to hurt her, then we’re going to put the fucker down.” 
 
    A grin rips across Brooke’s face. “You’re on.” The bell rings and Brooke scrunches up her face. “Ok, you’re on at lunch.” 
 
    I tap my fingers together like Mr. Burns. “Excellent.” 
 
    Lunch comes and goes and by the end of the day, we’ve got nothing. I walk down to the student parking lot with Brooke and Elle. “We suck,” Brooke tells me. “Remind me to never become a cop. I can’t to this detectivering… detecting… detective… fuck. What’s the word?” 
 
    I think it over. “Detec…. Oh, I don’t know,” I laugh. “I know what you’re trying to say, though.” 
 
    Elle sighs. “It’s not like anyone is going to openly admit it. You guys aren’t Nate and Jess and believe me, they’re not good detectives either, they just have the fear factor to go with it.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “But I kind of hoped they-” 
 
    “Hey,” I hear from behind us. I look over my shoulder to see Jess catching up with us. “You coming with me?” 
 
    I look back at Brooke. “Nah, I’ll go with Brooke,” I tell him. “We have some detectivering to do.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts. 
 
    “Nothing. See you later.” 
 
    He nods and heads towards his car, still as confused as ever.  
 
    Brooke and I talk with Elle for a while before we realize that most of the students have already gone and the parking lot is practically a ghost town. Elle gets going and we walk over to Brooke’s car. 
 
    We’re just about there when Ashley Samuels steps in my way. I rear back. I haven’t spoken to Ashley since the party where it came out that Nate and I were maybe a little something more than we were letting on. She was his freshly made ex-girlfriend at the time and had a few things to say to me, none of them very nice… at all. But it’s ok, I put the bitch in her place. 
 
    Since then, I’ve had absolutely nothing to do with her. I mean, apart from the glaring across the room. Or well, that’s what I thought until we discovered that she was responsible for setting the fire that nearly killed both me and Nate.  
 
    “Well, if it isn’t Nate’s sloppy seconds,” she grins, looking as proud as anything. 
 
    “What do you want?” I grunt, wanting nothing more than to beat the living shit out of this dirty swamp turd. I mean, she set the fucking boat shed on fire. Who the hell does shit like that? We nearly died. But it’s not like I can say anything about it. Nate wants revenge and if she has even the slightest inkling that we know, his plan won’t work nearly as well, whatever that plan may be. All I know is that we’ve known for ages and she’s still walking around thinking she got away with murder, which is way too long for me. If Nate doesn’t do something soon, I’ll be taking shit into my own hands. 
 
    Her grin widens as she props a hand on her skinny hip before jutting it out. “You’re pathetic,” she laughs. “But it’s nice to see you got what you deserved. He never wanted you anyway.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh at her. “You don’t know a damn thing about me and Nate.” 
 
    “I know that he’s done with you,” she says. “Everyone sees you moping around, pining for the guy that’s done with you. It’s so obvious that it’s funny. You look so fucking pathetic. It will never get old.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I repeat a little more sternly.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she says, stepping closer to get in my face. She lowers her voice, trying to appear intimidating. “Just came to remind you that you’re nothing. Nate is finished with you and now that the most popular guy in school has decided you’re worthless, nobody else will ever want you. You’re done here and now that he’s put out the trash, I can get my man back.” 
 
    I see red. How dare she? After everything she has put us through, she has the nerve to get in my face like that. Nu-uh. Not here. Not now. Besides, if living with Nate and Jesse for two months taught me anything, it’s to handle shit with my fists. 
 
    “Nate wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole,” I tell her as I step into her, forcing her back a step. “I took you down once before. Don’t think I won’t do it again.” 
 
    “Tora,” Brooke warns beside me, tugging on my elbow. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I ignore her to continue glaring at Ashley. I’m more than ready to go and if she doesn’t back down now, she’s mine. 
 
    Luckily for her, she scoffs in my face and steps away. She turns her back as though she’s so damn important and walks away. “Oh,” she says looking back over her shoulder as a sick grin takes over her slimy face. “It’s a damn shame about your car.” 
 
    “You little bitch,” I yell as my hands ball into fists. “You did it.” 
 
    “Prove it,” she laughs. She turns back and walks away with a strut that grates on my every nerve and I physically can’t hold back any longer. 
 
    I run for her. I take three big strides before my hand flies out before me. I launch myself at her back and the bitch goes down like a sack of shit. She squeals out as she smacks down into the grass and I’m pretty sure I’m screaming too. I couldn’t be too sure but my throat’s hurting. 
 
    “Get off me,” she squeals, desperately trying to buck me off while reaching around and clawing at me. She draws blood as I grab fists full of hair. I don’t even know what I’m screaming out but I know I’ve never quite lost control like this. 
 
    Is she right? Is Nate done with me? Am I worthless? I don’t know, but what I do know is that two months ago he broke it off and things have never been the same. 
 
    People start running at us but I can’t stop, not until an arm is wound around my waist and I’m physically hauled off the bitch. I fight and claw at the arm that’s got me, desperate to teach Ashley a lesson. 
 
    Brooke steps into my field of vision, right up in my face. “Snap out of it,” she demands. When I don’t stop, she splashes her bottle of water over my face.  
 
    I gasp out, finally focusing on her. “What the fuck was that?” I yell at Brooke. 
 
    Sensing that I’ve stopped, for now, the arm around my waist loosens and my feet land firmly on the ground. I turn around to see B-Man, one of the football players that I don’t really know, and he grunts before walking away. Behind him, I see Principal Watkins hurrying down to the parking lot and saying he’s not happy would be a major understatement. 
 
    “You,” he demands, pointing at me before turning on Ashley. “And you. My office. NOW.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brooke murmurs beside me. “You’re fucked.” I shrug my shoulders, not giving a shit. Like Ashley so kindly pointed out, I’ve already lost Nate, what else do I have to lose? “Text me,” she says as I step back towards the school. 
 
    “K,” I mutter. 
 
    I get up to his office and an hour later, I’m escorted out by my very pissed off mother and my second suspension in my whole high school career. Only this time, mom didn’t give a shit about fighting for a lesser charge.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Mom slams her way through the front door of our home and I’ve never seen her so pissed off in my life. “What the hell was that?” she demands, turning on me before we’ve even gotten into the foyer. “I thought I could trust you to act like a decent human being. Instead, you’re throwing yourself at girls in the parking lot.” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear your excuses. I don’t want to hear what she said. I don’t care if she was nasty. I don’t want to know if she made you feel small. I trusted you not to use violence, and now this is the second time it’s happened,” she yells. “I’ve never been so disgusted with your actions. I’m appalled, Tora. I thought I raised you right.” 
 
    “She slashed my tires,” I yell back. 
 
    “Then you should have brought it to the school’s attention, not slammed the girl into the ground and ripped out chunks of her hair. You’re not an animal and I certainly didn’t raise you that way. Maybe your father was right. Maybe breaking up with Nathaniel was the right thing to do because I don’t even recognize you anymore.” 
 
    I gasp at her words. Nothing in this world has ever stung more.  
 
    “What are you going to do about college, huh? They see their new shining star has two suspensions in the space of a few months, they’re not going to want you. Was pulling out chunks of hair worth your future?” 
 
    I hold my tongue as I glare at my mother. Doesn’t she understand what I’ve been going through? 
 
    “Answer me,” Mom demands. “Was it worth it?” 
 
    I can’t. 
 
    I run for the stairs as my emotions overtake me. Anger. Sadness. Fury. Heartache. All I know is that if I were to stay in the foyer, I would have said something to my mother that I’d regret. 
 
    “Don’t even think about leaving this house,” she hollers after me. “You’re grounded for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I slam the door on my bedroom with everything I’ve got and crash down into my bed. I bury my head into my pillow and scream until every last ounce of rage has left me, right until I’m left with nothing but devastation. Devastation over my actions, devastation over the words that shouldn’t have gotten to me, and devastation over the fact that I’ve possibly just thrown away the future Nate has been trying so hard to protect. 
 
    As I lay on my bed with tears streaming down my face, it hits me. I’m suspended. Again. Only this time, it’s a real suspension, not the bullshit in school ones, but a true suspension that I have no doubt Broken Hill University will be hearing about. I can only imagine what they’ll do when they see this is my second one for violence. What would they think of me?  
 
    Mom is right. I’m appalling. 
 
    I lay in my bed for hours. Mom doesn’t come to get me for dinner and I don’t bother searching it out. I don’t find my Kindle and I don’t flick on the TV. I just lay here, wishing things could be different. Wishing I was stronger. Better. 
 
    The house goes quiet and the light under my door eventually turns off, letting me know mom has gone to bed for the night. I roll over and find my phone. It’s after ten at night and there’s a few missed calls and texts from Brooke, but I’ll deal with that tomorrow. I’m not particularly in the mood to tell her what a disgrace I am. In fact, I’ve never been so embarrassed, yet I still want to go back and kick Ashley’s ass. 
 
    For the first time since getting home, I get up off my bed and trudge into the bathroom. I pee, throw my hair up into a bun, and splash water over my face. My eyes are puffy and my throat is sore from all the screaming and yelling. Yet all I know is that I don’t want to be alone. 
 
    I walk out into my room and through to my closet. I grab a hoodie and sweat pants before slipping on some shoes. It’s spring but there’s still a chill to the air, especially at night, and without a car, I’ll be walking. 
 
    It’s probably not the brightest idea I’ve ever had but it’s the only one I got, you know, apart from staying here. 
 
    I grab my phone off my bed and slip in into my pocket before going to the window. I slide it open and a second later, I climb out. I’ve never crawled out of my own window before. I mean, I’ve climbed out of Jesse’s a handful of times with the boys, but never alone. 
 
    I make my way to the edge and try to figure out the best place to climb down. Nate climbs up here all the time, well, he used to, and I still haven’t worked out how the hell he does it. Shit, what am I thinking? I should just go back to my bed and go to sleep like a good girl.  
 
    Fuck it. I’m already in trouble, I might as well make it count. 
 
    Or… I should go inside and walk out the front door like a normal person, but then I risk getting caught. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I suck it up. It’s either now or never. 
 
    I bend down until my ass is planted firmly on the roof. I roll onto my stomach and push my legs off the side. I keep going until my hands are clutching onto the gutter and the rest of my body is hanging. I have no choice but to let go. It’s only a small drop from here and I have a snowball’s chance in hell of pulling myself back up. 
 
    I let out a breath and drop. 
 
    I land on my feet with a wobble before tumbling down into the grass. That wasn’t too bad. 
 
    I get up and dust myself off. Now it’s time to walk. 
 
    It takes me nearly twenty minutes to get to their place. I somehow manage to climb the massive gate and make my way up the long driveway before walking round to Jesse’s window and looking up. My eyes continue to hurt and my body is completely taken over by shivers. My fingertips are freezing and the chill on my skin is nearly enough to drive me crazy. 
 
    I haul myself up a pillar and onto the roof before scrambling around to Jesse’s window. I slide it open and scare the absolute shit out of him as I drop down into the room that smells like a bad mix of dirty socks and wet fart. “What the fuck are you doing?” he grunts, leaning over and flicking on his bedside lamp. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. “I just… I need.” 
 
    “Go,” he tells me, reading it in my eyes exactly what it is I need before leaning over and flicking off his light. 
 
    “Night, Jess,” I whisper into the dark room. 
 
    He grunts out something that kind of sounds like ‘night’ as I walk out his door and softly close it behind me. As I walk down the hall towards his room, my heart rate starts to spike. There’s a very real possibility that he tells me to go. I’m so close to my goal for the night and his rejection would absolutely kill me. 
 
    My fingers curl around his door handle and I slowly push it open. Nate’s already asleep in bed but the sound of me at his door has him waking and pushing himself up onto his elbow. “Tora?” he murmurs into the quiet room. 
 
    I watch him for a moment and as our eyes connect, I break. The tears flow and no matter how hard I try, I can’t make them stop. His eyes soften as he takes me in. “Come on,” he tells me, pulling the blankets back. From the look in his eyes, it’s clear he thinks I’m hurting because of us not because of the afternoon I had. I’d bet any money that he doesn’t know about it yet as if he did, there’s no way he’d be this calm. 
 
    I crawl into his bed and a moment later, his arms are wrapping around me, pulling me in hard against his strong chest. “It’s ok,” he murmurs, trying his best to soothe me. His warm hands curl around my cold ones and just like that, I’m home. 
 
    “You’re freezing,” he scolds. “Did you walk here?” 
 
    I don’t respond but I don’t need to. The answer is pretty damn obvious. He lets out a sigh and it’s clear as day he’s not happy with it, but he’s choosing to let it go. 
 
    As my body begins to warm, I strip out of my hoody and sweat pants and roll over to face into him. My head goes down on his chest as his arm curls around my body. Our legs become a tangled mess and then his lips are pressing against my forehead. “Go to sleep,” he tells me. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmur into his chest. 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I love you, too.” 
 
    And just like that, I finally find the sleep my body has been craving all afternoon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Light seeps in through the window and my eyes peel open. The last thing I want is to leave the safety of his arms but I need to be home before my mom notices I snuck out. 
 
    I push up off his chest and his arms tighten around me, pulling me back to him. “Don’t go,” he tells me. I snuggle back into him as he holds me. His fingers rub back and forth over my back and ass. 
 
    “I have to.” 
 
    “Just a minute longer.” 
 
    “Nate,” I sigh. “Please, don’t make it harder. Mom’s not happy with me. I have to get home before she notices.” 
 
    He grabs my hips and pulls me up on top of him so I straddle him. My hair falls down into my face and he pushes it back as he studies my eyes. “Are you ok?” he questions, not liking what he sees. 
 
    I give him what I hope is an encouraging smile and nod. “Yeah,” I tell him. “I just really have to go.” 
 
    “Ok,” he says sitting up. He curls his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me to him before he kisses me gently. “I’ll take you home.” 
 
    “K,” I mumble before climbing off his lap. I find my hoody and sweat pants on the floor and grab my phone off the table.  
 
    Nate takes my hand a second later and leads me down the stairs and out into the frosty morning. “You sure you’re ok?” he questions, opening the door of Jesse’s Range Rover for me. “You don’t look right.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him. “I just had a really sucky day. I didn’t mean to intrude on you, but I just kind of… needed it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for,” he tells me as he starts up the car. 
 
    We sit in silence as he drives home and I don’t doubt we both have a million things we each need to say, but now’s not the time. He reaches across and weaves his fingers through mine. It’s nice. Comforting. It takes me back to a time where this was normal. 
 
    How the hell do I get that back? 
 
    I hate the silence between us, but right now, it’s necessary. I know what he wants to ask me. The second he opens his mouth he’s going to give me the ‘you know you can talk to me’ speech and when it comes from him, I always cave. He has a hold over me that I can’t seem to break, yet I don’t want to break it. If anything, I want more. 
 
    Thankfully, we get all the way back to my place before he lets me have it. “Tora,” he says, holding onto my hand a little firmer when I go to reach for the door handle. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s nothing,” I tell him. 
 
    “When it comes to you, it’s never ‘nothing’,” he says, reaching over and taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger.  
 
    “I… I can’t. I have to go.” 
 
    “Can we at least talk about it later?” 
 
    “Trust me, I don’t doubt we’ll be talking about it later,” I scoff as his brows crease. I don’t bother telling him it would be more like him talking at me when he finds out what the hell I did yesterday. I also don’t bother telling him that when he said ‘later’, what he should have said was ‘when I come tearing in here demanding answers’. “I’ll, um… see you later.” 
 
    His eyes soften as he drops his hand from mine. “Ok,” he murmurs. Something screams at me that he’s dying to say something more and something else is telling me that I know exactly what it is he’s wanting to say, but the words just won’t come out. 
 
    My heart silently breaks. I never knew just how hard it would be to not hear him say those three little words. I know he feels it so deeply and I know he said them last night, but having him purposefully holding back. That’s something new and it cuts right down to the soul. 
 
    I close the door of the Range Rover and walk up the stairs of my home, not having the nerve to turn around and watch him go. I don’t bother with the whole sneaking back in thing. Mom is either up and already knows I’m not home or she’s still in her bed, meaning I can move around the place freely. 
 
    I push through the door to find our home dead quiet and I realize I just got away with murder though something inside me was hoping I’d get caught. Maybe then mom would have screamed at me and then I’d have a chance to scream right back and give myself an excuse to mask my pain as something else. 
 
    I get up to my bedroom and head straight for the bathroom. I never peed when I got up and my bladder is threatening World War Three if I don’t release it now. I attend to business and get in the shower. I don’t know why I bother. It’s not like I’ll be going anywhere today or the rest of my life for that matter. 
 
    By the time I finish and get myself dressed, my mother is knocking on the door and pushing it open. “I’m heading out,” she tells me with her resting bitch face, letting me know she’s still extremely pissed off. “Under no circumstances are you to leave this house. Take yourself downstairs and eat a decent breakfast, then you can attend to the list of chores I have left for you on the counter. I expect it complete by the time I am home.” 
 
    I silently nod and a second later, she’s gone. 
 
    Shit. I’ve never seen her quite this mad before. I mean, apart from last night of course, but that was right after it happened. She’s not a grudge holder but I guess she’s going to start now. 
 
    With a sigh, I sit down on the edge of my bed and wait as I listen to her Jimmy Choo’s on the stairs until they get to the bottom. She pauses by the front entryway table, digs through the keys, and a moment later, she’s out the door. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    I get my ass downstairs as the curiosity for this stupid list is far too great. I barge my way into the kitchen and find the slip of paper on the counter and scan over it. 
 
      
 
    I want it all done before I get home. Every last thing. 
 
      
 
    -    Scrub kitchen. 
 
    -    Clean bathroom (including toilets… all seven of them). 
 
    -    Fold and put away laundry. 
 
    -    Dust whole house – even behind the TV. 
 
    -    Scoop leaves out of the pool. 
 
    -    Mop floors – upstairs and down. 
 
    -    Take trash out. 
 
      
 
    Don’t even think about skipping one. I’ll be checking when I get home.  
 
    P.S. Before you get smart and think the pool guy is coming – I’ve already cancelled him. 
 
    P.P.S. I know you’re angry and feel wronged in some ridiculous way but remember that even though you’ve upset me, I love you with everything I’ve got. 
 
    P.P.P.S. Eat something! 
 
    P.P.P.P.S. You’re lucky this list isn’t longer! 
 
      
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I let out a huff and decide I better get started if I expect to enjoy any part of my holiday… I mean, suspension. 
 
    I walk into the den and connect the speakers to my playlist and hit play. If I’m going to remain sane while spending the day scrubbing toilets, then I better have something to sing along to and stop myself from daydreaming about Nate’s perfect six-pack… and arms. And chest. Oh my, his chest. Wow, just wow. 
 
    Hmmm, now where to start? Kitchen or bathrooms? Kitchen. Definitely kitchen. After all, there’s only one of them and seven bathrooms. Though, I don’t understand why I have to clean the bathrooms. It’s not like we use them. They’re all guest bathrooms and we each have our own private bathrooms in our bedrooms. 
 
    Damn it. This sucks big, fat, nerd balls. 
 
    I grab a fruit bar and get started. I may as well get it over and done with. 
 
    Half an hour in and my phone starts going off in the den. I waltz on in and grab it off the coffee table. Shit, three texts from Brooke, on top of the calls and texts I ignored last night. 
 
    Brooke – HELLO????? Are you alive or did your mom feed you to the neighbor’s dog? 
 
    Brooke – Dude? What’s going on? You coming or are you up shit creek? 
 
    Brooke – Screw you! I gave you last night because I figured you were upset, but now you’re just being a bitch.  
 
    Shiiiiit.  
 
    I knew ignoring those texts last night was going to come and bite me in the ass. I get typing as quickly as my little fingers will allow. 
 
    Tora – FORGIVE ME!!!!!!! PLEASE???????? I got a week suspension. Mom tore me a new asshole last night. 
 
    Brooke – Shit. You’re fucked! 
 
    Tora – I know. 
 
    Brooke – Elle’s my new best friend now. 
 
    Tora – Whore! 
 
    Brooke – Jealous much? 
 
    I put my phone down and have to pick it back up when I start getting an influx of texts from Brooke. 
 
    Brooke – Mr. Tall, Broody, and Sexy is here. He looks weird…. confused? Uh oh. He’s looking for you. 
 
    Brooke – Shit. He sees me. Crap, he’s coming. What do I do? What do I do? 
 
    Brooke – Does he know? 
 
    Brooke – TORA!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 
 
    I try to keep up with her texts but every time I go to hit send, a new one comes through. Shit. This isn’t good, slightly amusing, but so not good. 
 
    I wait patiently, desperate to know what’s going on. 
 
    Tora - ?????????? 
 
    Tora – What happened? Are you alive? 
 
    Tora – Does he know? 
 
    Crap.  
 
    Brooke - ………… 
 
    Brooke – You’re fucked! Lock the doors and hide! A hurricane is coming your way. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    I run out of the den and straight up the hallway to the front door. I flick the lock and hit the button to shut the gate. I have no doubt he’s going to be here in less than three minutes and it’ll be my head on the chopping block. Crap. I can only imagine what he’s going to say. 
 
    This isn’t good. This isn’t good. 
 
    I thought I had a least a few hours before he’d find out. I didn’t expect him to search out Brooke like that. The poor girl, she would have tried her hardest, but when Nate wants information, he will go to extraordinary lengths to get it. She probably shit her pants. I’m going to have to buy the poor thing a day at the spa to recover… actually, maybe I’ll book a spa day for us both. Sounds good. 
 
    I hurry up to my room. I don’t know why though. Here is going to be the first place he looks to find me, but I feel safe here. 
 
    Why am I freaking out so much about this? It doesn’t make sense. No way in hell would he ever consider hurting me. I mean, he is going to lose his shit in a big way, not to mention, he’s had the whole car ride over here to think about what he’s going to say. It’s going to be a big one, and to be honest, I’m not sure I can hold back when it comes to defending myself. 
 
    I walk over to my window and peer out to find, at the end on my long driveway, the gate slowly peeling back as a very frustrated driver threatens to nearly run it down. Crap, he got here faster than I thought he would. 
 
    Oh no. What do I do?  
 
    I look at my bed. I mean, I could hide under it like a little bitch, or I can face the music. Bed? Music? Damn, the bed sounds good, but I’m sure as hell he’ll find me and drag me out by my little toe. 
 
    Guess I’ll be facing the music. 
 
    The Range Rover comes screeching to a holt and a second later, he’s flying out the door as I walk out of my room. I go down the stairs to hear him trying to break down the door. “Tora?” he yells through the door. “I know you’re there. You have three seconds to open the damn door before I knock the fucker down.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” I mumble under my breath. “There’s no need to be so damn dramatic.” 
 
    “I heard that,” he warns me. 
 
    “You meant to.” 
 
    I get to the door and flick the switch, I’ve hardly removed my hand before the door is flying open. I hurry back to avoid getting smacked in the face by the door and wait patiently for Nate to lose his mind. 
 
    He comes storming through the door like a damn god and seeing him so enraged makes me want to jump his bones, but that’s going to have to wait until he can learn how to take a risk of his own. “Did you forget to mention something this morning?” He scoffs at me as he slams the door behind him. 
 
    “Nope,” I say, turning around and walking up the hallway. 
 
    “Hey,” he demands, grabbing my elbow and spinning me around to face him. “I’m not nearly done with you. I haven’t even started.” 
 
    “Well, I figured if you’re going to be an asshole about this that I may as well get comfortable.” 
 
    He groans and I do my best to ignore him as I turn back around and beeline down the hallway, this time going a bit faster and keeping just out of his reach. Nate follows me down to the den and I turn to face him before dropping down into the couch. “Well, come on then,” I tell him. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Are you seriously making a joke out of this?” he demands, looking absolutely appalled and disgusted.  
 
    “No,” I tell him. “I’m making a joke of it to avoid screaming at you instead.” 
 
    “Me? What the hell did I do?” he demands.  
 
    “You came storming down here as though you have the right. You broke up with me, remember? You don’t have the right to come and curse me out for the shit I do anymore.” 
 
    “The hell I don’t,” he scoffs, getting closer to me. “Whether we’re technically together or not, you’re still my girl. You always will be, so like it or not, I have every right to come down here and let you know when you fucked up.” 
 
    “I didn’t fuck up,” I tell him. “I was defending myself.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he grunts. “She was walking away and you went after her.” 
 
    Damn it. Looks like Brooke blurted out every single detail. Thanks a lot, Brooke. Some best friend you are. I’ll be taking the spa day back. 
 
    I can’t help but look away from the disappointment in his eyes. I mean, this is so much worse than what it was with mom. This is slowly killing me from the inside. “She said things,” I grumble under my breath as I study the couch very carefully. 
 
    He lets out a low breath before walking forward and dropping down into the couch beside me. “What kind of things?” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I tell him. “Just keep yelling at me and then we can move on.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “Because clearly whatever she said is still bugging you. She hurt you and I’m not about to keep reminding you how much you fucked up when you’re hurting. That can wait.” 
 
    My eyes lift from the couch and meet with his concerned ones. How did I get so lucky to have a man like Nate Ryder fall in love with me? He puts his arm out and pulls me into his chest, right where I need to be. “She said that I was nothing and now that you’re done with me, everyone else will see that I’m worthless,” I explain. “She said I was trash and after everything with the fire, I just couldn’t stop. It’s like I lost my mind. I hardly even remember doing it. One second, she was letting me know it was her who slashed my tire, the next, I was pinning her down and pulling out chunks of her fake, skanky hair.” 
 
    “Shit,” he sighs, taking my hips and pulling me up onto his lap so he can look me in the eyes. “You know none of that is true? I’ll never be done with you, and believe me when I say you are the furthest thing from worthless. I fucking love you, Tora, and if anyone is trash around here, it’s Ashley Samuels.” 
 
    I watch him silently as he tries to take my pain away, but no matter what he says, he’s still not mine. His words are amazing, but it’s the actions that count here.  
 
    Nate pushes a stray lock of chestnut hair behind my ear and curls his hand around the back of my neck. “Why didn’t you tell me last night?” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “Because I couldn’t bear the thought of you looking at me the way you are now.” 
 
    His eyebrows crease as he watches me. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re disappointed with me and I see it all over your face. It kills me more than Ashley’s words.” 
 
    He runs his knuckles down the side of my face as though I’m the most precious things he’s ever laid eyes on. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “You’re right. I am disappointed. The whole point of us not being together is so you can have a chance at a proper future. With me, you’re throwing that away, but now you're throwing it away all by yourself.” 
 
    My eyes drop to his chest. “I know.” 
 
    “How’s this going to look for college?” 
 
    “You don’t need to remind me, Nate. I’ve already had mom curse me out about it. I know exactly what I did, and honestly, after that bitch set the boat shed on fire, she deserved it. I don’t regret it.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Well… I regret getting caught. I should have taken her down off school grounds and let her have it. Besides, I don’t see you sticking to your vow of taking her down. One of us had to do something.” 
 
    “Pulling out a chunk of her fake extensions is not what I had in mind.” 
 
    “Then what do you have in mind?” I demand. “We found out nearly two months ago and that bitch is still walking around as though she’s Queen B.” 
 
    “Just be patient,” he tells me. “I promised you that I would handle it and that’s exactly what I intend to do. Have I ever broken a promise before?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I scoff. 
 
    “I meant have I ever broken a promise to you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good, now let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt. “You have to go back to school.” 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    Excitement starts to bubble up within me until I remember the damn list. My excitement deflates like a popped balloon. “I can’t,” I tell him. “Mom gave me a list of chores to do and she’ll be checking that each one is done. You may as well go. I’ll be stuck here for eternity.” 
 
    He shakes his head as his hands come down on my waist. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    I lean forward and press my lips to his. “You know,” I tell him, grinding myself down onto him. “Watching you storm in here like that got me pretty hot.” 
 
    I feel his smile against my lips as he begins to harden beneath me. “Really?” 
 
    “Big time.” 
 
    “Well, then what kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t take care of my girl’s needs?” 
 
    I kiss him deeply as his hand wraps more firmly around my waist. He lifts me off his lap before laying me down on the couch, not once letting his lips move from mine. He bunches the fabric of my shirt up and over my body, and I know I was only in his arms last night but having his hands on my body is something else entirely. 
 
    Knowing this is going exactly where I need it to go is giving me all sorts of satisfaction. I’ve been craving this intimacy with him for way too long, and for him to pull back now would be torture.  
 
    I grab his shirt between my fingers and slide it up his smooth skin. He helps me to rip it over his head and before I know it, the shirt is carelessly dropped behind the couch. His body comes down on mine and having his warm skin against mine is breathing life back into me. 
 
    I need more. I need him to make me whole again. 
 
    Nate reaches down between us and wastes no time sliding my sweat pants and underwear down my legs. I kick them off my feet while unbuckling his belt. 
 
    His pants are gone a moment later and just before my patience completely runs out, he slides into me.  
 
    One hand is securely laced through mine, the other is tangled in my hair. My leg is hooked over his hip while my other hand is curled around his back, feeling the strong muscles beneath his skin as he moves. 
 
    This will never get old. Not with him.  
 
    I’ve never felt anything so consuming. 
 
    I’ve been screwed by Nate Ryder a million different ways and in a million different positions, all equally as incredible, but this is not one of those times. This is something more. This is Nate Ryder making love to the woman he can’t live without.  
 
    This is life. This is love. This is why all the girls around the world read romance books. This is what they’re looking for. A love like this.  
 
    As his fingers tighten around mine, he’s telling me he misses me. 
 
    As his lips move against the sensitive skin on my neck, he’s showing me he’s sorry for hurting me. 
 
    As his eyes bore down into mine, he’s bearing his soul to me. 
 
    And as he gives me the most unbelievable pleasure known to man, he’s promising me a love worth waiting for. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Tora?” mom yells through the house. “I need coffee.” 
 
    I groan and let out a low sigh. I guess I’ll be making a run to Carter’s Coffee House. My suspension is nearly over and mom has been milking it big time. Any tiny little thing she wants, she gets. 
 
    “I’m taking your car,” I call back as I swipe a ten dollar bill off the counter, happy that she seems to have cooled down a bit. I mean, she had the shits for days. She finally started speaking to me as though I was an actual human being yesterday so while everything else is screwed up, at least I have my mom back.  
 
    I walk out the front door with mom’s car keys and an annoyance deep inside my chest that I still haven’t got my baby back yet, and it’s all Ashley’s fault. Hopefully, I’ll be getting it back in a few more days. 
 
    I drop down into mom’s car and pull out of the driveway.  
 
    As I park outside the coffee house, my phone starts ringing in my pocket. I wriggle around on the seat, fishing it out of my tight jeans to find Jesse’s name across the screen. “Hey, chickenshit,” I grin as I answer the call. 
 
    “I am officially no longer a chickenshit,” he says proudly through the line as I push open the door and step out of mom’s car. 
 
    “Bullshit,” I laugh. “Don’t tell me you finally did it?” 
 
    “Damn straight, I did,” he tells me. “I dug my balls out of the bottom of Broken Hill lake and asked her out.” 
 
    “About time,” I scoff. “I have to admit, I was worried for a moment. I didn’t think you’d be able to live up to your brother’s manly ways, but you proved me wrong.” 
 
    “I know,” he groans. “Thanks for believing in me.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asks. “Your mom still keeping you locked in your ivory tower?” 
 
    “For now,” I tell him as I pull open the door to Carter’s Coffee house, hearing the familiar jingle of the bell above the door. “I’m still suspended tomorrow and then I’ll be back at school the day after.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “Have you got your car back or do you want me to pick you up?” 
 
    “Umm,” I say, walking forward towards the counter. “I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “K,” he mumbles. “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Yeah, bye,” I say, distractedly ending the call as I look up at the menu, wondering what the hell I want. I mean, I’ve had my caramel latte phase so I think I might start the whole iced chocolate with whipped cream phase. Yep, definitely. 
 
    I slide my phone back into my pocket as I put in our order and hand over the cash. I walk down the counter to make room for the guy behind me to put in his order and wait for mine and mom’s drinks to be made.  
 
    I lean against the counter and freeze on the spot as I notice a very familiar pair of dark eyes staring back at me. The corners of my mouth begin to lift when I notice he’s not alone.  
 
    Out of all the people I’d expect to see Nate Ryder with, Ashley Samuels is not one of them. I take them in as they sit in the corner of the coffee house at a small table for two. If I didn’t know him so well, I’d say it looks like a date and from the cringe on his face, I’d dare say he knows exactly what I must be thinking. 
 
    I haven’t seen him since the first day of my suspension and to be honest, I’ve been missing him more than I thought possible. Except for right now. Seeing him sitting there next to that girl infuriates me, especially as the smile on her face tells me that their conversation is not the one I want them to be having. 
 
    A scowl fixes itself on my face as my eyes bore into his. He knows I’m not happy, but the question is; why the hell isn’t he doing anything about it? 
 
    I stay leaning up against the counter. Maybe this has something to do with his big plan of getting her back for the fire, but nowhere in my wildest dreams did I ever picture payback as taking the skank out for coffee. 
 
    Ashley looks up from the table and focuses her attention on Nate, but when she realizes his attention is no longer on whatever bullshit story she was in the middle of blabbing about, she searches it out. 
 
    She follows his gaze to me. At first, she glares until she remembers her situation. She’s the one with him. Her glare quickly becomes triumphant and it’s almost as though she’s rubbing it in like she’s saying ‘I stole your man and got away with it’. 
 
    Nope. Just no. I can’t let her get away with this. I don’t give a shit about Nate’s stupid plan. Whatever it is, he’s been given enough time to come through on it but now, time’s up. 
 
    The barrista puts mine and mom’s drinks down on the table and I graciously take them while trying my hardest not to lose my shit. I walk forward with a scalding hot drink in one hand and a freezing cold one in the other. 
 
    Nate’s eyes narrow as I begin heading their way and I see nothing but a clear message within them. He wants me to back off, but guess what? No way in hell.  
 
    If he wants me to start respecting his wishes, then he should have thought about that before he broke up with me. I’m a free agent and right now, Ashley Samuels has pissed me off… again. I guess this is what you get when you leave me out of your big plan. Tora Roberts does not handle being left out of the loop, not one single bit. 
 
    Ashley’s eyes grow wearier the closer I get. A week ago, she would have looked smug, but after I kicked her ass, she seems cautious. She doesn’t want me to go apeshit on her in public. Damn, I should have been raised in Haven Falls maybe then I’d know how to throw a half decent punch. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” Ashley says when I reach their table. 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I purposefully avoid looking at Nate. “Oh, I was just coming to let you know your new bald spot it showing,” I tell her. “I’m sure I have your chunks of hair somewhere.” 
 
    Her cheeks flame bright and I grin at the way she adjusts her hair. “I’m going to get you for that.” 
 
    “Ha,” I bark out “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    Ashley flies up out of her chair and rocks her table in the process. Nate’s hand flies out, catching his open bottle of water, but Ashley isn’t that lucky. Her coffee mug tips straight over, instantly drenching her phone and splashing right up all over her outfit. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate grunts as he pushes back from the table, trying not to get covered. 
 
    Coffee rushes off the table and soaks through Ashley’s white top and skinny jeans. She shrieks as she hastily grabs things and I can’t help but laugh. “Damn,” I chuckle. “That drowned rat look suits you.” With that, I ignore her screams and Nate’s furious glare and take me and my drinks back home. 
 
    As I push my way back through the door of my home, I don’t know what to feel. Anger? Betrayal? Hurt? Happy that bitch just embarrassed herself in public? I don’t know. None of it seems right because no matter what, Nate didn’t have my back and all I know is that feeling cuts me down to the bone. 
 
    He should have come to me the second he saw me walk through the door. He should have left her side. He should have stuck up for me, for us and our relationship. It was clear as day she was gloating about them being together and nothing hurt worse than Nate not correcting her. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh and walk around this big house until I find mom in the study. I walk forward and she graciously takes her coffee out of my hands. “Thanks, sweetie.” 
 
    I can’t help but look at the computer screen and see house listings. “What are you doing?” I question, looking over her shoulder as she continues to scroll.  
 
    “Looking at places for your father to stay.” The second the words ‘you father’ comes out of her mouth, I practically shut off. After all, he’s the one who planted the seed that Nate and I shouldn’t be together. To me, this is all on him and that’s something I’ll never be able to forgive him for. He truly believes he was doing the right thing, but how could he know what was right for me when he’s never here?  
 
    “Why?” I grunt, hating that the topic has managed to draw my attention. 
 
    “He’s not fond of the hotel his work has put him in. He wants to rent a place to stay for the remainder of his time there.” 
 
    “But, isn’t it only a few months?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she says. “But remember that letter said a minimum of six months. It could be longer.” 
 
    A door slamming within the house has us both jumping and looking at one another in confusion until I hear his voice. “Tora?” Nate demands throughout the house. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    Mom sighs. “Do those Ryder boys not know how to knock?” 
 
    “Nope,” I grunt. “It’s not wired into their DNA.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she scoffs. “Why does he sound so pissed off?” 
 
    “Tora?” Nate yells again. 
 
    “Doesn’t he always?” 
 
    Mom grins as I decide it’s time to go face the music. I walk out of the study and start heading for the stairs. My guess would be that he’s probably searching my room or the den. I get halfway up the stairs when I watch him emerge from my room. 
 
    He pauses in the hallway and for the first time ever, he freezes. He looks unsure but I can’t even begin to process that, as all I can think about was the way he was happily sitting in the dark corner of a coffee shop with the one girl who nearly took him away from this world, looking as cozy as ever. 
 
    Hurt seeps into my heart as a deep regret appears in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs into the quiet hallway. I continue walking up the stairs and pass him to walk into my room, somehow managing not to reach out and touch him. He follows behind me and gently closes the door to give us a bit of privacy from my mother, who no doubt is trying her hardest to hear our conversation from downstairs. “I didn’t know you were going to be there.” 
 
    I turn on him. “And that makes it ok?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “Of course not, but if I knew you were going to be there, I would have done it somewhere else. I know what it looked like and I’m sure it wasn’t easy to see.” 
 
    I scoff as I watch him. “Are you kidding me? Your big plan is to make her think she’s got you back? Let me guess, you’re going to dump her again? Make her hurt like she did to us.” 
 
    “No,” he scoffs. “My plan is to destroy her like she nearly did to us.” 
 
    “And how the hell are you going to do that?” 
 
    Nate shakes his head, not prepared to tell me his big plan. He walks into me and wraps his arms around me, pulling me into his hard chest. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I stopped by the shop to find your Ben & Jerry’s, but they didn’t have the kind you liked, so I got the guy to write me a note.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” I murmur into his chest. 
 
    He lets out a deep breath and rubs his fingers down the length of my hair and back. “Just know that for this plan to work, Ashley needs to think she’s on top.” I curl my head in under his chin as I think over his words, only it’s not sitting right with me. “If there was another way, I’d be doing it. It killed me not going to you at Carters but if she saw us, she’d know I was planning something.” 
 
    I pull back out of his arms and study his face. “You mean, this plan is the reason we’re not together?” I ask in confusion. “For her to think she’s on top, she has to be with you. The girl you're with has always been the girl on top. That’s the way it’s always been.” 
 
    “I’m not going to date her, babe,” he says. “I could hardly stand being near her today. I just need people to see us together a few times. Trust me, she’ll do the rest herself and when she does, I’m going to destroy her.” 
 
    “So… I’ll just continue looking like your pathetic ex-girlfriend through all this?” 
 
    “Tora,” he sighs as guilt seeps over his beautiful features.  
 
    He steps towards me again and I hold my hand out stopping him. “No, don’t,” I demand as the anger overtakes me. “You lied to me. You told me the reason we can’t be together is because of my bullshit future that you’re trying to protect. You said nothing about Ashley Samuels being the reason you refuse to be with me.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie to you,” he demands. “I am trying to protect your future.” 
 
    “No, you’re trying to get your stupid payback by using my heart in your twisted games. I don’t accept it, Nate. Find another way to get back at her. She tried to keep us apart by burning us alive and you’re giving her exactly what she wants by not being with me now. How is that fair to me? To us?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” he says. “You’re not-” 
 
    I cut him off as I shake my head. “You’re Nate Ryder. Revenge is your thing. Either find another way or we’re through. I only just accepted that we’re not together because you want what’s best for me, even though I still think that’s bullshit, but telling me it’s because of her, that’s not ok, Nate. Find another way.” 
 
    I walk over to the door and pull it open before standing back out of the way, indicating for him to go. “Tora,” he says, begging me not to do this. “Just trust me.” 
 
    “I can’t. You’ve already hurt me and I’m not going to sit back and watch you give her the world when that’s what you promised me. Find another way, Nate. Be the man I know you are.” 
 
    His eyes search mine as he walks forward. I’ve never seen him look so confused and torn. I know he wants this. He wants to follow through on his plan. After all, he’s already set it up, but at the same time, he understands where I’m coming from and the last thing he wants is to see me get hurt. 
 
    He walks up to me and leans his head in before pressing a feather soft kiss to my cheek and walking out. I catch his wrist and pull him back, giving it one last attempt. “Please,” I beg him as I stretch up onto my tippy toes and kiss his lips. “Do this for me.” 
 
    His eyes continue searching mine. “I’ll think about it,” he tells me, and just like that, he’s gone. 
 
    I close the door behind him before turning around and leaning against it. I find myself sliding down to the ground and burying my head into my knees. How did my afternoon turn out like this? 
 
    I was supposed to be enjoying my afternoon after I finished my huge pile of school work that Brooke has been dropping off each day. I was supposed to be sipping my iced chocolate which I’m sure by now is ruined. I was supposed to be lost in my Kindle. 
 
    What I wasn’t supposed to be doing is giving the man I love an ultimatum. 
 
    That’s the second time I’ve had to ask him to leave over the past few days and it makes me wonder how many times I’m going to get away with it before he doesn’t bother showing up again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A heavy fist slams into my locker on Wednesday morning. It’s my first day back after a week long suspension and to be honest, I was getting really used to being home every day. I mean, it occasionally got a little boring and I certainly missed seeing my girls and the guys all the time, but I stayed on top of my school work and was able to sleep in every day. By the third day, mom had run out of chores for me to do and I have to admit, that was the best damn part. My last few days were spent reading up on new releases and watching movies while Jesse texted me rude pictures. 
 
    I turn into the fist leaning up against my locker to find a furious Jackson, staring down at me with a glare sharp enough to cut the thickest metal. “Oh, the horror,” I sigh with thick sarcasm. “Please don’t beat me up or total my car.” 
 
    “Not funny,” he grunts. “Did you know?” 
 
    “Know what?” I ask, narrowing my eyes on him in return. 
 
    “About Jesse and my sister.” 
 
    A grin cuts across my face and before a word can even process in my mind, Jackson is slamming his fist into the locker again. “Damn it, Tora,” he demands. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “What?” I scoff. “Why would I? It’s not my business to be telling you who your sister’s been screwing.” 
 
    His eyes widen in horror. “He’s screwing her?” he roars, making his voice bounce off every wall. “I’m going to fucking kill him.” 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Jackson turns and I hurry after him. I grab onto his arm and pull the brakes as hard as I can. “Stop,” I tell him. “He really likes her.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit,” he says, dragging me along. I mean, if we were on a road and I was a car, my ties would be screeching along, leaving a thick, black line behind. “She’s too good for that piece of shit. No way is he going to defile my baby sister.” 
 
    “Jesse’s a good guy,” I tell him, though I should know better, Jackson isn’t going to want to hear that. 
 
    “Bullshit,” he growls over his shoulder, still dragging me along. “He’ll chew her up and spit her out like last night’s trash, and then guess who’s going to have to clean up the pieces? Me, that’s who. I’m not having it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at his dramatics and give up. This fight is going to go down whether I like it or not so I might as well tag along and enjoy the show. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” Brooke asks, walking the opposite way and turning around to watch me pass. 
 
    “Jackson just found out that Jesse is dating Kaylah,” I laugh. “He wants to kick his ass.” 
 
    “Oooooh,” Brooke grins, grabbing Elle’s hand and pulling her along. “I’m not missing this.” 
 
    I laugh as they hurry to catch up and realize, the further we get to the junior hallway, the more people start following along, each and every one of them not wanting to miss a fight between two of the school’s biggest bad boys. 
 
    Jackson storms into the junior hallway and I instantly zone in on Jesse at the other end, completely minding his own business for a change as he throws his shit into his locker. Jackson gets him in his sights and launches forward, until a petite blonde cuts through both our vision. 
 
    “Hey,” Jackson hollers through the hallway. 
 
    The blonde’s eyes widen before she flicks herself around. Within the blink of an eye, I can tell this is Jackson’s sister. Kaylah looks exactly like him, but a pretty, petite version. “What do you want?” she scoffs, studying the intense, pissed off rage deep within his eyes.  
 
    “Tell me it’s not true?” he demands. 
 
    “What’s not true?” 
 
    “That you’re dating that…. that thing,” he says in disgust, indicating down the hallway towards Jesse. Kaylah cringes as she watches her brother. “Shit, Kaylah,” he groans. “Anyone but him.” 
 
    “Leave it alone,” she tells him. “I can date whoever the fuck I want.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” he roars at her. “Don’t be such a fucking idiot.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jesse demands, angrier than I’ve ever seen him before. He gets up in Jackson’s face and pushes him back a step from his sister. “Leave her alone.” 
 
    “Stay the fuck out of this,” Jackson tells him. 
 
    Jesse’s eyes flare as everyone around us starts calling out for a fight. I know the look in his eyes, I’ve seen it a million times before and I need to do something about it. Now. 
 
    I know this is how I screwed up last time, but I’m not about to let two people I care about beat the ever loving shit out of each other, and besides, circumstances were different. I throw myself between the two guys who tower over me. “Cut it out,” I demand of both of them, shoving my hand upon both of their chests and pushing them back as hard as I can, but let’s face it, it’s not much. 
 
    How did my morning become this? 
 
    I look up at Jesse who seems to be shaking. “Cool your jets,” I murmur. “If I get another suspension for trying to break up another fight, Nate is going to have your balls. Besides, this is not a good way to impress Kaylah.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to be impressing Kaylah,” Jackson growls. 
 
    I turn back to Jackson. “You shut up,” I tell him. “You’re not helping.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    “Yo,” a familiar, very pissed off voice says, suddenly right beside me. “What the fuck is going on here?” Nate demands, looking between the four of us and narrowing his eyes on Kaylah, probably having no idea who the hell she is and why she’s just inserted herself into our drama. 
 
    “This piece of shit,” Jackson says, “thinks it’s ok to fuck over my sister.” 
 
    “What?” Nate grunts as Jesse growls, “I’m not going to fuck her over.” 
 
    My eyes widen as I look to Jess. “You haven’t told him?” I demand. 
 
    Nate looks to me in shock. “You knew?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Well, duh,” I scoff. “Who do you think convinced him to find some balls and actually ask her out?” 
 
    “You did this?” Jackson demands with nothing but pure rage. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate growls. “Don’t fucking talk to her like that.” 
 
    Well… this is getting nowhere. 
 
    “Alright,” Tyson says, pushing his way between me and Jess, forcing Jess back a few steps. “This is stupid. Cut the shit.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I tell the boys before looking up at Jackson. “You need to go find your sister and apologize for being such a douche,” I tell him before looking over at Jess. “And when he’s done, you need to apologize for being a douche. She’s not going to appreciate this shit. Trust me, no girl wants to put up with a guy who’s going to beat the shit out of her brother every Christmas.” 
 
    The boys continue glaring at each other and only stop when Tyson physically pulls Jesse away. The second Jesse disappears from the hallway, Jackson’s glare shoots down at me. “You need to fix this.” 
 
    “Fix it?” I scoff. “Can’t you see this is good?” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Nate grunts as he continues staring at me with a deep betrayal. “Jess will fuck it up soon enough.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I shriek. “Your brother asked out a girl instead of screwing and leaving her. This is a big fucking deal. How can you not see that?” 
 
    “Anyone but her,” he scoffs. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with her?” Jackson demands, still extremely pissed off, but more than ready to jump to his sister’s defence. 
 
    “She shares your DNA,” Nate grunts back at him. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I groan, throwing my hands up in frustration. “Both of you dickheads stop. Be happy for them and leave it the hell alone.” 
 
    Jackson narrows his eyes on me again, huffs, turns on his heel, and stalks away. I can’t help but grin at his back. Situation resolved without a suspension. Bonus points for me.  
 
    My smug attitude is quickly cut away when Nate turns his glare on me. “How could you not tell me Jess was dating her?” 
 
    “Let’s see…. ahhhh, that’s right. The last time I saw you, you were about to shove your hand down Ashley’s pants for old time’s sake.” 
 
    “Come on,” he groans in frustration. 
 
    “Besides,” I continue, “It’s none of my business and Jesse said he was going to tell you when the time was right.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he scoffs. “We all know that means he had no intention of telling me at all.” 
 
    “Well then, that’s your business to take up with your brother.” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down as he studies me. The glare disappears and is replaced with concern. He indicates with his head for me to follow and I do just that as his hand finds the small of my back. “What’s wrong?” he questions, leading me towards the side of the hallway so we can have a private conversation out of the center of the hallway. 
 
    “Nothing,” I tell him. “I’m just tired from having to put out the fires that you three idiots keep causing. I mean, how am I always in the middle of this shit?” 
 
    A perfect smile takes over his face as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me in. “Because that’s what happens when a whole bunch of guys can’t resist having you in their lives. You’re just that incredible that even douchebags like Jackson can’t keep away.” 
 
    “Careful,” I warn him. “People might accuse you of still being in love with me.” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” he smiles. “Because I do. More than ever.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’re going to find another way to get your revenge?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he murmurs with his lips pressed against the sensitive skin of my neck. 
 
    Hope starts rising within me. “Does this mean we can get back together?” 
 
    He pulls back and looks down at me before shaking his head ever so slightly. “No,” he whispers. “I wasn’t lying about the whole protecting your future thing.” 
 
    “You know,” I say as a smile begins creeping across my face. “It seems I get into a lot more trouble without you.” 
 
    “I’m starting to realize this,” he says as his eyes sparkle, completely pulling me in and melting me from within. “Well then, just for future reference,” I tell him. “When that mystical time comes when you decide to pull your finger out of your ass, it’s not going to be easy. I’m going to make you work for it like you’ve never worked for anything in your life.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” he questions with his eyes sparkling like diamonds. 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    We walk back down to the senior hallway and I slip out of his arms when he stops at his locker. I grin when I see Jackson walking around huffing and puffing and laugh at how much things have changed over the last few months. Jackson is quickly turning into a friend, a friend who likes to throw temper tantrums when just before that, I couldn’t be in the same room as him without trying to claw his eyes out. 
 
    “Why do you look so happy?” Brooke questions as I reach her locker. She closes the door and turns to look at me with narrowed, curious eyes. “Did Nate finally accept the inevitable?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh, “but I doubt it will be much longer. He’s coming around, and besides, who could resist all this?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes as the bell rings loudly through the school. “Come on, princess,” she laughs. “Let’s get this whole school bullshit over. I just found a new show on Netflix and I need you to watch it with me so I can talk about it to someone.” 
 
    “Fine,” I tell her. “But you better bring treats.” 
 
    “Don’t I always?” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as we go our separate ways at the end of the hallway. I guess today might just be a good day after all. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I lay on my bed, looking up at my TV, cringing at this ridiculous show Brooke is forcing me to watch. I mean, this shit doesn’t even make sense. I swear, it’s like some ridiculous zombie apocalypse on steroids. I can’t understand how Brooke is glued to it. 
 
    Brooke shovels popcorn into her mouth in a way I’ve never quite seen before and I can’t help but stare. I mean, she looks like an animal starved of food. My whole face scrunches up as I watch her performance. This shit couldn’t be normal. 
 
    “Damn,” she grunts a moment later as she jams her finger in her mouth and starts picking. “I got a corn kernel stuck in my tooth,” she grumbles around her finger. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “That’s the worst.” 
 
    I watch as she works on freeing the kernel and not a second later, she shoves her slobber covered hand back in my bucket of popcorn. “Ewww,” I whine, handing her the bucket. “You’re so freaking gross.” 
 
    She grins triumphantly and continues shoveling food into her gob. “What’s going on?” she questions when I pull my phone out and start playing Farmville. 
 
    “Can’t get into it.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as though I’ve committed the greatest betrayal. “Why not?” 
 
    “Ummmmm… because it’s one bad scene away from that dude turning into a zombie and eating the other dude. You know I don’t like this shit.” 
 
    “I know,” she pouts. “But I do and I needed someone to actually understand when I talk about it all day tomorrow.” 
 
    I groan and drop my face into my pillow. “Haven’t I seen enough?”  
 
    “Just one more episode?” she begs. 
 
    “Fine,” I huff, getting straight back into my Farmville game as she fast forwards through the end credits like a puppy on crack. 
 
    “So,” she says as she studies the screen closely as to not miss hitting play. “Are you about ready to talk about it?” 
 
    I look over at her and scrunch up my face in confusion. “Ready to talk about what?” 
 
    “Why the hell you crash tackled Ashley like a confused linebacker?” 
 
    I look away, unable to meet her eyes in fear of her seeing right through me. “What do you mean?” I question. “You heard what she said. She called me trash and then admitted to slashing my tire. My car’s been in the shop for a week.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow. “No,” she says. “That’s bullshit. Girls like her have been calling you all sorts of shit since you started dating Nate and it just slides straight off you. This is different. Did Nate get with her? I heard they were at Carter’s the other day.” 
 
    “It’s…it’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she grunts, sitting up and hitting pause on her stupid zombie show. “What did she do?” 
 
    I cringe, not wanting to tell her but then, she’s been my best friend for years. She knows exactly how to push the buttons I don’t want pushed just like I know she won’t give in until I come clean.  
 
    I let out a breath and sit up on my bed. I swivel around to face her front on as I prepare to tell her something that I know she’s not going to take well. “So,” I start off slowly. “Ashley was the one who set the fire in the boat shed.” 
 
    Her mouth drops open in surprise as a silent ‘What,’ comes out. “Are you… what? How do you…?” Her brows pull down and her eyes start flicking around the room as she becomes immersed in her thoughts. 
 
    “The initial police report said there was a jacket at the scene which had looked as though it was used to attempt to put the fire out, but there wasn’t enough evidence to support it and the cops couldn’t figure out whose jacket it was.” 
 
    “So… how does that tie in with Ashley?” 
 
    “Well,” I cringe. “Jesse stole the jacket from evidence an-” 
 
    “What?” Brooke cuts me off. “How the hell did he do that?” 
 
    “I, ah, don’t actually know. I wasn’t really asking questions at the time, but my guess would be that he knows a guy.” 
 
    “Tyson’s uncle is a cop,” she suggests. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. I absolutely adore Jesse and I don’t doubt that whatever he did to get that jacket was illegal, so the less I know, the better. “Anyway, you know Sarah McKay?” 
 
    “Yeah, the chick who’s always taking pictures?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s her. I thought she might have been there and she always uploads her pictures to Facebook, so I had a look and in the background of one of the pictures was Ashley wearing the jacket.” 
 
    “Shit, so she actually did it?” 
 
    “Yep,” I grunt. 
 
    “No wonder you tried to kick her ass,” she murmurs. “Why don’t I know about this already? You should have gone to the police the second you found out.” 
 
    “And get Jesse in trouble for stealing evidence? No thanks. Besides, she would have cried ‘accident’ and gotten away with a slap on the wrist. Nate wants her to pay for what she did.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as the situation actually dawns on her. “Shit,” she gasps. “This is going to be huge.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Does she know that he knows?”  
 
    I shake my head. “What do you think?” I grunt. “If she had even the slightest inkling, she’d be hiding out in Mexico somewhere, not strutting around school like Queen B picking fights with me.” 
 
    “True,” she murmurs as she looks up and studies me. Hurt flashes across her features before she manages to right herself and I instantly know where this is going. “How come I’m only finding out about this now?” 
 
    “Well… first, Nate doesn’t want anyone to know so word doesn’t get out. That way when he does whatever it is he’s going to do, she’s going to be completely blindsided, just like we were in that boat shed.” 
 
    “And second?” she questions. 
 
    “And second,” I repeat. “I’m not sure you have it in you not to try and beat the shit out of her when you see her next.” 
 
    “Shit,” she sighs. “You’re right, but I promise. I’m more excited to see what Nate is going to do to her. It’s going to be brutal. I mean, she’s responsible for nearly killing you. Nate isn’t going to take it easy on her.” 
 
    “I know,” I grin. “He’s going to destroy her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    A warm body slides into my bed first thing in the morning. I smile into my pillow as my eyes refuse to acknowledge that the sun is up. I slide my hand over the mattress until my fingers find his strong chest.  
 
    “Mmmm,” I groan, happy as a pig in mud as I peel my tired eyes open and smile up at Nate…. Fuck. That’s not Nate. “What the hell are you doing?” I shriek, ripping my hand off Jesse’s chest as he grins a ridiculous grin at me. 
 
    “Happy birthday,” Jess cheers as laughter from my couch has my eyes flicking across the room to find Nate sitting back and enjoying my misery. 
 
    He pushes out of my couch and crosses the room to me. “Sorry,” he grins as he sits down on the edge of my bed and pulls me into him. “I tried to get him to wait at least another two hours, but you know how he is with birthdays.” 
 
    “I thought that was just his birthday,” I groan, squishing my face into Nate’s chest as I close my eyes, trying to find my peace and quiet which was just disturbed. 
 
    “Nope,” Jess laughs. 
 
    “What’s the time?” I mumble around the fabric of Nate’s shirt. 
 
    “It’s already seven,” Jesse says. “Do you know how much time we’ve already wasted?” 
 
    “Wasted?” I groan. “Don’t tell me you have some big, elaborate plan for my birthday because I’m sorry to tell you, I’m staying right here until mom drags me out of bed and sends me to school.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” Nate chuckles, making me feel the vibration through his chest. “You think I’m about to let you spend your eighteenth birthday like that? No way in hell. Today is yours. Whatever you want to do, we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good. I want to go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Anything but that,” he warns. 
 
    “Alright,” I say, pulling back out of his arms so I can see that face I love so much. “First, I want you and Jesse to go down to the hardware store and pick up a lock, a good sturdy one that won’t break when a teenage boy gets cranky and starts kicking doors in. Then I want you to put it on my bedroom door and lock yourselves on the other side.” 
 
    Nate doesn’t look too impressed but it’s Jesse who replies. “Can I get myself a toolbelt and strut around like a workman? I’ll oil myself up so you’ve got something nice to look at.” 
 
    “See, that’s the spirit,” I laugh. 
 
    “Come on,” Nate groans, taking my hands and pulling me out of bed. “Go shower and get ready for the day. We’ll have breakfast ready for you when you’re done.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Nope. No buts. Today is yours. Anything you want. You got it.” 
 
    “Do I have to go to school?” 
 
    Nate’s smile completely lights up my room. “Not unless you want to,” he tells me. “I figured you didn’t want to so I got your mom to send the school an absentee note.” 
 
    “Are you serious? She’s cool with this?” 
 
    “Yep,” he smiles proudly. “She said, and I quote, ‘You only turn eighteen once’. Then she went on to tell me some weird story about your dad’s eighteenth and honestly, I really could have done without it.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I groan. “She didn’t tell you the hooker story, did she?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunts in distaste as he drags me to the bathroom. 
 
    Nate leads me into the bathroom and closes the door behind us. He walks right over to the counter, takes me by the waist and lifts me on top of it so we look each other in the eyes. He brings a hand up and runs it down the side of my face, pushing hair behind my ear in the process. 
 
    His hand continues down my neck and pushes the strap of my tank top off my shoulder before he leans in and kisses it. I don’t know why, I’ve had his lips over every inch of my skin, but nothing felt more erotic than that. 
 
    Nate looks up and pierces his eyes through mine. “Happy birthday, Tora,” he whispers. 
 
    I have to bite my lips from smiling like an absolute fool. “Thanks,” I say, reaching out and slipping my hand up under his shirt to feel his warm skin against my fingers. “So, I really get anything I want for my birthday?” 
 
    His eyes sparkle as he does one of those sexy half smirk things that boys do. “Anything.” 
 
    “Including you?” 
 
    He leans in and presses his lips against the sensitive skin of my neck. “It’s your birthday, babe,” he whispers with his breath tickling against my skin. “Just tell me how you want it. Slow? Fast? Hard? Right here? In the shower?” 
 
    I tilt my head the opposite direction to give him more access to my neck. “I want all of that,” I tell him. 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” he tells me, reaching for my shirt and pulling it over my head. He doesn’t bother pulling my sleep shorts down, just scoops me off the counter and walks us into the shower as I wrap my legs securely around him. 
 
    His lips never leave mine, not even when he feels around to turn on the tap. 
 
    Cold water cascades down over us and I gasp out at the chill on my skin, but all it does is make me want him more. 
 
    Our kisses become needy and desperate and before I know it, the rest of my clothes are gone and I’m throwing my head back in pure pleasure as Nate pushes himself deep inside me. 
 
    Forty minutes later, we walk down the stairs, hand in hand as the smell of bacon and pancakes fill my senses. Hmmm, that’s what I’m talking about. 
 
    I walk into the kitchen with Nate by my side to find my mother and Jesse slaving over the stove as Jesse explains their birthday tradition of cooking the birthday person whatever they want for breakfast. I don’t recall putting in my order but from the look of it, Jesse and mom have it covered. 
 
    Mom looks up as she sees me walk in and drops her spatula into the pancake batter. She rushes towards me, throwing her arms around me as she starts to get emotional. “Oh, honey,” she cries. “Happy birthday. I can’t believe my baby is eighteen. You’re growing up so fast.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight. “Thanks, mom,” I whisper as the smile permanently affixes itself to my face. I mean, how could a birthday possibly get better than this? I know I’ve only been awake for less than an hour but so far, this is certainly the best birthday I’ve ever had. 
 
    Mom reluctantly pulls away but holds onto my shoulder. “Now, I know it’s a long shot, but I emailed the school and said you were sick so you could enjoy your birthday, but just so you know, you can still go if you want to.” 
 
    “Really, mom?” I laugh. “Go to school or enjoy my birthday? Hmmm, that’s a tricky one.” 
 
    She can’t help but grin as she releases my shoulders. “There’s no need to be smart about it,” she chuckles. “But the other thing I wanted to tell you is that I was speaking to Trish last night, and considering it’s a Friday, she has offered for you to host a party at her place if you’d like one.” 
 
    “What? Seriously?” I grunt in surprise as Jesse looks over mom’s shoulder with wide eyes, clearly as surprised as I am, though Nate looks as though he knew about it all along. 
 
    “Yes, seriously, but she has a few rules which I must say, I completely agree with.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I grin as a flashback of Jesse’s birthday comes to the forefront of my mind. “No underage drinking, her house is not to be destroyed, and it has to be spotless in the morning.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” mom questions. 
 
    “Call it a gift.” 
 
    Mom goes back over to the stove to rescue the pancakes which are starting to burn as my phone goes off in my pocket. I pull it out and unlock the screen to find a text from dad. I open it up and the disappointment instantly washes over me. 
 
    Dad – Happy birthday. 
 
    Wow. Could that have been any more generic? No ‘have a great day’, no ‘I can’t believe you’re eighteen’, none of that sappy crap your parents are supposed to say. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nate murmurs beside me. I hold my phone out for him to see and after scanning his eyes over the screen, he presses his lips into a tight line, always on the same page as me. Well, mostly on the same page. “Don’t worry about it,” he tells me. “No matter what, I won’t stop until you’ve had the best day.” 
 
    I turn around and look up into his eyes. “Is that a promise?” 
 
    His lips drop to mine. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Cut that shit out,” Jesse says, walking past us with a plate filled to the brim of pancakes. He sets it down on the table before going back for ice cream, strawberries, and whipped cream. “Breakfast is served.” 
 
    I grin down at the table. “Damn, this looks good.” 
 
    “And so it should,” Jesse laughs. “I only put this amount of effort in for people who I actually like, which for the record, is not a lot of people.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” I tell him, walking over and pressing a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    He grins back at me like a puppy dog who’s just been called a good boy. 
 
    Mom brings over a plate filled with sausages, bacon, eggs, and toast which I’m assuming the boys will go for as Nate grabs the carton of orange juice and a few cups. 
 
    This is absolutely perfect. 
 
    “You should have brought your mom over,” I tell the boys. “She would have liked to see you two slaving over me.” 
 
    “Nate didn’t do any slaving,” Jesse grunts. 
 
    “Oh, believe me,” I grin. “He most certainly did.” 
 
    “OH,” mom shrieks in horror. “That is not something I want to hear.” 
 
    “Sorry, mom,” I laugh. “I’m an adult now. You’re just going to have to accept that I’m going to be… adulting with boys.” 
 
    “Boys?” Nate grunts. “I hope that plural was a mistake.” 
 
    “Who knows?” I tease. “After all, I’m a free agent, remember?” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes before focusing back on the plate before him. “Not if I have anything to do with it,” he mumbles under his breath. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. There’s nothing better than teasing the very people at this table, and doing it all at once is so much better. 
 
    “Have you decided what you want to do today?” mom question as she takes a sip of OJ. 
 
    I look up and catch Nate’s eyes as a massive grin cuts across my face. He narrows his eyes, trying to figure out what could possibly be on my mind, but I don’t make him wait long. “Oh, yeah,” I tell her. “The boys are taking me paintballing.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Jesse cheers as Nate grins back at me. 
 
    “Are you sure?” mom questions. “That’s awfully messy. Your clothes will get ruined, and… well, it hurts, you know?” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “And I’m sure. I’ve been wanting to kick Nate’s ass for so long and haven’t been able to, but now’s my shot.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffs. “What makes you think you could beat me?” 
 
    I stare across the table at the man I’m so over the top, crazy, in love with. “You don’t have the balls to point a gun at me and shoot, especially on my birthday. I’m going to take you down Nate Ryder and I’m going to love it.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse laughs. “She’s right. You’re fucked.” 
 
    Mom rolls her eyes and gets up from the table to start clearing away the empty plates, leaving me with the boys. “There’s just one thing,” I tell them. Nate narrows his eyes yet again and I resist laughing at him. “I want everyone there. All the girls and the guys, even Maxen because I know Brooke would get a kick out of shooting him.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes soften. “Done.” 
 
    I cringe, knowing how this could possibly go. “By all the guys, I mean Jackson too.” 
 
    “What?” both boys scoff. “No way.” 
 
    “Yes, way. He’s my friend and I want him on your team so you don’t feel the need to shoot each other.” 
 
    “I’m going to shoot him whether he’s on my team or not.” 
 
    “Nate,” I groan. “Does that mean you’ll invite him?” 
 
    “It's your birthday, Tora. Whoever you want there will be there.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” I tell him. 
 
    He rolls his eyes as Jesse pushes up from the table. “Come on,” he says. “Let’s get this shit cleaned up so I can kick your ass.” 
 
    “I think it should be girls against guys,” I tell them as I load up my arms with things to take back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Jesse laughs. “We’re going to annihilate you.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I tell him with a wicked smirk. “Us girls are sneaky while you guys are all about brute strength and intimidation. We’ll get you when you least expect it. And besides, I want you on the girl team. I need someone to use as a human shield.” 
 
    “What?” he gasps in outrage. “No way.” 
 
    “Sorry man,” Nate laughs. “She’s the boss.”  
 
    I grin back at him. Damn straight I am.  
 
      
 
    --------- 
 
      
 
    The girls, Jesse, and I stand around in a huddle, putting our plan in place. Well, most of us are putting our plan in place. Jesse and Kaylah are too busy making eyes at one another while Brooke is running the show, desperate to get a shot at the guy who tore her heart to shreds. She honestly couldn’t give a shit if we win or lose, as long as she gets to shoot him, which I’m all good about. 
 
    My only goal here is to get one of my pretty little pink paintballs onto Nate’s perfect ass. It’s not going to be easy though. The fucker is fast. While I don’t have to worry too much about getting shot, he’s not going to make it easy for me to land one on him. 
 
    It’s the other guys I have to worry about though. But if Nate gets wind of someone aiming their gun at me, they’re going down, no matter if they’re on his team or not. So, I’m pretty confident about it. 
 
    It’s going to be one hell of a good birthday. 
 
    A buzzer sounds letting us know it’s time to get started. I meet Brooke’s eyes across the circle and we give each other a firm nod. We’ve got this. Next up, I look to my human shield, and whether he’s happy or not about being on a team he thinks is about to get annihilated, he’s still one hundred percent dedicated to helping me take down his brother, no matter how many paintballs he has to take in the process. 
 
    I dip two fingers into the paint and strike it up over both cheekbones. If I’m going to do this, then I’m going to look badass in the process. Brooke follows my lead and before I know it, all the girls have paint covering their faces. I even go ahead and slather some on Jesse’s, despite his relentless objections. Luckily, I have all the girls to help me hold him down. 
 
    “You guys ready?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Courtney cheers. “I want to nail Puck right in the ass.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Brooke laughs. “I’m going to nail Max right in the balls.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Jesse cringes, defensively grabbing his junk. 
 
    “Alright, ladies,” I say. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    We file out of our little room with each and every one of us cautiously looking around. We walk out into a massive field which has been built up with obstacles, targets, and little hidey holes for people like me to hide in. 
 
    Not one of the boys are in sight, but I don’t doubt they see us. Especially Nate. He has a gift for this kind of thing. But not today. Today, I am kicking his ass. 
 
    Courtney and Bry hurry off to the left, deciding to work in a team. Brooke launches herself forward, determined not to have anyone slow her down. Kaylah grabs Elle and they hide behind a tree, poking their heads out, probably searching for Jackson, while Jess and I stick together like glue. I wasn’t kidding when I told him he was going to be my human shield, and what the birthday girl wants, the birthday girl gets. 
 
    Jackson’s head darts out from behind a rock while Tyson darts across the field. “Crap,” Jesse grunts for all us girls to hear as he spins his gun around to aim at Ty. “They’re using him as a distraction.” 
 
    Just as the boys had hoped, all the girls start aiming for Tyson while the rest of them dart out from their hiding spots.  
 
    And it’s on. 
 
    Paintballs start flying.  
 
    I duck for cover as Jesse shields me. 
 
    Laughter bubbles up. 
 
    Grunts are heard. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I laugh, peeking my head up to get a look at the field. Shots are heard from every direction followed by laughter and the girls’ terrified shrieks. 
 
    Nate darts across my vision and I can’t help myself. “Shit,” I gasp, grabbing Jesse and hauling him up. “There he is.” 
 
    I force Jesse forward and we haul ass across the field with me hiding behind his back. I keep Nate in my sights. The fucker is fast, but not fast enough for me. No matter how long it takes, I will get him. 
 
    Paintballs zoom past my head and it’s almost as though it’s happening in slow motion. 
 
    I distantly hear Brylee scream out followed by Jackson’s booming laughter. Though, that doesn’t last long as a grunt is quickly pulled from him. I look over to see Kaylah literally standing on top of her brother with her gun held in the air triumphantly. 
 
    I want to burst into laughter, but we’re too visible here. There’s no time for that, and besides, I have a target in sight and there’s no way I’m about to let him go. 
 
    Nate Ryder is mine. 
 
    Nate turns with his gun held out and Jesse grabs me before hauling us down behind a massive rock. A green paintball goes sailing past Jesse’s head, missing him by only millimeters. “Fuck,” he grunts as I burst into laughter. 
 
    I poke my head over the top of the rock, bringing my gun with me. 
 
    I find Nate instantly. He’s staring right at me, though, staring is probably the wrong word. He’s smirking at me like a cocky bastard who thinks he’s got this in the bag. 
 
    No way in hell, buster.  
 
    He crouches down behind a wooden target and I realize this is going to be a waiting game, but then, why shouldn’t I have fun in the process? 
 
    I aim my gun right beside the target. I went shooting a few years ago and honestly, my aim absolutely sucks so I don’t know why I even bother aiming, though I’m sure it helps a little. 
 
    I pull the trigger and watch with a grin as a perfectly round paintball flies through the air and crashes down into the ground, right beside Nate. 
 
    His head shoots out from the target a second later, looking at me in shock. “You’re dead, babe.” 
 
    “Bring it,” I tease. 
 
    He shakes his head and I know he’s not moving a muscle while I’ve still got Jesse right beside me. He doesn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Movement out of the corner of my eye has me glancing across the field to see Brooke commando crawling through the dirt with her paintball gun already held out. I follow her gaze to see her sneaking up on Maxen and grin. 
 
    This is the moment she’s been waiting for and I don’t doubt she’s aiming for the crown jewels. Let’s just hope he’s wearing some sort of protection. 
 
    Not a moment later, Maxen’s howl of pain is echoed throughout the whole field. 
 
    I’d dare say she got him. 
 
    I look over and watch as Brooke pulls herself off the ground, dusts off the dirt, shoots herself in the foot, and drops her gun. “I’m done,” she announces to everyone before walking away with her gun held proudly over her shoulder. 
 
    With Brooke out of the way. I focus on my target. If something doesn’t happen soon, we’re going to be stuck here all day and night. Nate is just as stubborn as me and Jess. “We need to draw him out,” I tell Jess. 
 
    “I know, but how?” 
 
    “Don’t you recall me saying you were a human shield?” 
 
    He shakes his head like one of those little bobble head toys you find on the dash board in people’s cars. “No way.” 
 
    “Yep, you have to. I need to get him. Pleeeeease?” 
 
    Jess scrunches up his face and cringes. “Fine, but only because it’s your birthday.” 
 
    “Yes,” I cheer. 
 
    I crawl in behind Jesse and the second Nate turns back around, we make a break for it. I glue myself to Jesse’s back and just as I suspected, the boys can’t resist. Puck and Nate both appear from their hiding spots and let loose on Jesse while I shrink behind him. 
 
    Jess and I keep moving forward as he groans with every hit he takes. We’re dead center in the middle of the field when Jesse gives in. He’s probably been hit at least twenty times, all to Nate and Puck’s enjoyment of course, but the second he gives in, he crumples to the ground, leaving me as exposed as possible. 
 
    The paintballs instantly stop and it’s clear neither one of them are willing to shoot me. Either that or Puck’s scared Nate would kick his ass for shooting at me. 
 
    I smirk at the two of them, both out in the open. This will be like taking candy from a baby. 
 
    Decisions, decisions. If I go for Puck first, that would give Nate a chance to run, if I go for Nate, then I’ll lose Puck… Hmm, definitely Nate first. 
 
    I go to raise my gun and within the blink of an eye, Nate aims his gun and shoots. A green paintball splatters across my stomach and I look down in shock. My mouth drops open. Did he just…? No. A second later, the pain hits. 
 
    I look back up at Nate, still in a world of shock. I mean, I can’t believe he just did that. I expected a million other things to happen here today, but getting shot by Nate Ryder was not one of them. “You shot me,” I yell across the field. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    He throws his gun over his shoulder and looks at me with a proud smirk as he begins walking forward. Fuck, he looks hot. If I wasn’t in so much shock, I’d probably jump him right now. “You said I didn’t have the balls,” he reminds me. “I couldn’t have my girl thinking I’m a fucking pussy now, can I?” 
 
    My stomach starts to sting like a bitch, but I don’t let it show. The closer he gets, the clearer his intentions become. He’s coming to apologize and make sure I’m not in any pain, but I’m not having it. “I’m not your girl, Nathaniel Ryder.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle. “Bullshit.” 
 
    Before he even realizes what’s going on, I raise my gun and fire off three shots. 
 
    Three pink paintballs land in a perfect triangle across his chest and we both stand for a moment in shock. My eyes widen as I realize what the hell I just did. He looks down at his chest then back up at me.  
 
    Shit, did I just do that? 
 
    I’m in trouble. 
 
    A grin lifts the corner of his perfect lips. “Fuck, you better run,” he warns me. 
 
    A laugh bubbles up my throat and not a second later, I run for my life with Nate hot on my heels. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I walk out the back of the Ryder home to find a fairy light canopy taking over their whole backyard. Everywhere I look, from the left to the right, is fairy lights twinkling above me. A beautiful contrast to the dark sky above.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” I whisper as I take it all in. I turn in Nate’s arms and look up at him. “Did you do all this?” 
 
    “Well,” he says, “I had a little help.” 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I tell him. “Thank you. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I told you, Tora. Whether you accept that you’re my girl or not, I’m sticking to my word. I’m giving you the fucking world.” 
 
    I take in his words and think about what he said while we were paintballing. His girl. I take it for what it is. He’s either ready or nearly ready to accept the inevitable. We’re meant to be together whether he wants to admit it or not. We need to be. We’re like opposite ends of magnets drawing together. 
 
    Like I said. It’s inevitable. 
 
    “You know,” I tell him with a smirk as I revel in the feel of his arms around my waist. “I’ve just dated the baddest boy in Broken Hill, so if you want all this, you’re going to have to step up your game.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle as he looks down at me. “Really?” he questions. “You don’t think I’ve got game?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grin. “All I see is a guy who’s willing to shoot the woman he loves. I mean, even Puck had the decency to lower his gun. Maybe I should be trying to steal him away from Court.” 
 
    “Watch it,” he warns. “Play with fire and you’re bound to get burned.” 
 
    I can’t help but tease him. “Are you saying Puck is as hot as fire?” 
 
    He shakes his head as he leans down and kisses me. “I’m going to sweep you off your feet so good that whenever another man even looks at you, you’ll come running right into my arms,” he murmurs, his lips brushing over mine. 
 
    “Hmm,” I smile. “Confident.” 
 
    “Damn straight, babe,” he tells me. “Now, quit standing your ground and help me get this place ready. People will start pouring through the door soon and when they do, I want them to say this is the best damn party they’ve ever been to.” 
 
    “You read my mind.” 
 
    An hour later, I sit out by the pool with a drink in my hand, watching as Courtney and Bry dance a little too close to the edge. They wouldn’t want to fall in. I know we’re in spring now but it’s not exactly a warm night. That pool is going to be freezing. But then… it could be extremely entertaining if one of them were to fall in. Watching the other dive in to be the hero would be pretty entertaining too. 
 
    “What the hell is going on over there?” Brooke grunts as she falls into the sunbed beside me.  
 
    I look up and scan through the crowed bodies trying to figure out what or who she’s talking about. I follow her gaze to find Jackson grinding against Elle as she dances upon him. “Ugh, that’s not a sight I’ll ever get used to,” I laugh. “Jackson told me he has the hots for her.” 
 
    “Really?” Brooke laughs. “That’s going to be… entertaining.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” I tell her. “Them together would be like…” 
 
    “Like you and Nate on steroids,” she supplies. “God, can you imagine what their break up would look like? There’d be shit flying everywhere.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” I laugh. “They’ll start a riot and the school will be burned down.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brooke grunts. “The school? I’m more concerned about a third world war.” 
 
    “But, on the other hand,” I say, studying them as Jackson wraps his hand around her waist and draws her in. “They’d be a pretty cute couple. He looks like the kind who’d love her with everything he’s got.” 
 
    “True,” she murmurs as she also watches them. “Damn it. Why couldn’t I get a guy like that? I just had to go and get stuck with Maxen. I still can’t believe you invited him here.” 
 
    “First off, I had to invite him after you shot him in the nuts with a paintball, and seco-” 
 
    “His thigh,” she cuts me off. “I shot his thigh, not his balls. I just grazed the side of it. But I really wish I’d gotten his damn balls, maybe then he wouldn’t be able to keep slutting around with Holly.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and continue, “Secondly,” I say, ignoring her comments. “He’s Nate and Jesse’s cousin and this is their house.” 
 
    “So?” she grunts. “It’s your party.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I grin. “So, shut up and have a good time.” 
 
    Brooke rolls her eyes and collapses back into the sunbed while bringing her drink to her lips. “Fine,” she groans. “But just so you know, when my super sexy boyfriend and his marshmallow brother throw me an awesome party, I’m inviting Todd Hyde.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “No way, that loser played me in front of all his friends.” 
 
    “Damn straight, he did. I’ll even give him a VIP pass.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You know, even if this hypothetical party actually happened, Nate would beat the shit out of him before he even got out of his douchebag car.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “Who said Nate’s invited?” 
 
    “Oh,” I gasp. “You wouldn’t?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    I shake my head and laugh. “You’re trouble, Brookey Chookey.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groans, getting up and pulling me up behind her. “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” 
 
    “Try a million times,” I sing as we walk around the end of the pool and collect Bry and Courtney before they face their doom in the bottom of the freezing pool. We walk by Jackson and Elle and steal her away, all to Jackson’s disappointment of course, but that doesn’t stop him from tagging along like a lost puppy. 
 
    Next up, we make our way over to the outdoor table which has been covered from top to bottom in bottle upon bottle of alcohol and mixers. “Birthday shots,” Brooke cheers as the girls cheer right along with her. Brooke looks to me. “What are you having?” 
 
    “Ahhhh,” I say, looking down at all the pretty choices. “I don’t know. Surprise me.” 
 
    Brooke grins. “Ok, you asked for it.” 
 
    I wait patiently as Brooke starts mixing something that I’ve never seen or heard of before in my life. A moment later, she hands us all a teeny weeny shot glass. “Bottoms up, ladies.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Courtney says. “We need to toast.” 
 
    “To what?” I grunt. 
 
    “Yale,” Brylee cheers, throwing her hands up in the air and spilling most of her shot over her shoulder in her excitement. I mean, we’re all excited for her to be going to Yale in a few months, but at the same time, it’s a bit of a sore spot that she’ll be moving away. 
 
    “Hell no,” a deep voice says behind me as an arm shoots beside me and picks up a filled shot glass. Nate’s other hand curls around my waist as he holds his glass up. “To Tora.” 
 
    A grin rips across my face. “To me,” I cheer as the girls follow along. 
 
    I bring the glass to my lips and tip the shot back. The strange pink liquid burns my throat and makes me cough and sputter like an idiot. “What the hell did you put in that?” 
 
    “It’s called a pink pussy shot.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” I grunt. “I’ve had one of those before and that was not it.” 
 
    “Oh,” she sighs, looking down at the concoction of bottles before her. “I could have sworn I got it right.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Elle laughs. “Let’s do another one.” 
 
    Brooke shrugs as a brilliant smile takes over her face. She takes all the glasses back and gets busy getting us all trashed. 
 
    “Come on,” Nate says when he’s decided I’ve drunk way too much for his liking. He tugs on my arm and drags me away towards the people dancing by the fire pit. 
 
    “You’re going to dance?” I gasp as a giggle comes up and lets me know how good my happy buzz is. 
 
    “No,” he laughs, rubbing his thumbs across the top of my knuckles. “You’re going to dance and grind that sexy body of yours all over me while I watch you move.” 
 
    “You’re such a perve.” 
 
    “You fucking love it.” 
 
    He’s right. I do. 
 
    I melt into him as he takes my waist and spins me around. I press my back up against his chest and feel nothing but pure muscle behind me. I start moving my body and his hands begin roaming all over me, turning this dance into something else entirely. I mean, if I don’t get a hold of myself, I’ll be climbing him like a tree and begging him to take me right here in the middle of the dance floor. 
 
    Nate leans over me and presses his lips to my neck. “I fucking love you,” he tells me. 
 
    My hand runs down his arm until I clasp my fingers between his. I squeeze his hand and turn in his arms, keeping our joined hands between our bodies. My head tilts up and he instantly catches my lips in his. “I love you, too,” I tell him, bearing my soul to him so he sees just how deeply I mean it. 
 
    He smiles against my lips and I know he feels it, just like I do. I know there are hundreds of bodies around us, half of which I’ve never met before in my life, but right now, it’s just me and Nate. He’s the only person who exists in my world. He always will be. 
 
    “Is this party over?” he questions. “I’m ready to take you to bed.” 
 
    I grin up at him. The party has been going for maybe two hours and I plan on partying well into the night. “Good things come to those who wait.” 
 
    “They better,” he groans, pressing his hips into me and showing me just how bad he wants my body. 
 
    I groan at the touch. I mean, if we disappeared, would anyone really miss us? 
 
    “Come on,” I tell him, taking his hand and leading him away from the dance floor. “I need to cool down before I strip off and jump you right here.” 
 
    Nate adjusts himself so the other partiers don’t get a glimpse of what he’s working with and I have to smother a grin. “You know,” he says, “usually, I’d hate the idea of anyone seeing your body, but right now, I really wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    I shake my head at him as he falls down into a chair and pulls me down on top of him. I feel him through his jeans, still hard and ready to go which makes me wonder how damn uncomfortable it would be for him having me squished down on top of him. But then he goes and grinds himself against my ass and I reconsider. He’s not uncomfortable in the least. 
 
    As we sit and people watch, I can’t help but notice Jesse off in the distance with a particular blonde wrapped in his arms. “Look,” I tell Nate, indicating with a nod of my head to his brother. 
 
    Nate looks up and watches Jess for a moment. We both take in how gentle he is with her. How he runs his fingers down the side of her face as though she were so precious, he could die without her. Usually at parties when Jess is with a girl, he’s dominating. He makes it clear what his intentions are and he always gets what he wants, but this is a different side of Jesse I’ve never seen before. He truly cares about Kaylah and it’s written all over his face. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate grunts. “He actually likes her.” 
 
    “What was your first clue?” I grunt. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he murmurs. “I just assumed he was fucking around to get under Jackson’s skin.” 
 
    “Come on,” I laugh. “He actually asked her out. It took him over a week to build up the nerve to do it. He was a nervous wreck, I had to compare him to you to so he’d find the balls to go through with it.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head and grins. “So, I’ve got you to blame for all this?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh. 
 
    He lets out a low sigh. “I guess I have to start being nice to the girl.” 
 
    “Well, Jesse hated me to start with and now he’s one of my closest friends.” 
 
    “He was only nice because I threatened to beat the living shit out of him.” 
 
    “Just like I’ll beat the shit out of you if you’re not nice to Kaylah.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Fine,” he groans, wrapping his big hand around the back of my neck and pulling me in. “I’ll give her a chance, but if she fucks around on him, I’m not holding back.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” I whisper before my lips come down on his. 
 
    A large body falls in beside us and we reluctantly pull apart to see Puck, collapsed down onto the chair with red, exhausted cheeks and his chest rising and falling quickly. “Holy shit, man,” he grunts before lifting his drink to his lips. “I love Courtney, but fuck, she has way too much energy.” 
 
    I laugh as I readjust myself on Nate’s lap to see Puck better. “You knew that before you started dating her.” 
 
    “I know, that was one of the things that made me ask her out. Can you imagine energy like that in bed?” 
 
    “Ewwwww,” I groan. “I don’t want to know.” 
 
    Puck winks and looks back out towards the partiers. I see the exact moment he finds Court. His whole face lights up and I’ve never been so happy for them. I’m glad some people around here are able to pull their shit together and make it work. 
 
    “Puck?” I say, gaining his attention when he starts to look like a love sick puppy, longing after Courtney. He turns to look at me and raises an eyebrow, wondering what I could possibly want. “How’d you get the name Puck?” 
 
    Nate scoffs and starts laughing beneath me as Puck’s face scrunches up. He shakes his head. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Nah, man,” Nate laughs. “She’s not going to stop bugging you now. You may as well tell her.” 
 
    Puck studies me for a moment and realizes Nate is right. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving without knowing the full story. He lets out a deep sigh. “When I was a kid, I was really into playing ice hockey and to be honest, I was fucking good,” he tells me.  
 
    “You’re not anymore?” I question. 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Wouldn’t know,” he says. “I haven’t been back on the ice since the day I got smacked in the face with a hockey puck when I was thirteen.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. 
 
    He nods his head. “Mmhmm. Knocked out my two front teeth,” he murmurs. “The kids at school were brutal and called me all sorts of shit until Nate had something to do with it. He started calling me Puck and it just kinda… caught on.” 
 
    I turn back and look at Nate. “Really?”  
 
    He nods his head. “Is that how you guys became friends?” 
 
    “Sort of,” he says. “We were friends before that but not as close. I couldn’t get rid of the little turd after I saved him from having his head shoved down the toilet.” 
 
    “Come on,” Puck scoffs. “You wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    I look back at Puck when it occurs to me that I’ve never known him by any other name. “So, what’s your real name then?” 
 
    He holds out his hand and I take it. He gives it a light shake. “It’s a pleasure to meet your acquaintance, young lady,” he smirks. “My name is Gary.” 
 
    “Gary?” I grunt. “You’re lying. You’re not Gary.” 
 
    “Nah,” he laughs as Nate silently laughs beneath me. “It’s Landon.” 
 
    “Landon,” I say, trying it out. “Are you sure?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Don’t know. It’s been a while since anyone’s called me that.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” I grunt. “Landon. I like it.” 
 
    The boys roll their eyes as I spy Brooke making her way towards the other dancers, dragging some guy I’ve never met behind her. I laugh as she spins around and starts dancing with the guy. He takes her hips and she thrusts her tits up so they can be seen. 
 
    Ahhh, the good old Brooke is back, which means I’m not surprised when her tongue disappears down his throat. “Alright, losers,” I say, climbing off Nate’s lap. “I’m dancing. You coming?” 
 
    “Hard pass,” Nate laughs. 
 
    “Suit yourself,” I grin. 
 
    I turn and walk away, well, by walk, I mean, I strut away like I’m hot shit. No. Correction. Not like I’m hot shit. I am hot shit. 
 
    A drink gets thrust into my hand and I thank whoever put it there. Tonight is incredible. I’ve got the best buzz going, all my friends are here, and I’ve had an incredible day, apart from the welt I’ve got just below my belly button from Nate’s stupid paintball. 
 
    I wriggle my way between the dancing bodies and come up beside Brooke. “Are you planning on keeping this one?” I ask over the sound of loud music. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she grins. “For the night that is.” 
 
    “Ok. Be careful,” I tell her. “We don’t need another pregnancy scare.” 
 
    “WHAT?” a harsh demand comes from behind us. Brooke and I spin around to see Maxen gawking at her in shock. “You were fucking pregnant?” he yells, getting in her face and making the new guy scurry away, not wanting any part of this. 
 
    Whoopsie. Should have kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “I wasn’t fucking pregnant,” Brooke spits at him, pushing him back out of her face. “Mind your own damn business.” She turns to me. “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    I hold my hands up in innocence and slowly start backing away. “Sorry,” I whisper, hoping she’ll forgive me. This is not where I want to be right now. So, I do the only thing left for me to do, I scram. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I stand by the drinks table filling a glass of water. After dropping that bomb, maybe it’s time I cut back on the alcohol and start acting like a decent adult, you know because that’s what I am now. An adult. Ugh. 
 
    “Water?” a deep voice questions as a heavy arm is thrown over my shoulder. “What the hell are you drinking that for? It’s your birthday, you should be finishing the night by hurling in the bushes. Give something for that douchebag of yours to clean up in the morning.” 
 
    “Can I help you?” I ask Jackson without bothering to look up as I drop a few perfectly circular ice cubes into the water. I bring the cup up and take a little sip. “Mmmmmm,” I groan, loving how the cool water manages to help my spinning head. Yeah, definitely time to cut back on the alcohol. 
 
    “You good?” Jackson laughs. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grin. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually, a few things,” he says. “For starters, you can tell me where the hell Jesse has taken my little sister. I can’t find her anywhere, and I swear, if I find out that he has her locked in his bedroom somewhere, I won’t be able to control what I do to him.” 
 
    “Ok…. pick something else.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts. 
 
    “Let’s be honest,” I tell him, nudging him with my elbow. “Kaylah isn’t a little girl and if she’s managed to get Jesse’s attention, then that little girl you once knew is now a wild, foxy, minx. So, it’s probably best you don’t know where they are because I can guarantee that Jesse is probably buried balls dee-” 
 
    “Stop” he demands, “I cannot hear this.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I chuckle. “Now, what else do you need?” 
 
    “Elle.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. 
 
    “Look at her, dude,” he says, using his arm over my shoulder to rotate me and force me to take in Elle dancing with Courtney and Brylee. I mean, he’s not wrong, she looks incredible. She’s pretty damn hot if I say so myself. She has the eyes of every guy here on her and I’m sure it’s driving Jackson insane.  
 
    “You realize she isn’t an object?” I remind him. “If you want her, then you have to win her over and fast because she’s not going to stay single for long. I mean, every guy here is staring at her like she’s their next meal. In fact, you better get in there and save her from them.” 
 
    “How?” he whines. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and push his arm off me. “Figure it out, dude,” I laugh. “I’ve got my own problems.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do,” he scoffs. “You’re a hot mess.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I grunt, “or I’ll be forced to remind Elle that you were screwing Phoenix.” 
 
    His whole body shakes with disgust. “Ugh,” he groans. “I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “You were thinking you wanted to screw the head cheerleader like every quarterback should be doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, big fucking mistake,” he grunts, reaching around me and plucking a new beer off the table. “I’m out of here. I need to work my magic.” 
 
    “Good luck,” I call after him. “You’re going to need it.” 
 
    Jackson turns back and winks before disappearing into the crowd. 
 
    I turn back to the table and refill my glass of water that somehow emptied itself out over the past two minutes. “What’s going on?” Nate says as he moves in beside me. “Is Jackson trying to steal my girl again? I’ll kick his fucking ass you know.” 
 
    “Chill out,” I laugh. “He wants an ‘in’ with Elle. You’re safe. My ass is still yours… for now.” 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me, knowing I’m teasing him. “What’s with the water?” 
 
    “I’m not drinking anymore,” I tell him, taking another sip. 
 
    He studies me for a moment before understanding dawns in his eyes. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I sort of dropped a bomb that wasn’t supposed to be dropped.” 
 
    “What bomb?” he questions as curious as ever. 
 
    I look across the dance floor to where Brooke and Maxen are still arguing with the people around them giving them a wide birth. “I let slip that Brooke had a pregnancy scare right after they broke up.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts with wide eyes. “You never told me that.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your business to know,” I defend, “and besides, we had already broken up at that point. You didn’t have the right to know my juicy gossip.” 
 
    He wraps his arms around me and pulls me in. “What about now?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I told you,” I giggle. “You’re going to have to work for it.” 
 
    “Babe,” he groans, taking my hand and leading me to a corner where it’s not so crowded and loud. “I’ve never had to work for a girl before. They come to me.” 
 
    “And?” I question. 
 
    “And… I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. Where do I even start? How do those regular douchebags do it?” 
 
    I gasp in mock horror. “You mean to tell me Nate Ryder has never picked up a girl without having to work for it?” 
 
    “Depends,” he grins. “Does winking and pointing count?” 
 
    My mouth drops open. “You’re such a manwhore. You can’t tell me that shit actually worked?” 
 
    “Look at me, babe,” he says, gesturing down his rock-hard body. “Of course, it worked.” 
 
    He grins down at me and I can’t help but melt into him as I push up onto my tippy toes and crush my lips to his. He kisses me deeply as his hands roam over my body and completely take possession of me. “Alright,” he says, finding my hand and lacing his fingers through mine. “I can’t wait any longer. I need to have you.” 
 
    With that, he leads me in through the back door, through the kitchen, and up the stairs. We pass my old room and a second later, he’s locking the door before we go crashing down onto his bed. 
 
    A savage need pulses through me. I need him now and I need him fast. 
 
    I reach for his shirt and he helps me to rip it up over his head. Usually, he’d want to take his time and have the moment last all night, but not now. He needs me just as bad as I need him and the way our bodies come crashing together is almost animalistic. 
 
    He moves off the bed to remove his jeans and I sit up on the bed to stay as close to his body as possible. He reaches for me and not a second later, he rips my jeans down my legs as I pull my shirt up over my head, leaving me sitting before him in nothing but a black bra and matching panties. 
 
    I fall back onto the bed and crawl up it to make room for him, making sure to give him a show in the process. I watch him over my shoulder as he stands back and appreciates what I’m putting down. “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he says as his eyes flame with intense desire. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    He doesn’t need much more than that. 
 
    His hand slaps down on my ass before he grabs my hips and pulls me back into him. I push up onto my knees and press myself against his chest as his hands slide around my waist. My eyes roll back as his hands start moving down my body. 
 
    He cups me between my legs and I grind into him needing more, but apparently so does he as he takes the fabric of my lace panties and literally tears them from my body. 
 
    I gasp in… I don’t know what. Desire? Pleasure? Shock? All I know is that it was animalistic and was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. I’ll be damned if I stop now. 
 
    Half an hour later, we come crashing down onto the bed an absolute mess of limbs. “Holy shit,” I gasp as I try my hardest to steady my heart rate. “You’ve been holding back on me.” 
 
    “Me?” he grunts. “What about you?” 
 
    “I was just going with the flow.” 
 
    “Trust me, babe,” he grins, reaching over and grabbing a handful of my ass. “That thing you did with your tongue was not going with the flow.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as I roll into his chest and drape my arm over him. I listen to the steady beat of his heart, though, I don’t know how his isn’t racing as fast as mine, but that could very much have something to do with the fact that I hardly ever work out when this guy is down in his home gym every day. 
 
    He draws circles around my hip. “Did you want to go back down to the party?” 
 
    I look up at his handsome face. “No, I’m happier here.” 
 
    A brilliant smile takes over and I find myself climbing on top of him. I straddle his hips and look down at the masterpiece before me. My eyes roam all over his abs, chest, shoulders, and arms. How is it possible for me to have this? 
 
    His hands taking my hips distract me from staring and I look up at his piercing dark eyes. “I fucking love you,” he murmurs, staring right back at me. 
 
    I’m overwhelmed by emotion that I find myself unable to respond, but I don’t need to, he sees it clear as day in my eyes. He lifts his hand from my hip and runs it across my stomach. I look down to find him studying the welt he gave me from the paintball. “Shit, that’s the last time I prove to you I have the balls to beat you.” 
 
    “No,” I say, placing my hand over the top of his. “I like it even though it stung like a bitch. It proves to me that you’re not like all the other guys out there. You’re not afraid to challenge me.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he agrees. “But I probably could have found a better way to prove it.” 
 
    “True,” I laugh. “You wouldn’t be Nate if you didn’t though.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes but he can’t help smiling up at me. He pushes a strand of hair back off my face before looking over at his bedside table. He reaches into the drawer and I have to hold onto him to avoid rolling right off the bed. 
 
    “Here,” he says, pulling a box out of his bedside table and handing it to me. “I got you something.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp looking down at the box in my hand. My eyes flick back up to his as he shoves his hand behind his head and watches me as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. The curiosity starts to eat at me and I glance back down at the box. 
 
    I pull the ribbon and lift the lid to find the gold name necklace that I find myself looking at every time I go to the mall. I hadn’t even realized he knew that I wanted it, yet somehow he always manages to surprise me. I run my fingers over the golden letters of my name and the heart at the end.  
 
    My eyes grow watery as I look back up at him. “I can’t believe you got me this,” I tell him. “Thank you.” 
 
    He grins back at me, clearly very proud of himself. “Here,” he says, dipping his fingers into the box and pulling out the chain. I reach up and pull my hair aside as he clips the necklace behind my neck.  
 
    I look down at my chest and take in the gold letters against my skin. It’s everything I thought it would be and I absolutely love it. 
 
    I bring myself down on top of him as his arms wrap around me, holding me close to him. “I love you,” I tell him as I look down into his dark eyes. 
 
    He gazes back up at me and it’s almost as though I can see right through to his soul and I don’t know how, but in this very moment, we’re one. Just me and Nate, perfectly in synch with each other. 
 
    So many emotions run through me and I wouldn’t even know where to start to begin describing them to him, so instead, I show him exactly what I’m feeling.  
 
    My lips come down on his and as if reading my body like a map, he reaches down between us and slides himself straight back in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I stand in my closet, late on Friday night, dripping wet and wrapped tightly in a towel, searching through my clothes for that old shirt I stole from Nate before we had even gotten together. I toss things around everywhere. Where is that damn shirt? Things are finally starting to look up with Nate and now that I’m about to go to bed without his warm arms wrapped around me, I need something that’s his. 
 
    When my drawers are thoroughly emptied and my washing basket tipped over, I remember that I shoved it in the cushion on my couch to avoid Brooke throwing it out. 
 
    I grin at my fantabulous memory before cringing at the mess I’ve made. 
 
    Oh well, it was worth it. 
 
    I practically skip over to the couch and drop down onto it as I grab the cushion and start tearing it open to get to the goods hidden inside. My fingers wrap around the material and I rip it out from the cushion before holding it to my chest. 
 
    I stand up, drop my towel, and pull his shirt over my head. The fabric tickles my skin just right and it’s almost like I can pretend it’s him. The shirt falls down into place around the tops of my knees just as the door of my room is barged in. 
 
    I stare in shock at the sudden intrusion in my room. 
 
    Nate stands before me with a grin the size of Texas on his face. He looks as though he’s about to say something when he stares down at the shirt I’m wearing. I don’t know how but that grin seems to triple in size. “Fuck, you look good.” 
 
    “Well, hello to you too,” I laugh, walking forward to get the feel of his skin on mine which suddenly makes my intense need to be wearing this shirt completely pointless. I mean, if I knew I was about to get the real thing, I wouldn’t have bothered tearing my room apart to find it. But now that I’m wearing it, it’s not like I’m about to take it off. 
 
    Nate takes me by the shoulders and holds me at arm’s length. “Nope,” he says. “No time for that.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I grunt, trying to get around his arms. “There’s always time for this.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “If you start kissing and touching me, I won’t be able to resist and then I’m going to be fucking you against every available surface in this house instead of doing what I came here to do.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” I question, grinning back up at him. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Don’t even think about it. Just get dressed.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “You would not be asking me that if you had any idea what a challenge it was to get dressed in this in the first place.” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down before he looks up over my shoulder and into my closet. “What the fuck happened in there? It looks like a bomb went off.” 
 
    “Thanks, dad,” I grumble. 
 
    Nate’s hand snakes out and spanks my ass. “I can handle just about any insult you’ve got for me, but not that.” 
 
    I laugh as I back away from him. “What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he says. “Hurry up, get dressed.” 
 
    I groan as I study him. “What kind of dressed?” His brows pull down in confusion and I try my best to clarify. “Party or just chilling at your place?” 
 
    He scrunches his face up as he considers it. “I don’t know. Somewhere in the middle.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt, walking to my closet and looking over my shoulder at him. He watches me walk but doesn’t offer me anything else. Oh well, if he doesn’t want to help me out then I’m going comfortable. I pull on a pair of jeans and my combat boots before pulling his shirt off and jamming it between my legs as I search through the mess for a bra. 
 
    Not ready to part with his shirt, I pull it back on and rip the elastic out of my hair. I roll up the sleeves a few times and tie up the shirt so I’m showing off just the perfect amount of my toned waist. Next up, I flick my chestnut hair around a few times to give me that real ‘I don’t give a shit’ look and suddenly, I’m done. 
 
    I step out of my closet and watch with delight as the appreciation seeps into Nate’s eyes. 
 
    Yep, job well done. 
 
    “Come on,” he says with a giddiness I’ve never seen from him before. He reaches out and takes my hand before dragging me out the door, only sparing half a second to let me grab my phone off my bed. 
 
    Nate drags me down the stairs and I have to hurry to keep up with him. “Slow down, would you?” I grunt as I focus all of my concentration on the stairs beneath my feet, hoping and praying I don’t fall flat on my face. I mean, it’s a very real possibility right now.  
 
    Nate groans, stops halfway down, grabs me, and hauls me over his shoulder. I squeal out as he continues rushing down the stairs with a hand on my ass to hold me steady. “Don’t you dare drop me,” I yell as I wind my hands around him, holding on for dear life. 
 
    We get to the bottom of the stairs and Nate keeps me over his shoulder. I see mom down the hallway staring at us in surprise. “Um, have fun,” she calls up the hallway. “Be safe.” 
 
    “Love you,” I call back. 
 
    “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee that,” I laugh as Nate steps out the door and pulls it closed behind him. He hurries down the last set of stairs and finally stops when I see the driveway beneath his feet. Only then does he let me down. 
 
    My head spins from the rush of blood pulsing through it, but it only takes a second for me to right myself. Nate takes my shoulder and in one quick movement, he spins me around. 
 
    My mouth drops open as I take in the dark grey Mustang with double black stripes from front to back, right through the center. My eyes roam over the sexiest hood I’ve ever seen, and the black rims… wow. “Are you serious?” I gasp. “You finished it?” 
 
    “Yep,” he grins, clearly very proud of himself. I walk forward and get a good look at it. He’s put so much detail into this thing, it’s unbelievable. “There are still a few little things I want to do, but they can wait.” 
 
    “Holy shit, Nate,” I say in disbelief. “This is incredible.” 
 
    He steps up beside me and reaches in through the open driver’s side window to pop the hood. “Look at this.” 
 
    I walk with him around the front of the car and look at the engine which he boasts about. I have no idea what he’s talking about, so I smile and nod because I know deep down, that’s what he wants from me. 
 
    “What did your mom say? And Jess? I bet they were so proud of you.” 
 
    “Actually,” he grins. “I haven’t told them yet. The second I finished, all I could think about was showing you.” 
 
    My heart fills so much that I’m terrified it’s about to burst. “Did I tell you that you’re incredible?” 
 
    He pulls me into him. “You may have mentioned it a few times.” 
 
    I grin up at him. “Are you going to take me for a ride?” 
 
    “Hell yeah.” 
 
    Before I know it, he practically throws me through the open window and climbs in beside me. He looks across at me as he turns the key in the ignition and the car roars to life. 
 
    I feel the vibration of the engine right up through the seat and into my bones. A brilliant smile spreads across his face and I can’t help but burst into laughter as I watch him. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy. 
 
    It’s moments like this that I live for. Seeing and experiencing things like this with the man I’m so deeply in love with is what I call living. Now all I need is for him to bend me over the hood while the engine vibrates like that. Damn.  
 
    Nate hits the gas and he drives down the driveway and out onto the road. He stars heading to his place when he takes a different road. “Where are we going?” I question. 
 
    “Where do you think?” he grins, nodding down at my phone in my hands. “Call Jess. Tell him to meet us at the races.” 
 
    My stomach drops. “You’re going to race?” I question, already knowing the answer. I mean, the last time I saw him race, the car flipped three times before coming to a devastating end. We nearly lost him. I picture that moment nearly every day that goes by. It’s not exactly something that’s easy to forget. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” he says. “Why the hell wouldn’t I? I didn’t just rebuild it so it can drive me to school and home every day.” 
 
    “Yeah, ok,” I say, holding my tongue. 
 
    “What?” he questions, reaching across the center and taking my hand. “What happened last time isn’t going to happen again.” 
 
    “You can’t know that,” I tell him. “No one could know that. They’re called freak accidents for a reason.” 
 
    He squeezes my hand. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    I look up at him. “You know I do.” 
 
    “Do you trust me to back off if I thought something like that was going to happen again?” 
 
    I consider him for a moment before nodding. “Yeah,” I murmur. “I do.” 
 
    His eyes light up in victory but it slowly seeps back out again. “If you’re really not comfortable with it, I won’t race.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I grin. “I’ve seen your face when you race. You live for this kind of stuff. No way am I taking that away from you. You just have to make sure you win without getting your ass kicked in the process.” 
 
    He scoffs as he looks across at me. “When do I ever get my ass kicked?” 
 
    “Well,” I laugh. “There was that one time…” 
 
    “You’re an ass,” he tells me 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as I relax back into the seat and bring up Jesse’s number on my phone, knowing with one call, he’ll get the whole world here to see this. 
 
    Half an hour later, Nate and I stand in front of his Mustang as people all around gawk and stare as though their king has returned from the dead. Nate leans against the hood with me pulled into his chest as we watch the race down on the track. 
 
    There’s a white Camaro speeding around and from memory, I think that’s Nate’s kind-of-friend, Noah, who goes to Haven Falls. He’s pretty cool and allowed us to beat the shit out of a bunch of guys who had jumped Puck a few months ago. His only request was that we move the fight outdoors, which Nate happily obliged. It just happened to be the same party that Phoenix’s dirty little secret came out and the one where Nate ‘accidentally’ blew up Jackson’s car. 
 
    What a fun night. 
 
    I’m so glad that shit is in the past. 
 
    “Whoa, what the fuck is this?” I hear a very familiar voice cheering in shock and surprise. “Holy shit, man. Why didn’t you tell me she was done?” 
 
    Nate and I turn around to find Jesse practically climbing on top of the Mustang in his excitement. “You fucking scratch it and you’re paying for a new paint job,” Nate warns. 
 
    “Dude?” Jesse grunts as he, Tyson, Puck, and Max start looking over it like it’s the newest family member. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “I only finished it this afternoon. I picked up Tora and came straight here.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Puck says, coming over to clap Nate on the back in that ridiculous way that guys do. “This is fucking awesome.” 
 
    The boys start talking cars and I get completely lost so I hang back with the girls. “Is he racing?” Courtney asks as she watches the boys drool over the Mustang. 
 
    “You can bet your ass on it,” I tell her. “It’s going to be huge.” 
 
    Nate turns around to find me. “I’ll be back in a minute. Stay here.” I nod and watch as he walks down the hill towards the track. The last time I watched him go down that hill was when I was sitting in my R8, listening to the loser beside me revving his engine like a swamp turd. I was preparing to race for the first and only time, but Nate was clearly not happy about it. Luckily, I had Jackson step in as a distraction so I could take off and win the race. The only downfall is that I still don’t think Nate has completely forgiven me. I have to give him credit though, he would have been terrified I’d get hurt. 
 
    I watch Nate as he talks to Aaron, the guy who’s in charge of all this shit, and ten minutes later, he makes his way back up the hill looking as happy as a clam. “Well?” I question as he grins at me. 
 
    “I’m up next.” 
 
    Jesus Christ. My heart begins to race. 
 
    “I swear to God, Nate. If you get hurt, I’m going to pulverize you and mince you into tiny little pieces.” 
 
    He walks straight into me and kisses me before I can complain any more. “Are you riding with me?” he questions with his lips softly brushing over mine. 
 
    “No way in hell.” 
 
    “Ok,” he laughs. “But you better be there at the finish line when I cross it. I’m going to need someone to swat away all the skanks wanting a piece of this awesomeness.” 
 
    “You’re so full of yourself.” 
 
    He kisses me once again before walking to the Mustang and dropping into it. As he turns on the engine and allows it to roar to life, the guys cream their pants. It’s like the Mustang is the local whore who all the guys are trying to screw at the same time. It’s ridiculous how much attention they're giving it. Though, I know it makes Nate feel like the man and that’s the kind of attitude I want him going into this race with. 
 
    The crowd clears a path for Nate as he drives down the hill to the starting line. People call out, not recognizing the car and wondering who the hell it is. I’m sure it won’t take them long to figure it out. 
 
    A black car pulls up beside him and I start having flashbacks to Nate’s last race. I swear, I might just die if I had to witness something like that again. 
 
    The tension begins to build as Jesse comes to stand by me. He takes my hand and I latch on to it with everything I’ve got as a girl dressed in basically a black string bikini walks between the two cars. She looks to Nate and then to the other driver, checking they’re both ready. 
 
    My heart races. 
 
    “Shit, I can’t believe he’s doing this,” Jesse murmurs beside me, not taking his eyes off Nate for even one second. 
 
    “Why not?” I question. 
 
    “Because he only just finished it. He should be taking it out, getting used to the feel of it and testing its limits before jumping head first into a race. What if he missed something while putting it back together?” 
 
    “Crap, Jess,” I groan. “Don’t put doubts in my mind. He’s going to be fine. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “I know,” he murmurs. “I’m just saying, if it was me, I’d at least test it out first.” 
 
    I can’t help but agree with him but I’m not about to go and say it out loud. “You know Nate,” I tell him. “He’s been itching to do this since the accident. He’d never admit it but he needs to prove himself and remind everyone who’s on top.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighs as the woman standing between the cars drops the handkerchief and starts the race. “Shit,” Jesse grunts, suddenly not caring about our conversation, and to be honest, neither do I. 
 
    Brooke comes in on my other side and takes my other hand, squeezing it hard as I watch Nate hit the gas. The Mustang takes off like a bat out of hell. Nate pushes himself out in front of the black car and my eyes follow him like a hawk. 
 
    He looks good and it seems like the car is taking to the track like it was created for this sole purpose, though, that’s very possible. Nate built it with the intention of racing it, so I’m not surprised to see it handling so well. 
 
    The cars hit the first corner and the black car sits right on Nate’s ass, just like Jackson’s did right before he rammed him off the road. Nate hits the gas around the corner and sails through it like lightning. It’s clear as day he was made for this.  
 
    Nate has always said that he races for fun, not because it’s something he wants to do with his life, but I’ll understand if he changes his mind in the future. He has a gift for racing but restoring cars is his passion and it shows. His Mustang is sleek and sexy and the Camaro was badass. 
 
    The race goes on and the further they get around the track, the calmer I become. Nate is killing it. He’s back and he’s letting the world know exactly what he’s made of. Nobody can fuck with Nate Ryder. Not now. Not ever.  
 
    He’s one hundred percent, pure badass, and I absolutely love it. 
 
    I start heading down to the finish line, knowing without a doubt in my mind that he’ll be crossing it first, and when he does, I want to be the first girl he sees. 
 
    I get to the line just as Nate crosses it and the atmosphere down here is incredible. People cheer and if I’m not careful, I’ll get swallowed by the crowd. I surge forward as Nate slams on his brakes and brings up a cloud of dust behind him. 
 
    Fuck, that’s hot.  
 
    My eyes flame as I watch him, and I realize with every fiber within me that Nate Ryder is my man. No other woman will ever have him, not as long as I’m still breathing. Let the bitches try, but they should be warned that I will be there to knock them down every step of the way. 
 
    Girls come out of nowhere, wanting a piece of my man, but as he pushes his way out of the Mustang, his eyes are only on mine, completely eating me up and drawing me in like an invisible magnetic field. The girls try to grab at him and throw themselves all over him but it’s like they don’t even exist, not when he’s focused solely on me. 
 
    “You did it,” I cheer, rushing forward and jumping up into his arms. He catches me and I wrap my legs around his waist before crushing my lips down on his. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    “How amazing?” he questions grinning down at me. 
 
    “Incredible,” I laugh. “Badass. Unbelievable. Phenomenal. Remarkable. Do I need to keep going?” 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “I think you’ve covered it all, but keep those words in mind when I get you home tonight.” 
 
    “Deal,” I laugh. “Now take me home. Watching you race was hot and I don’t think I can wait any longer.” 
 
    “I knew there was a reason I bought you here.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I hurry down the stairs on Monday morning as I pull my handbag up over my shoulder. I double check the time on my phone and cringe. Looks like I don’t have enough time to make myself a proper breakfast this morning. Damn it, I’ll have to grab something to go and be hungry until first break. 
 
    I sigh as I continue down the stairs. I’m not going to let that get me down. Today is going to be a good day. I feel it in my bones. After all, Nate is taking me to get my baby back before school. I’ve never been so excited. Oh, and the fact that I’m going to see Nate has everything to do with it. 
 
    I come to a screeching halt at the bottom of the stairs as a man stands before me. “What the fuck?” I gasp with wide eyes. 
 
    “Tora,” my father scolds. “Watch your language.” 
 
    I gape at him for a second, not really caring what curse words just slipped out. “What… what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m home,” he tells me, before quickly glancing over his shoulder to mom, then back to me. “Didn’t your mother tell you? I came home early. I flew in last night.” 
 
    I shake my head as mom speaks up. “I wanted to surprise her.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” I grunt. “I’m thoroughly surprised.” And slightly pissed off. I mean, this was the guy who behind the whole ‘break up with your boyfriend’ drama. I want to be happy he’s here as if I’m honest with myself, I still sort of missed him. After all, he is my dad. He’s been gone for the better part of six months. You know, apart from that one little trip home where he decided to ruin my life. 
 
     I can’t stop gaping and realize I don’t know what to say. “Um….” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, sweetie,” he says, ignoring the fact that I look extremely confused, and apparently ignoring the fact that I’ve been ignoring him for the past few months. Dad reaches for me and draws me into his arms, the same way he did when I was a kid and I can’t help that desperate need within me to feel love from my father. I sink into him and let him hold me as I’m hit with the realization of just how much I’ve missed him. “I missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you, too,” I murmur into his chest, and just like that, all the pain I’ve held within me dissipates as though it was never there. He’s my dad and although I sometimes hate on him, I still love him with every inch of my being. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, pulling back. “Why don’t you come and have breakfast with your mother and I before you rush off to school?” 
 
    I can’t help but cringe. “I, um… can’t,” I tell him, wondering if what I’m about to do is the right thing. “Nate’s taking me to pick up my car.” 
 
    Anger flashes behind his eyes but he manages to keep himself together. “I thought you called things off with Nathaniel?” 
 
    “I did,” I tell him, stepping into him and looking up into the eyes that are so similar to mine. “I love him, daddy, and whether we’re apart or not, that’s never going to change.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he tells me. 
 
    “I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to accept it. He’s stood by me through everything that’s happened over the past eight months. He was there for me when Nanna died, when you got sent away. When I had appendicitis, he slept by my bedside when you and mom couldn’t be there. He-” 
 
    “He loves her,” mom murmurs from behind dad. 
 
    Dad watches me, his eyes studying mine and trying to see within me. “This thing between you two is more than just a schoolgirl crush, isn’t it?” 
 
    “So much more,” I tell him. 
 
    Dad slowly nods his head and lets out a deep sigh as he watches me. “Ok,” he whispers. “I’ll give you my blessing, but I still stand by what I said two months ago. I don’t want him bringing his rebellious lifestyle down on you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t want that either. He’s worked really hard to keep me away from it.” 
 
    Dad lets out a breath. “Fine. Now,” he adds. “What happened to your car?” 
 
    My eyes flick to mom who blanches. Yep, she forgot about that one and I guess I have all of three seconds to decide if I’m going to tell him that some crazy bitch slashed my tire because of Nate. 
 
    Ahhhhh, no. Especially when he only just accepted that I want to be with him. I’m not about to shoot myself in the foot. “I got a flat a few weeks ago and I didn’t notice so I kept driving on it and sort of destroyed the rim,” I explain. “It’s been in the shop ever since.” 
 
    Dad cringes and I don’t doubt he wants to curse me out for being so stupid, but the sound of Nate’s Mustang outside draws our attention. “I guess you have to go,” dad murmurs. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, giving him a tight smile. 
 
    “Alright,” he says, placing a hand on my lower back and leading me towards the door, “but don’t think you’ve gotten away with the whole suspension thing. We’re going to talk about that as soon as you get home. Which is right after school by the way.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile up at him as he opens the door. I have the whole day to come up with an excuse about the suspension, but for now, I’m just happy he’s here. “Love you, dad.” 
 
    “Love you too,” he says, pulling me into him again and giving me a tight squeeze. He holds me for a silent moment. “I’m sorry, Tora. I hate how strained our relationship has been over the past few months, but I promise you, I’m going to make it right. I didn’t mean to come down so hard on you. I just hated seeing what was going on and then the fire happened-” 
 
    “Dad,” I say, cutting him off. “It’s ok. I get it.” 
 
    Dad releases me and looks down at me with a fond smile before turning toward the sleek Mustang sitting at the bottom of the stairs. “Do I want to know what happened to the Camaro?” 
 
    I shake my head and laugh. “No,” I say before rushing down the stairs. I look back over my shoulder. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Dad nods and a second later, he closes the door between us. 
 
    A smile rips across my face as I turn back to Nate. Having that conversation with my dad was like getting the big green light. There's finally nothing standing in the way of me and Nate being together, but that doesn't mean I'm not going to make Nate sweat a little. After all, he shattered my heart in a way I'm positive I'll never forget. 
 
    I get down to his Mustang and open the door. "Your dad's here," Nate comments. "And you're smiling?" 
 
    "Yep," I grin, leaning over and planting a kiss on his delicious lips. "He gets it now." 
 
    "Gets what?" He grunts, hitting the gas and heading back up the long driveway. 
 
    "You and me," I tell him. "He gets that we're more and that you're not some teenage douchebag who's going to knock me up and leave me at the first sign of trouble." 
 
    "He gets it?" Nate confirms. 
 
    Removing the smile from my face is near impossible. "Uh huh." 
 
    "Wow." 
 
    "Yeah," I laugh. "He has a few conditions though." 
 
    "Let's hear them." 
 
    "He didn't specifically list each one, but I'm assuming I have to keep my grades up and stay out of trouble," I explain.  
 
    "That's what I wanted all along," he tells me. "What did he have to say about the suspension?" 
 
    I cringe as I look over at him. "We're talking about it after school." 
 
    He can't help but grin at me knowing I'm about to get my ass handed to me by dear old dad. "Damn," he laughs. "Do you want me to come with you?" 
 
    "No," I smile, loving how he cares for me. "I don't want to rub our relationship in his face. Maybe we should take it slow with him." 
 
    "Oh, so there's a 'we' when it suits you?" 
 
    "Damn straight," I laugh. "Now, hurry up and get me to the shop. I want my baby back and now I need to stop to pick up something to eat. I overslept this morning and then dad bombarded me. My stomach is about to eat itself." 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes but nonetheless steps on the gas. We make it to the shop precisely seven minutes later and see my beautiful little R8 sitting right out front.  
 
    My heart rate picks up. God, I've missed her. She's so shiny and pretty. Hands down, so much better than diamonds and jewels. No wonder Nate loves me so much. He wouldn't survive with a girl who didn't appreciate a sexy car. 
 
    I walk into the shop with Nate by my side. First things first, he checks over my R8 making sure they did a good job. I take care of payment and before I know it, I drop down into my beautiful little car and bring her to life. She sounds just as good as always and I grin realizing the mechanics spared a second to give her a little clean. I swear, I wouldn’t get that kind of service anywhere else. 
 
    Nate leans down through my open window. "I'll see you at school," he tells me. "Make sure you eat." 
 
    I salute him with a roll of my eyes. "Yes, sir." 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he winks before walking back out to his Mustang. A minute later, I'm driving down the road following the man I love. 
 
    I get to school fifteen minutes later and I’m pleased to find I still have a few minutes before the bell is due to ring. I sigh in relief knowing I won't be getting detention this morning. Though I'm sure I can always find something else to get me in trouble, but then, now that dad's back, I should really be on my best behavior. I don't want a damn thing getting between me and Nate getting back together. 
 
    I make my way up to the front of the school and head down the hallway. "What's going on?" Brooke questions as I reach my locker and start rifling through it. "Are you and Nate fighting again? You didn't come with him." 
 
    "No," I smile. "We picked up the R8 this morning. Me and Nate have never been better." 
 
    Brooke narrows her eyes on me. "What's that supposed to mean? Are you guys back together?" 
 
    "No," I say before explaining everything that happened with dad this morning. I find Nate up the hallway and naturally, his eyes are already cast my way. I can't help but smile like a love sick puppy as I watch him. "It won't be long now though, I can feel it." 
 
    "Ugh," she groans, noticing what's caught my attention. "You two make me sick." 
 
    An arm wraps around Brooke's waist before a hard body falls against my locker, right between me and Brooke, instantly cutting me off from her. 
 
    My mouth drops open though I'm not sure if it's out of shock or the sheer rudeness of this prick. I step around him and watch as Brooke physically pulls back from him. "What the hell do you want, Max?" Brooke seethes. 
 
    He gives her the puppy dog eyes and I watch her body melt into him as though she physically can't help her attraction to him. "I want you back." 
 
    I scoff my disgust as she scrunches up her face. Maxen turns towards me. "This is a private conversation." 
 
    "If you wanted a private conversation, you shouldn't have interrupted the one we were already having," I spit at him. 
 
    He narrows his eyes on me. "Look, I don't give a shit that your Nate's girl or whatever your fucked up relationship is-" 
 
    "Hey," Brooke demands. "First off, don’t come over here demanding shit from me and trying to push my best friend out. She was here first and if you have something to say to me, you can say it in front of her. Secondly, I don't want a damn thing to do with you. You're with Holly and honestly, you make me sick. Besides, I’d be stupid to go back to a dipshit like you who played up on me our whole relationship." 
 
    "I'm not with Holly," he says. 
 
    Both Brooke and I scoff. They were only making out against her locker five minutes ago. I mean, is that the only part of all that he caught on to? He groans and looks over Brooke's shoulder. "Yo, Holly," he calls out. We both turn to watch her searching out Max. "We're done." 
 
    Holly scoffs and waves him off, truly not giving a shit what they are. 
 
    Maxen looks back to Brooke expectantly. "You’ve got to be kidding me, right?" Brooke laughs. “I don’t want you, Max. You’re a low-life. A loser. I couldn’t be less interested.” 
 
    “Come on, babe,” he says, pulling against her waist and dragging her hips forward into his. “I know you’re into me.” 
 
    Brooke brings her hands up and pushes back against his chest. “You’re pathetic.” 
 
    “Babe,” he groans, flicking his eyes to me before looking back at Brooke. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Ever since I heard about the...” he looks around, hushing his voice. “The pregnancy scare. I need you, Brooke.” 
 
    “That was only three days ago. If you needed me as bad as you claim, then you would have been groveling out some ridiculous apology back then. Not fucking Holly all weekend and coming to me now,” she tells him, finally managing to get his hands off her. “Now, get lost. You and I are nothing.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” he grunts. “You want me to admit I fucked up and start groveling?” 
 
    “Dude,” Nate says, curling an arm around my waist and pulling me a step back from the drama. “Leave her alone. She’s not interested.” 
 
    “Stay out of this,” Maxen warns him.  
 
    “Max,” he says a little more firmly. “Leave her alone.” 
 
    Maxen watches Brooke for a moment before flicking his eyes up to Nate. He lets out a low breath before giving in, making it clear as day who’s boss around here. “Whatever,” Maxen scoffs, walking away. 
 
    Brooke watches after him with a strange mix of confusion and longing in her eyes. “Are you ok?” I murmur, stepping out of Nate’s arms to check on my best friend.  
 
    Brooke blinks a few times as she watches Maxen leave before focusing on me. “I, uh, yeah, I guess.” 
 
    Nate nudges me. “I’m going to see what the fuck that was all about,” he tells me before taking off after Max. I mean, I know Max has sort of been on the outs lately, but he’s still Nate’s cousin. They grew up together and I’m sure Nate hated putting him in his place like that. 
 
    The bell rings and I loop my arm through Brooke’s before dragging her up the hall. “You sure?” I murmur. “You look strange.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” she scoffs. “I don’t get it. Maybe he’s playing with me. Maybe I’m some sort of ego boost to see if he can still get me in bed after everything he put me through.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell her. “I’m sure Nate will get to the bottom of it.” 
 
    She shrugs her shoulders. “I should sign him up for a Jehovah’s Witness visit. Every Saturday morning at seven. That should teach him to fuck with me.” 
 
    “Might also teach him some morals,” I add. 
 
    “That would be the day.” 
 
    “Whoa,” a deep voice says from behind us before an arm is thrown over my shoulder and a large body wedged between us. “Where are you two going so fast?” 
 
    “Where do you think?” I laugh as Jackson gets distracted watching Elle at the top of the hallway. 
 
    “Shit,” he groans. “She’s so fucking hot.” 
 
    “Is there something we can help you with?” I ask the guy who is quickly worming his way into my life. But in a good way of course. He’s like an annoying little brother you can’t get rid of. Kind of like Jesse. It’s a shame those two hate each other so much, I’m sure they have the potential to be the most frustrating kind of best friends. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says, turning to me. “Was that your swamp rat’s new ride out in the lot? The Mustang?” 
 
    “You want to try that again?” I say impatiently, hating how they hate each other. I mean, sometimes it’s a little entertaining, but I’m not in the mood, especially after Maxen’s bullshit stunt. 
 
    Jackson rolls his eyes. “Sorry, I don’t know what to call him. One minute he’s your boyfriend, the next he’s yesterday’s trash.” 
 
    “Why don’t you try calling him ‘Nate’?” 
 
    Jackson pretends to think it over for a while. “I think I like swamp rat better.” 
 
    “Jackson,” I snap. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he laughs, clearly very proud of himself. “Is that Nate’s Mustang? Did he build it himself?” 
 
    “Yes, it is and yes, he did.” 
 
    “Shit. Is he racing it?” 
 
    “Weren’t you there on Friday night? He killed it. The king is back, and before you say anything, the answer is no. You’re not racing him again. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Really?” he scoffs. “Like he could back down from the challenge.” 
 
    “He will back down from it because he knows how I feel about it. Besides, he doesn’t trust you enough to even bother lining up to race.” 
 
    “Good point, though it’s not like I’d try that bullshit on him again. That didn’t end so well the first time,” he murmurs. “I’ll have to come up with another way to beat his ass.” 
 
    “Can’t you just accept that Nate is the best and move on?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    I groan as we get to the top of the hallway and start searching out Mr. Miller’s classroom. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?” I question, knowing for a fact he isn’t in my Monday morning class. 
 
    Jackson shrugs his shoulders. “More important things to do,” he grunts. 
 
    “Like what?” Brooke scoffs. 
 
    “Like figuring out how the hell to convince Elle to go out with me.” 
 
    Brooke scoffs. “Here’s an idea,” she says. “Have you actually considered asking her out on a date? Just straight up saying ‘Hey, Elle. I like you. Will you go out with me on Friday night?’. It’s really not that hard. Besides, she’s not into all that over the top romantic shit that Puck pulled with Court.” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down. “Huh,” he grunts. “I like it.” Jackson turns to me. “That’s the last time I ask your advice. Brooke’s a shitload better at this. Why couldn’t you have told me that on Friday night? I’d be buried deep inside that sweet pussy by now.” 
 
    “Ewww,” I groan, shrugging out from under his arm. “I don’t want to hear that shit.” 
 
    Jackson raises his eyebrows at me, proud of grossing me out. “Tough shit,” he laughs before turning and hurrying away, probably to get to his class before getting detention for tardiness. 
 
    “You know,” Brooke muses beside me. “If he and Jesse weren’t so up themselves, they’d probably get along, like disgustingly good.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “I was literally just thinking that.” 
 
    With that, we barge through the door of Mr. Miller’s classroom and as usual, Nate is nowhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I push out of the cafeteria with Brooke and Brylee and we make our way out to sit in the sunshine. I have no idea where Elle or Courtney have disappeared to but I have some pretty good ideas. All of which include certain boys who can’t stop drooling over them. 
 
    We watch the boys out on the field throwing around a football as we take a seat on the hill overlooking the school. I love it when we have days like this. It’s something different than the usual cafeteria drama and with summer creeping closer, it’s nice being able to catch a little sun. Especially when I can sit out in the sun and watch my skin go from white to having a beautiful sun-kissed glow, unlike Bry who turns bright red and will probably start peeling in a few days. I mean, it looks like there could be a storm coming later in the afternoon, but for now, it’s all good. 
 
    “We need another lake day,” Brooke says, closing her eyes and tilting her head up towards the sun. 
 
    Bry scoffs in distaste. “Nah, I’m thinking the beach.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “Are you nuts? The beach is in Haven Falls and the last time I was there I practically assaulted some guy. There’s probably a warrant out for my arrest.” 
 
    “Dramatic much?” Brooke laughs. 
 
    “Shut up,” I say, rolling my eyes. “All I mean is that I’d prefer to go to the lake, and besides, it would give Jesse a chance to finally use his stupid boat.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Brooke laughs. “I forgot about that boat.” 
 
    My phone starts vibrating in my pocket and I roll around in the grass attempting to slide it out of my skin tight jeans. As soon as I get it out, I look at the screen, hit accept, and bring the phone to my ear.  
 
    “Where the hell are you guys?” Elle screeches through the phone, not bothering to say hello first. 
 
    “Outside,” I tell her. “On the hill.” 
 
    She ends the call and not ten seconds later, I watch as Elle and Courtney appear from inside the cafeteria. Elle hurries down to us with a grin on her face, hauling Courtney behind her. “Oh, geez,” Brylee laughs. “She looks way too happy.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Brooke laughs. 
 
    I watch as Elle draws nearer and it doesn’t take long before she comes to a stop before us. Her excitement is evident in her eyes and the fact that she can’t keep still. She bounces before us, not able to sit down. “He asked me,” she announces. 
 
    “About time,” I laugh. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Courtney says. “Who asked what?” 
 
    “Jackson,” Elle says. “He finally asked me out.” 
 
    “Please tell me you said yes,” I groan. “Because I swear, if you didn’t, I’m the one who’s going to be hearing about it.” 
 
    “Of course, I said yes,” she laughs. 
 
    “What?” Brooke gasps, throwing her hands up in the sky. “Noooo. Now he actually has a reason to hang out with us.” 
 
    Laughter bubbles up within me. “I have a feeling he was going to find a reason to hang out with us whether Elle said yes or not.” 
 
    “Hey,” we hear that very guy yell out from the football field. “Get your asses down here and play.”  
 
    Speak of the devil and he shall appear. 
 
    “Ugh,” Brooke groans. “I couldn’t think of anything worse.” 
 
    I look up and watch Jackson for a second. He legitimately wants us to go and kick a ball around with them and you know what? It’s not such a bad idea. I used to kick a ball around with Nate and Jesse all the time when we were kids and I absolutely loved it.  
 
    Elle’s eyes light up as she looks down at us all. “Please, please, please, please.” 
 
    “I’m game,” I announce with a smile as I push myself up off the ground. 
 
    “Yes,” Elle cheers making me laugh as I have no idea how she managed to resist pumping her fist up in the sky. Though, it probably has something to do with the fact that Jackson is watching us and she probably doesn’t want to appear too desperate. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Brooke says, shaking her head. “There’s no way in hell you’re getting me down there and playing football with a bunch of meatheads.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Suit yourself,” I tell her before looking at Courtney and Bry. “What about you guys?” 
 
    Courtney cringes. “I’m with Brooke on this one.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not a few months ago you were the idiots telling me I had to make memories.” 
 
    Bry scoffs. “Yeah, I can think of a lot better memories than that. I’ll pass.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Elle says. “You girls are boring.” 
 
    With that, she loops her arms through mine and practically skips down to the field, dragging me beside her the same way she had done with Courtney not five minutes ago. 
 
    I mean, how did this become my lunch break? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining but when I woke up this morning, this is not something I expected myself to do, yet somehow, I can’t wait. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Elle squeals beside me, clenching her hand down in mine. “Isn’t he cute? I still can’t believe he asked me out. You know, he just stormed straight up to me with this confidence I’ve never seen before and just asked. I mean, it was so hot, I couldn’t say no.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, loving that she has no idea where that confidence came from. 
 
    We get down to the field and I look up to find Jackson grinning like an idiot at Elle. She breaks away from me and hurries to meet him in the middle. I roll my eyes and continue forward, but I don’t get far when a hard body slams into me from the side like a freaking freight train. 
 
    “FUCK,” I yell as my body is thrown across the field. I crash down to the ground as a sharp throbbing pain splinters through my forearm. I scream out as the pain completely overwhelms me. I’ve never felt something so painful in my life. 
 
    Someone drops down beside me but my vision goes blurry. People are everywhere. Hands are reaching for me amd I scream for people not to touch me. 
 
    “Tora,” a loud voice says, suddenly right in my face. 
 
    I do what I can to concentrate on the voice. I blink back my tears and the blurriness begins to fade. My arms begins to throb with a pain that’s unbearable as Jackson’s face becomes the clear voice before me. “Tora,” he demands. “Are you ok?” 
 
    I shake my head as he looks up and tells someone to fuck off. “I…. I think it’s broken.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts as Elle gasps and begins to tear up beside him. His eyes search frantically over my body. “What’s broken? Where does it hurt?” 
 
    I try to move my arm but all that does is make me scream out and realize I was right, it’s definitely broken. “My arm,” I tell him with heavy tears in my eyes as I begin to pant with the pain “I can’t move it.” 
 
    “Fuck, ok,” he says, slightly frantic. “Don’t move. Just focus on your breathing. I’ve broken my arm millions of times. You’ll be ok.” Jackson looks up at some guy that I can’t bother remembering the name of. “Call an ambulance.” 
 
    Shit. Why an ambulance? “Can’t someone just drive me?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “I don’t want to risk moving you. Just hold still. Help will be here soon.” 
 
    With that, he moves back away from me to give me a little space and I watch as he pulls his phone out of his pocket. Elle tries to distract me from the pain but to be honest, it’s not helping. 
 
    “Tora?” I hear Brooke shrieking from somewhere behind me. I want to turn but the thought of moving even an inch has bile rising in my stomach. She drops down beside me and I don’t doubt Courtney and Bry are close behind her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Tora,” some guy says as he crouches before me, looking as though he’s about to shit his pants. I focus on his face and realize it’s B-Man, the guy who had pulled me off Ashley. “The ball was coming and I wasn’t looking. I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    I close my eyes and shake my head. I don’t want to deal with this right now. Someone pulls B-Man away and I get back to focusing on holding still. 
 
    Breathe in. Breathe out. I can handle this. It’s just a broken arm. The ambulance will be here soon and they can give me something for the pain. I’m going to be ok. 
 
    “WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED?” a furious voice roars as it draws nearer. Now that’s a voice I’ll risk moving for. I try to turn to find him but the pain is too much to bear. I’ve never been branded by a hot iron but I’d assume it’s somewhere on the same level. It’s like a hot burning coming from deep within. 
 
    Nate appears beside me and the look in his eyes is sharp enough to kill. I wouldn’t want to be the guy who’s about to face his wrath because heads are about to roll. 
 
    Nate’s eyes flick to Jackson as he drops down beside me. He reaches out and I flinch away not wanting to be touched. “Don’t,” I cry out. 
 
    Nate ignores me as he reaches out and pulls me into his arms. He cradles my body without rocking me or causing an ounce of pain. “Are you ok?” 
 
    I shake my head as I settle into him, reveling in the feel of his body against mine as it’s the only thing helping to manage my pain. “I think my arm is broken,” I tell him through clenched teeth. 
 
    Nate’s eyes flick back up to Jackson for an explanation and it’s then I realize Jackson must have called him.  
 
    Jackson swallows as he steps forward with a cringe, making it clear he doesn’t want to be in this position, but when it comes to me, he’s willing to get the shit beat out of him. “The girls were coming to play ball with us and B-Man accidentally sacked her.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes flick across to B-Man and naturally, so do everyone else’s. The poor guy. He looks as though he’s about to pass out in fear. I squeeze on to Nate’s hand. “Leave him,” I grunt. “It was an accident. He apologized.” 
 
    Nate grunts as Jackson continues. “The ambulance should be here soon. We didn’t want to move her.” 
 
    Nate surprises the absolute shit out of me and nods, telling me he’s focusing solely on me, not B-Man or Jackson, though I don’t doubt that as soon as my arm is in a cast and I have heavy pain meds pulsing through my system, he’ll be back to cause some serious damage. After all, Nate is the one who lives by the code – An eye for an eye. 
 
    I close my eyes, trying to zone everyone out, but there’s too much chatter. Too many people talking about what just happened. I squeeze Nate’s hand again and turn my head into his chest. “Get rid of them.” 
 
    I feel his nod before he turns his ferocious glare on all the onlookers. They start shrinking away before he’s even opened his mouth. “Fuck off,” he roars, and just like that, it’s just me, Nate, the girls, and Jackson. Nope, Jesse is here now too. 
 
    “What the fuck happened?” he roars in a very similar way to what Nate had as Tyson and Puck come after him. 
 
    “She’s all good, man,” Nate says before looking to Puck and Ty. “Can you make sure the ambulance knows where to go.” 
 
    “Ambulance?” Jesse grunts in shock as Ty and Puck turn on their heels and start hurrying towards the front of the school. “What happened?” Jess demands again. 
 
    Nate starts explaining and this time I manage to actually zone out. I really don’t want to hear it again as every time I do, I get a vision of being slammed into by one of the biggest guys I’ve ever seen in my life. I mean, B-Man is huge. He would have more muscle packed into his little toe than I would have in my whole body. 
 
    Nate’s arms curl tighter around me as he wipes a tear off the side of my face, sensing that I’m done with today, and not long after, the ambulance starts driving out onto the field.  
 
    Along with the ambulance, comes all the teachers and Principal Watkins.  
 
    Calls are made, detentions are given, teachers are arguing, but all I can focus on is the pain relief the paramedic is pulling out of the back of his ambulance in the form of a green whistle looking thing that I’m supposed to suck on. 
 
    They pile me into the back of the ambulance with Nate right by my side. Jesse tries to climb in and instantly has a tantrum when he’s told to step back. Though I don’t doubt he’ll be driving so close behind the ambulance that he’ll be violating a few traffic laws. 
 
    The second the back doors of the ambulance close, something changes in Nate. His cool, calm, and collected demeanour instantly vanishes and is replaced by pure panic and fear. He looks to me with terror in his eyes as he reaches out and takes my good hand in his. “Please tell me you’re ok,” he begs, bringing my hand to his lips. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him, loving how the little green whistle dangling from my lips is making every little ounce of pain disappear, and well, it’s kind of making me feel a bit high too. “I feel good.” 
 
    “I swear, babe,” he says. “I’ll go back there and kill him for doing this to you.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I tell him, desperately needing to close my eyes. “I’m fine. It was an accident. It’s just a broken arm.” 
 
    “But it’s your arm.” 
 
    “It’s still attached to the rest of my body,” I grunt. “It’s not like I’ve lost it forever. It’s just a little broken. It will be completely fine in a few weeks.” 
 
    “More like a few months,” he grunts, clearly not pleased with how blasé I’m being right now. 
 
    “Chill out,” I tell him before looking up at the paramedic. “Do you have another one of these green things?” I ask. “Nate could really use one. He’s a bit uptight.” 
 
    The paramedic rolls his eyes and gets back to doing whatever the hell it is he’s doing. 
 
    “Fuck, Tora,” Nate snaps. “Would you be serious?” 
 
    “I am being serious. I’m fine.” 
 
    Nate lets out a long breath and quietly watches me. “Ok, I can’t do this anymore. You and me not being together. It’s fucking ridiculous. I tried staying away from you but it doesn’t work. I need you so fucking bad.” My heart rate starts to pick up as I watch him with hopeful eyes. “I know your plan is to make me sweat, but I can’t. I can’t wait any longer. Seeing you like this… I just… I feel so fucking helpless.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Nate?” I murmur as he continues holding my hand in both of his huge ones. 
 
    “I had this big plan to sweep you off your feet like those pussies do in those stupid movies you watch.” 
 
    “Really?” I smile. 
 
    “Yeah, I was going to remake that scene from ‘Ten Things I Hate About You.’ You know, the one with that song.” 
 
    “Can’t take my eyes off of you?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s the one,” he laughs, moving closer. “I just, I can’t go on not knowing that you’re mine. Fuck all this fighting to impress you bullshit, I need you back now.” 
 
    I look up at the paramedic again. “I think this thing is making me have hallucinations.” 
 
    “Tora,” Nate groans. “I’m trying to spill my fucking guts out here. Would you be serious?” 
 
    “Fine,” I say, bringing my eyes back to him. “I’m just… I’m not sure? What about all that ‘doing it for my future’ crap? What happens when something goes down and I get in trouble? Are you just going to leave me? What about when dad comes up with his next line to keep us apart? It’s not easy, you know. You tore me to shreds.” 
 
    “Believe me, I still want what’s best for your future and I stand by the fact that I’m no good for you, but I’m too fucking selfish. I was such a dick. I never should have broken up with you in the first place. We’ve always been better together,” he lets out a breath as his eyes bore into mine. “I hurt you, Tora, and that’s something I’ll never be able to forgive myself for, but I swear to you, no matter what happens, I’ll never make that mistake again. Do you have any idea how much I fucking love you?” 
 
    I can’t help the smile that graces my lips. “I have an inkling,” I tease. 
 
    “What do you say?” he murmurs. “Are you going to let me make things right?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” I say, fighting so hard to keep a straight face. “Are you still going to serenade me with that song?” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes,” he says. 
 
    “I want the marching band and everything.” 
 
    “Anything you want, babe.” 
 
    My eyes light up and I take in just how serious he is. Nate Ryder, king of the badasses is willing to run around the school serenading me in front of everyone he knows just to get me back. “All I want is you, Nate,” I whisper. 
 
    He leans forward and presses his lips to mine. “Then that’s what you’ll get.” 
 
    Three hours later, I sit up in a hospital bed with my arm in a cast, my parents on one side of the room, Nate on the other, and Jesse in the bathroom. 
 
    I look up at my parents. “How is it possible for this to be my third hospital visit in the space of six months?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” dad grunts with his eyes flicking across to Nate. 
 
    “Dad,” I snap. “Nate had nothing to do with it. I got bowled over by a football player. How many times do I have to explain it? Besides, the other time was appendicitis. I hardly doubt Nate had anything to do with my appendix bursting.” 
 
    “And the other time?” dad questions. “The fire.” 
 
    “Are you forgetting someone lit that fire and Nate was also caught in it? Again, not his fault, now back off. I don’t like you two at each other’s throats. You make it awkward for mom and me.” 
 
    Dad rolls his eyes and gets back to minding his own business. I look back at Nate and he winks, making a huge smile spread over my face. I guess this is just how it’s going to be from now on, though, I suppose there won’t be many reasons for them to be in the same room very often. At least that’s a bonus. 
 
    The bathroom door opens and Jesse steps out laughing before quickly closing it behind him. “Whoa, you guys do not want to go in there.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan, scrunching my face up. “That’s gross. Did you seriously have to do that here?” 
 
    “Where else was I supposed to do it?” he questions, dropping down beside Nate, perfectly showcasing the divide between my two families. “When you got to go, you got to go.” 
 
    Mom scoffs in disgust. “I’m so happy I had a girl,” she says. “I don’t know how Trish does it.” 
 
    “I know,” I grumble under my breath. “That woman deserves a medal.” 
 
    Dad gets up from his chair and walks forward. “I’m going to see what the hold up is," he announces to the room. “You should have been discharged already.” 
 
    “Oh,” mom calls after him. “Could you grab me a coffee while you’re out?” 
 
    Dad scoffs as he walks out the door and even though he didn’t physically say ‘no’, it was clear as day. “I guess I’ll get my own coffee,” she says, though we all knew it was a long shot. Dad doesn’t like being dragged away from his work and he especially hates being dragged away for longer than necessary. Though, I really don’t get why he came. Mom had it handled. 
 
    Mom hops up and waltzes out the door after dad. Nate gets up and comes to sit by my side in my hospital bed. “Tell your parents you’re staying at Brooke’s tonight. I want you with me.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” I scoff. “There’s no way they’re going to let me out after breaking my arm. Mom will be checking in on me every ten minutes just to make sure my arm hasn’t fallen off.” 
 
    “Babe,” he groans. “Please.” 
 
    “As much as I want to, it’s not going to happen.” 
 
    He lets out a heavy breath, clearly disappointed, but he knew it was a long shot. “Fine, at least let me drive you home.” 
 
    “Ok,” Jesse scoffs. “And what am I supposed to do? Walk?” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes as he waits for my response. “Ok,” I murmur. “But dad isn’t going to like it.” 
 
    A beaming smile crosses Nate’s lips. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I sit in the passenger side of Jesse’s Range Rover as Nate drives me home. Jesse sits in the back, absolutely hating being in the back of his own car, but Nate hates having other people drive him around. It’s either a weird OCD thing or it’s an ‘I need to always be in charge and appear as the boss man’ kind of thing. 
 
    We’re just about back at my place when a weather warning shoots through the radio. I listen as the news reporter warns local residents about a huge storm that’s quickly coming our way, so big that it could possibly be categorized as a hurricane. My mouth drops open in shock. I mean, we live near the beach. We get tropical storms all the time, but nothing so big that we get specialized weather warnings. 
 
    “What?” Nate grunts, looking at me.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear that?” I ask in disbelief, unsure why he isn’t having the same reaction. “There could be a hurricane tonight.” 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” he laughs. “They’ve been talking about the hurricane all day.” 
 
    “There’s no hurricane,” Jesse scoffs from the back seat. “They’re always over exaggerating this stuff. I mean, sure, there will be a storm tonight, but nothing serious.” 
 
    I look out the window and sure enough, the storm that I had thought was coming this way during lunch is definitely settling itself in for a nice long visit. I just hope it’s not as bad as the news reporter is suggesting. Though Jesse is right, it is usually exaggerated. “I guess,” I mumble to myself. After all, what’s a little wind and rain? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I have never been so wrong in my life. I stand at my bedroom window with mom by my side, both of us staring out into the night. 
 
    This is ridiculous. Hailstones are coming down heavy, trees are swaying so hard they’re nearly at their breaking point, and the wind is slamming against our house at speeds strong enough to make me feel the foundation shaking. 
 
    This is more than just a little storm. It’s a freaking hurricane. 
 
    I’m just lucky Jackson felt so helpless this afternoon, he had Elle help him collect my things from my locker and drove my car home for me. My little R8 is tucked away in the garage, safe from any hail damage, but I’m positive not everyone in Broken Hill are going to be that lucky. 
 
    A bright crack of lightning is seen through the window and mom and I both jump at the loud rumble of thunder that immediately follows it. “Holy cow,” mom gasps. “Maybe we should move away from the window. We don’t need your fourth hospital visit.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I say, stepping back into the center of my room.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Mom asks as she waltzes on over to my bed and starts peeling back the blankets for me.  
 
    “Fine,” I say. “It’s a little sore but the pain meds are keeping it under control.” 
 
    “That’s good,” she tells me as another crack of lightning is heard throughout the entire house before the power instantly cuts out, throwing my room into complete darkness. “Oh, no,” mom gasps. 
 
    I reach for my phone on the bedside table and flick on the flash light app. 
 
    Mom scrambles around for some matches as we hear dad groaning and grunting downstairs, probably annoyed that he can’t work into the middle of the night tonight. 
 
    Mom finds the matches and goes around lighting every single one of my candles, even the ones I keep just for looks. I try not to groan out loud, but seriously? She should know better.  
 
    My room instantly starts to smell like a day spa, but to the point that it’s nearly overwhelming. There’s just so many different smells coming from these candles that I’m just about ready to throw them out the window. 
 
    “Why don’t you climb in bed and read your Kindle for a little while?” mom suggests. 
 
    “I guess,” I say, flicking off the flash light app as the candles are doing a good enough job of lighting up my room. I mean, I haven’t really had much time to give in to my bookworm tendencies lately. It would be nice to get lost in a good story. I wonder if anything new has been released by any of my favorite authors. 
 
    I climb into bed and mom helps me to pull the blankets up as I struggle with one hand. She reaches across my bedside table and unplugs my Kindle from its charger before handing it to me. “Let me know if you need anything, ok?” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile, and just like that, she slips out of my room, making sure to leave the door wide open. 
 
    I scoot down in bed and start going through my Kindle, though it’s harder than I thought. I usually hold it with one hand and flick the pages with the other. I guess I’ll just have to be a little creative. 
 
    I get ten minutes into the new Sarah J. Maas release when my phone starts ringing on my bedside table. I look across to find Nate’s name flashing on the screen. Butterflies instantly stir up my tummy as I recall our conversation in the back of the ambulance. I mean, I was getting high on that green whistle so I could have been imagining it, but I’m pretty confident things are back to normal. 
 
    Knowing that he is mine, just as he always should have been makes that hole in my heart completely disappear. I know he’s been mine all along but it doesn’t change the fact that without him, I was still hurting, and today, he once again took away every single one of my doubts and crushed them. 
 
    He gave me something to believe in. He gave me him and this time, I’m not going to be so stupid as to let him slip through my fingers. This time I’m holding on for the ride. 
 
    I reach across and grab my phone off the table and hit accept. “Hey,” I murmur into the phone as I get comfortable in my bed. 
 
    “You ok? Did you lose power?” he questions, having my safety always at the forefront of his mind. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile. “We’re ok. I have all my candles lit.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to blow them out before you go to sleep,” he reminds me. “I’m not scraping your ashes off your bed in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Yes, boss,” I grin. 
 
    “That’s more like it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I scoot lower in my bed. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Trying to convince myself not to drive over there in the middle of this storm to make sure you’re alright.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but can’t help smile at the wicked way he loves me. “Don’t be stupid,” I tell him. “You worked way too hard on that Mustang for you to risk driving it in this weather. I mean, I love you and all, but if I have to deal with you whining about ruining your car again, I think I might scream.” 
 
    “Tora,” he says with a clear warning. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re an idiot. Go to bed.” 
 
    I laugh as I squish my face into my pillow. “But I’m not ready for bed.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he laughs. “You’re trouble, babe, and when you’re in this mood, the best place for you is bed.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No buts,” he tells me. “You’ve been through a lot today, you should be resting and letting your arm heal.” 
 
    I can’t help but groan. “You’re going to treat me like glass, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yep,” he says, popping the ‘p’ with a clear smile in his voice. 
 
    I groan again. “Nate. I’m not fragile. I just have a broken arm.” 
 
    “Don’t care, babe,” he says. “You’re precious to me and nothing you say is going to change that. Now, try and get some sleep, ok? I love you.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Love you, too.” 
 
    With that, he ends the call and I put the phone down. An idea strikes and I can’t help but grin as I pick the phone right back up. I pull up my camera app and get busy posing in the dim candlelight. I’ll prove to him once and for all that I’m not a fragile little girl. Though, with the things he’s done to my body, he should certainly know that.  
 
    I climb off my bed and discreetly close the door before slipping off my shirt. I turn the selfie mode on my camera and snap a few shots, though I keep it classy and only snap a little bit of cleavage. After all, I’m not the type to send out skanky pics with my vag on show. Besides, you never know what might happen when pictures are uploaded to the stupid cloud. I mean, who actually understands how that shit works? 
 
    I lay back in my bed and flick through the pictures. I laugh at some of the more ridiculous ones and quickly delete them before I find the perfect shot, one that has just enough side boob but doesn’t reveal anything important. It also doesn’t have me looking like a duck which is a bonus. 
 
    I attach my pic in a new text and get typing with a wicked grin on my face, know good and well that I’m being a tease in a situation where it’s impossible for him to get to me. 
 
    Tora – The very day you finally make things official and I’m sleeping alone in a candlelit room with only the sound of the rain to keep me company. Imagine the fun we could have had. I guess the fun is all mine tonight. 
 
    Nate – Don’t you dare, babe. Your pleasure is all mine. If you touch yourself without me there… fuck. 
 
    Laughter bubbles up within me. I couldn’t even imagine doing the thing I’m suggesting. I’ve never had that desire to touch myself. I don’t quite understand it. Nate’s right, my pleasure is all his, but teasing him is just too good. 
 
    Tora – I need it so bad. 
 
    Nate – Babe. Don’t. 
 
    Tora – Just one little touch. 
 
    Nate – Tora! Keep talking like that and I’ll be risking more than my car to get to you. 
 
    Tora – You better hurry. I might be done by the time you get here. 
 
    Nate – Yeah right. You’re too chickenshit to actually touch yourself anyway. 
 
    I bark out a laugh as I flip my phone around with the camera on again. I slide my hand across my hip, letting my fingers dip into the waistband of my pajama shorts and snap my shot. I attach it to a new text. 
 
    Tora – Are you calling my bluff? 
 
    Nate – Fuck. I don’t know. You’re just playing… right? 
 
    Tora – It might have started out that way but now I’ve got a taste of the good stuff. Maybe I don’t need you after all. 
 
    Nate – Bullshit. You couldn’t get yourself off the way I can. 
 
    Damn it. He’s certainly got me there. Not that I’ve ever really tried, but I just know it couldn’t be possible. What he does to my body… the way he sets me on fire… wow. It is simply mind-blowing. No other man will be able to make me feel the way he does. It just not possible. 
 
    Tora – Damn you. 
 
    Nate – Ha. I fucking knew it. Go to bed, babe. I’ll scratch that itch first thing in the morning. 
 
    Tora – That better be a promise. 
 
    Nate – Sure is, babe. I always come through on my promises, especially ones that have something to do with you and your body. 
 
    Tora - xx 
 
    I put my phone back down on my bedside table and plug it into the charger, even though the power is out. It will most likely come back on during some point of the night and when it does, I’m going to want my phone to charge.  
 
    As Nate had suggested, I make my way around my room, blowing out all the candles. Though, I leave the ones on my bedside table for last, you know, because dashing across my room in complete darkness terrifies me. At least this way I can climb onto my bed and lean across to blow the candles out. No monsters under my bed will be grabbing my feet tonight. Those suckers. I get the best of them every damn time. 
 
    I squish my face into my pillow and do my best to pull my blanket up as my mind wanders to Nate and my hallucinogenic ambulance ride. I still can’t believe he finally came around. It’s been nearly three months without him and I absolutely hated it. I know I spent most of that time still with him, but it didn’t feel right. It felt forced like we were living some kind of lie. But now, it feels just like it’s supposed to feel. It’s magical and I’ve never been so bummed that there’s a stupid storm keeping us apart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how or even remember falling asleep, but the next thing I know, my mother is crouched down beside my bed as dull sunshine streams in through my window. “Honey,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder and gently rocking. “Wake up.” 
 
    I groan into the morning and bring my hand up to rub against my eye. The heavy cast instantly falls against my face, both stinging my arm and face. “Shit,” I groan. I forgot about that in my sleep. I won’t be making that mistake again. 
 
    “Oh, honey,” mom says, trying desperately to smother her chuckles. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” I grunt, not too impressed with how my day has started. I use my other hand to help wriggle me up my bed and prop myself up against the headboard. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I was just coming to let you know all the schools are closed. The storm caused a bit of damage so they’re taking the day to put things back together.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask. “What kind of damage?” 
 
    “I’m not too sure,” she says. “I’d assume maybe a few trees are down or there’s trash and debris everywhere.” 
 
    I nod my head as the curiosity gets the best of me. I throw my blanket back and climb out of bed before trudging over to the window. I open my blinds to find my long driveway covered in debris and tree branches. Damn. I guess it could have been worse. I’m sure dad will just hire a gardener to come out and clean it all up. 
 
    I step back from the window and turn to face mom. “How does it look out there?” she questions. 
 
    “Not too bad, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, good. I was too scared to check,” she sighs in relief. “Why don’t you get yourself showered and ready for the day? We can have a movie day together.” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile. “I couldn’t think of anything better.” 
 
    “Excellent,” she says. “I’ll go and get breakfast started.” 
 
    “K,” I grumble as I head into my bathroom. I manage to get myself undressed and before I know it, the warm water is cascading down my body and making me feel like a whole new person. Though, I probably should have checked if I can get my cast wet before I got in because standing with my arm out of the water kind of hurts. I’ll be better prepared tomorrow. 
 
    I get out of the shower and get myself dried up before waltzing into my closet. It’s going to be another good day. I know the circumstances suck, but a whole day for me and mom to lounge around like couch potatoes, I couldn’t think of anything better. 
 
    Rifling through my clothes, I spot my favorite ripped jeans and grin. Perfect. I start pulling them on and somehow manage to get them up and over my ass, but buttoning the button is another task in itself. I simply can’t do it. I let out a huff and leave the jeans undone as I find a top to throw on. 
 
    I grab my phone off my bedside table, pleased to see that the power must have come on during the night as my phone is fully charged. I look down at my phone as I make my way down the stairs and find a few texts that must have come through when I was in the shower. 
 
    Brylee – Hope you’re feeling better today. A group of us are heading to school to help with the clean-up. Are you in? I’d understand if your arm is too sore. 
 
    Courtney – Ugh! Did you hear? Bry is organizing some kind of clean-up at school. Get your ass there or I’m going to be hearing about it! 
 
    Brylee – Did you get my text? Can you drive? Should I pick you up? 
 
    Trust Bry to be the leader of the clean-up crew. She’s such a goody goody. 
 
    I get to the bottom of the stairs and find mom busy in the kitchen. I walk straight up to her. “Could you help me out?” I say with a shy smile. “I can’t do my jeans.” 
 
    Mom turns and looks down at my open jeans and starts chuckling to herself. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry,” she laughs as she places the tongs down on the table and reaches for my pants. “I really don’t mean to laugh.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” dad’s amused voice comes from the hallway as he watches mom do up my pants. 
 
    I roll my eyes. I guess I’m going to have to get used to being the center of their teasing for the next few weeks. “Just you guys wait until my arm gets better.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” mom grins, getting back to breakfast. 
 
    “I, um… have some bad news, mom.” 
 
    She turns to me with wide eyes as I show her my phone. “The girls want to get involved in a school clean-up and I’m being summoned.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie. That’s a wonderful idea, but are you up for it?” she questions. “I don’t want you lifting things with your arm the way it is.” 
 
    “There will be plenty of things she can do with one hand,” dad says. “I don’t want her sitting at home while the rest of her friends are involved in cleaning up our community. It looks bad.” 
 
    I guess there’s my answer. 
 
    Dad continues. “Eat a little breakfast and I’ll drop you off.” 
 
    “Ok,” I grumble, sliding myself up on to the kitchen stool. I pull my phone out and let the girls know I’ll be there in a bit. Next up, I text Brooke and Nate to let them know what’s going on. Naturally, Brooke isn’t too keen about cleaning up, but Brylee has already twisted her arm into helping. Nate, on the other hand, has a few choice words to say about me joining in, but nonetheless, agrees to get the boys and lend a hand. 
 
    An hour later, I stand in the middle of the football field, right where I was yesterday when B-Man broke my arm, holding a huge trash bag for Brooke in my good hand as she collects bits of debris and dumps it in the bag. 
 
    So many people have shown up this morning. It’s actually really nice to see. All the boys reluctantly showed up and were helping remove the fallen trees, but when the football team showed up, it became more of a pissing contest, as in who could get rid of each tree the fastest. It’s pretty damn amusing. 
 
    What sucks is that with the football team here, B-Man keeps wandering over trying to take the trash bag from my fingers. The first few times I smiled and told him I was fine, but now it’s starting to get annoying. 
 
    Brooke picks up a big piece of debris and helps me to open the trash bag wider. “Hey,” Jackson’s familiar voice says from behind us. We turn and give him a smile as Brooke continues dropping the debris in the bag.  
 
    “What’s up?” I ask. 
 
    “I, ah, wanted to come and check on you. I feel like yesterday was my fault.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” I tell him. “You couldn’t have known that was going to happen.” 
 
    “Yeah, but-” 
 
    “No, buts,” I say. “As soon as my arm is better, I intend to take you up on that game because I know for a fact I’m going to kick your ass.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face. “You’re on.” 
 
    And just like that, everything is good in the world. Jackson seems to have cleared his conscious and jogs off to help the rest of the footballers as they load a crapload of tree stumps into the back of someone’s trailer. 
 
    I feel an intense gaze boring into me and I turn to find Nate’s heavy stare. He doesn’t like Jackson talking to me but right now, I’m not getting that pissed off, annoyed vibe from him. It’s almost as though there’s a level of respect. I mean, what’s happening here? I narrow my eyes on him and all he does is grin back at me. 
 
    “Alright,” Brooke says. “What’s going on with you two? You’re smiling at each other way too much.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “We sort of got back together in the back of the ambulance.” 
 
    “What?” she laughs. “Geez, I should have known. He can’t resist a damsel in distress.” She lets out a sigh. “So, it’s official then?” 
 
    “Yep,” I smile, dreamily as I look across at the very guy in question to see him hauling a huge tree stump over his shoulder and dumping it into the massive pile the boys have created. All he needs is a gust a wind through his dark hair, gluing his shirt against his abs and the moment would be perfect. 
 
    Brooke looks on but her face certainly isn’t the happy one I’d expect from a best friend. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she sighs. “It’s just.. all you guys are paired up. Even Jesse managed to convince some poor girl to date him and all I get is a screwed up ex wanting to play games with me.” 
 
    “You’ll find someone,” I tell her, trying my hardest to be encouraging, but we both know there’s no one here that’s good enough to hold her attention. 
 
    “Whatever,” she scoffs, getting back to picking up debris. “At least I still have Bry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree. “But she’s single because she wants to be. You know, none of this getting distracted by boys bullshit before going to Yale.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughs. 
 
    We get busy with our work and I can’t help but look around the football field. There are people everywhere. Even Ashley Samuels is here pretending to be a model student. If only the world knew what she was capable of. Brooke notices what’s caught my attention and she can’t help scowling either. “Shouldn’t she be in a mental institute by now?” 
 
    “More like jail,” I scoff. 
 
    “Have you worked out Nate’s plan yet? 
 
    “Nope, but he better get a move on. I can’t wait much longer. I mean, she’s so fake. Just seeing her walking around thinking she got away with it kills me.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Brooke says. “Just say the word and I’ll solve all your issues in one quick swipe.” 
 
    I let out a heavy breath. “No, Nate will come through. He always does and I don’t doubt that when he does, it will be brutal.” 
 
    “Ok,” she mumbles, clearly wanting to follow through with her plan. We get back to work and it’s not long before Brooke is groaning to herself. “Oh, geez,” she says under her breath. “What the hell does she want?” 
 
    I look up to find Phoenix slowly moving in beside us with an innocent smile plastered across her fake face. I knew this was coming, but I really hoped today wasn’t going to be the day. I mean, why can’t these bitches leave me the hell alone? “What do you want, Phoenix?” I murmur as I focus my attention on what Brooke is doing. 
 
    “I just wanted to see how you were,” she says, as innocent as ever. “I heard that you broke your arm.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on her. “What game are you playing? You’ve never given a shit about me before. Why the hell would you start now?” 
 
    She lets out a slight huff, hating being questioned. “I want to make nice, ok? You’re Nate’s girlfriend and one of Jesse’s best friends. They’re my brothers and for some reason I can’t explain, I’ve always craved their attention. I want them to acknowledge me as their sister and have a relationship with them. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I tell her. “First off, they’re not going to appreciate you trying to worm your way into their lives by using me, and secondly, they couldn’t give a shit about you, especially after you outed me for having bulimia and seducing Jesse, knowing he was your brother. I mean, are you crazy?” 
 
    “Hey,” she demands. “I went down with that ship too. The whole world didn’t need to know what I did to Jesse, but I told them anyway. I lost being captain because of that. I was doing them a favor by letting them know and all I got was shut out.” 
 
    “You’re just proving my point that you’re crazy. You could have come to us quietly and explained what was going on. You knew Caden was cheating on Trish the whole time. You knew the boys had a sister they didn’t know about. You had eighteen years to come clean and you didn’t, and most of all, there was no excuse for seducing Jesse. That’s just sick. Do you have any idea how traumatized he is by even the thought of what he did with you? And because of all that, those boys will never give you the time of day. They have literally no respect for you at all. You should back off now before you make things worse for yourself.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No, Phoenix. Back off. You’re only going to cause more damage. Maybe the boys might come around in a few years and somehow learn to forgive you only because your blood, but not now. To them, family is the strongest bond to exist in this world, yet they feel absolutely no loyalty to you. You fucked up something that could have been amazing.” 
 
    I look up to find Nate walking our way with his eyes narrowed on Phoenix. She follows my gaze and sees that I’m right. “Fine,” she sighs as her eyes drop to the ground. She slinks away just moments before Nate reaches us. 
 
    “What the hell was that about?” he asks, taking the trash bag out of my hand. 
 
    “She wants to play nice,” I explain, trying not to grin at how predictable he was to come back over here. I mean, Brooke was right. Nate Ryder can’t resist a damsel in distress, only in this case, I’m certainly not a damsel. “So, I kindly let her know it’s never going to happen.” 
 
    “Kindly?” he questions. 
 
    I grin up at him and am about to give him some smartass response when I peer over his shoulder. “For fuck’s sake,” I groan. “Again?” 
 
    Nate turns to see B-Man making his way over here for the fourth time in the last hour. “Hey, man,” B-Man says as he grows nearer. 
 
    “Haven’t you annoyed the girls enough?” Nate snaps, letting B-Man see just how annoyed he is with him. 
 
    B-Man startles for just a second, unsure if he should continue, though clearly, he makes the wrong decision as he moves forward. “I just wanted to check she was alright. You know, she’s been doing a lot of cleaning up. It couldn’t be good for her arm.” 
 
    “You know what would have been good for her arm?” Nate questions. “If fucking morons like you were watching where they were going.” 
 
    B-Man’s eyes widen. “I’m sorry. It was an accident.” 
 
    “So, you’ve said a hundred times now. Why don’t you let me worry about her arm and you get back to doing whatever the fuck you were doing before?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Fuck off, man,” Nate growls. “Get the fucking hint. Piss off.” 
 
    B-Man swallows, looks back at me, nods, and turns away. 
 
    “Seriously?” I grunt, turning my anger on Nate. “Was that necessary?” 
 
    “Yes,” he scoffs. “The fucker wasn’t going to leave you alone and you’re too nice to do anything about it. You keep giving in to him and eventually, he’ll stick around… like Jackson.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Leave Jackson out of this. He’s not too bad.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he groans before spanking my ass and hurrying away before I have a chance to do anything about it. “Now, get back to work. This field isn’t going to clean itself.” 
 
    “I’m going to get you for that, Nathaniel Ryder.” 
 
    He grins back at me. “I dare you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    I walk into the Ryder home late on Friday afternoon and pass Trish in the foyer, trying her hardest to sneak out of the house without the boys knowing. I stop in the doorway, gaping at the woman dressed to the nines and looking like an absolute fox in her floor-length maroon dress. “Uhhhhh.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as she sees me. “Crap,” she curses, cringing and glancing back up the hallway. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” I grin as I instantly put it all together. “Are we sneaking out to go on a date?” 
 
    “Don’t tell the boys,” she begs. “It’s only new. They’d have him running for the hills in the blink of an eye. Jesse would bombard him with ‘What are your intentions’ questions and Nate would just glare until the poor guy wets himself. He’s not ready for that.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “Your secret is safe with me,” I tell her. “But, who’s the guy?” 
 
    She shakes her head and holds up a finger. “Nu-uh,” she laughs. “You don’t get to find out all my secrets tonight.” 
 
    “Fine,” I laugh. “I suppose I’m telling the boys you’re having a girls’ night with my mom?” 
 
    “That’d be great,” she winks. “I have to run. He’ll be here in a moment.” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile. “You look incredible by the way.” 
 
    “Thank you, sweetheart. I’ve never been so nervous in my life. I haven’t dated since I was in high school.” 
 
    Jesse’s voice rings out from deep within the house. “Mom? Where are you?” 
 
    Trish’s eyes widen in fear. “Crap. I’m out of here.” With that, she slips out the door and I laugh as I walk forward into the house. 
 
    I find Jesse in the kitchen with his head shoved deep in the fridge. “Hey,” he says as I walk in. “Have you seen my mom? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “She just left. Guess you’re fending for yourself tonight.” 
 
    “Shit,” he groans. “Are you staying a while? Are you cool with pizza?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I say as I walk on past the kitchen before calling over my shoulder. “Is Nate in the den?” 
 
    “Gym,” he calls back. 
 
    Oooooh. I love it when Nate is in the gym. I haven’t watched him working out in so long. It’s a tragedy. Seeing him working up a sweat, especially when he doesn’t know that I’m watching is just… wow. There’s something so sexy about it. I mean, his muscles rippling with each movement has me drooling like a fool. 
 
    I slip through the door that leads down to the home gym and quietly walk down the stairs. He has music blasting so unless he physically saw me coming in, he’d have no idea that I’m here. 
 
    I turn the corner and lean up against the wall as I watch Nate curling the weight. His bicep bulges and the intense need to race forward and bite it rushes through me. I watch as he finishes with the huge weight, walks across the room, and puts it back on the rack. 
 
    “I know you’re there,” he says with a smile in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t care,” I tell him. “Just keep going.” 
 
    He turns to look at me and I take in the light sheen of sweat covering his body, making everything within me clench in desperation. “Why’s that?” he murmurs, walking forward. “Do you see something you like?” 
 
    My eyes travel up and down his body like a piece of meat. “I see something I want to bite.” 
 
    Nate reaches me and I can’t wait any longer, but luckily for me, neither can he. His lips come crashing down on mine as he grabs me around my ass and lifts. I wrap my legs around him and do my best to hold on as he slams me against the wall and presses himself against me. 
 
    A moan slips out of my mouth and he swallows it with another kiss. “Fuck, you’re beautiful,” he murmurs as his lips move to my neck. 
 
    I gasp out at the feel of his lips against my skin and tilt my head, silently asking for more. Just as I had hoped, he gives me exactly what I need. But I need more. I need his skin against mine. I need his touch all over my body. 
 
    As if sensing that intense desire with me, Nate starts pulling at my clothes. There’s a wildness to his movements and I can’t get undressed fast enough. I grab his shirt and rip it up above his head before tossing the flimsy fabric aside. My hand comes down on the strong ridges of his abs almost instantly. 
 
    Nate pulls my jeans down my legs and tears my underwear off my body before grabbing me once again. Within seconds, he presses my back against the wall as he buries himself deep inside me. 
 
    He pulls out and slams himself back in making me gasp and groan as he gives it to me the way my body is craving. 
 
    This was not my intention when I came here tonight but I have to say, it’s definitely an added bonus. Sex for us has always been incredible but as we go along, it just seems to get better. I don’t know if that’s what it’s like for everyone else, but it’s definitely something I’m more than happy to get used to. I mean, it’s like he knows and understands my body as easily as if he were reading a map. He’s just that good. 
 
    My arm curls around his back as I keep my other over his shoulder, keeping it out of the way. I mean, this is rough and having my arm get caught in the middle and ruin this incredible moment would be disastrous. 
 
    My nails dig into his strong back as he works my body to the edge. 
 
    In. Out. Repeat. 
 
    “Nate,” I gasp, holding on as he takes me for the ride of my life. 
 
    My body grows sweaty and I throw my head back, taking a deep breath. He drives me right to the edge and it’s like he’s set my body on fire.  
 
    Nate’s hand comes down between us and before I know it, his fingers are pressing down on that little bundle of nerves and begins rubbing tight little circles. “Shit, Nate,” I moan. 
 
    “Come on,” he growls in my ear. “Give it to me.” 
 
    His words are my undoing and my world detonates. I see stars behind my eyes and he crushes his lips to mine as his movements slow. We come together but he doesn’t stop moving, allowing me to ride out my orgasm as my fingers and toes curl. 
 
    “Fuck,” he murmurs against my lips. 
 
    “You can say that again,” I gasp, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    Nate leans his head in and rests his forehead against mine as we both come down from our high. He wraps his arms more securely around my waist and pulls me off the wall before spinning us around. He leans his back against the wall and slides down until he’s sitting with me straddling his lap. 
 
    Nate’s eyes never leave my body once and while we’ve fooled around many times this week, we haven’t had this moment where we can just be with each other. After all, Tuesday was the clean-up after the storm and the rest of the week I’ve been trying to dodge my over protective parents wanting to avoid me breaking my other arm. Though, I get it. It couldn’t be easy for a parent to see their child getting hurt. 
 
    Mom has forced dad out on a date tonight which means, I have the whole night to do whatever my little heart pleases. 
 
    Nate’s fingers graze softly up and down my back and I can’t help the brilliant smile that takes over my face as he watches me. His eyes soften with love as he wears his heart on his sleeve. “You’re beautiful,” he murmurs, bringing goosebumps to my skin as his fingers run across my back. 
 
    “Even with this?” I ask, holding my pink casted arm up. 
 
    “Especially with that,” he tells me. 
 
    I lean forward and kiss him. “You know, you’re not too bad yourself.” 
 
    “Really?” he questions. “Because that look in your eyes tells me I’m the best damn thing you’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Cocky much?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “You fucking love it.” 
 
    “You’re such an id-” 
 
    “Yo, fuckers. What’s going on?” Jesse hollers from the top of the stairs as he bounds down them. My eyes widen as I squeal out and throw my body forward into Nate’s, hoping his large body is enough to cover me. “Whoa,” Jesse laughs. “Having a party? Where was my invitation?” 
 
    Nate’s arms wrap around me tightly as I bury my face into his shoulder. My cheeks flush with embarrassment but I don’t dare move. From here, Jesse can only see my back and partially my side. I just hope Nate’s arms are covering my side boob and ass crack. 
 
    “Get out, man,” Nate laughs. 
 
    “It’s not funny,” I grumble into his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Jesse laughs, though I’m relieved to hear his footfalls against the stairs telling me he’s backing out of the room. Though I still won’t move because knowing Jesse, he’s probably waiting at the top hoping to get an eyeful of ass. 
 
    “Jess,” Nate scolds when we don’t hear the door. “Fuck off.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” he laughs. Not a moment later, we hear the door open and closing before the sound of his laughter following behind him towards the kitchen. 
 
    Nate runs his fingers down my back and I find the courage to sit up again. “Are you ok?” he questions. 
 
    “Yes,” I laugh. “It’s not a big deal. I’m sure Jesse has walked in on you in much worse positions than this.” 
 
    “True,” he grins. “But you’ve never been walked in on and I don’t like anyone seeing you like this.” 
 
    “Well, I’m ok,” I tell him. “It’s our fault. We should have done this upstairs where there’s a lock on your door.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself when you looked at me like you wanted to devour me.” 
 
    “I did want to devour you. I was working out the best place to bite you.” 
 
    He leans back against the wall, just silently watching me. A proud smile slowly begins to spread across his chiseled face. “What?” I say, knowing something’s coming. 
 
    “I’ve got something to tell you.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I tease. “I’m not bailing you out on criminal charges.” 
 
    “The only thing they can charge me for is being too damn sexy,” he grins, knowing his joke was terrible. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I laugh. “Stop. That was the worst.” 
 
    He takes my shoulder and runs his hands over them, following them down my arms. He takes my pink cast into his hand and runs his eyes over it before lifting them back to mine. “You remember a few months ago we were talking about you going to college and you very subtly suggested I should be going too?” 
 
    I look at him cautiously, hoping this is going where I hope it’s going. “Yeah,” I tell him. “I still stand by that. You should be getting a business degree to go with the business you want to run. It only makes sense.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighs. “You’re right.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp in mock horror. “I’m right? No. Never.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he laughs. “Just so you know, I’ve thought about that conversation every day since we had it.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “And I applied a few months ago.” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise. “A few months ago?” I gasp. “When the hell were you planning on telling me?” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to say anything if I didn’t get in.” 
 
    “So, you telling me now means that…” 
 
    “That I got in.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “You’re going to college with me? Oh, holy hell, please tell me you applied to BHU?” 
 
    A proud as fuck grin crosses his face but he rolls his eyes as though he’s far too cool for this shit. We all know better though. This is a huge achievement and I couldn’t be happier. “Yes, he says. “I applied to BHU. The question is if I’m actually going to go.” 
 
    “Of course, you’re going to go,” I scold, hoping he isn’t building up all my hopes and dreams just to bring them back down again. “You’d be a fool not to take advantage of that.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I keep trying to tell myself.” 
 
    I take it for what it is. He’s not entirely sure but his head is telling him to go, it’s just his bad boy reputation telling him he’s too good for that shit. But I know in the end, he’ll make the right decision. After all, when it comes to building a successful business, I know he’s going to do everything it takes and that includes educating himself. “Holy shit balls, Nate,” I say, throwing myself at him. I crush my lips down on his but this time it’s a completely different energy. “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “I know,” he chuckles. “I still plan on starting my company after I graduate senior year, so I’ll have a lot going on.” 
 
    “That’s ok. That’s what I’m here for and if you need someone to get you coffee in the morning, that’s what Jesse is for.” 
 
    He squeezes me into his chest. “You’re the best, babe.” 
 
    “I know. You’ve hit the jackpot.” 
 
    “No. Hitting the jackpot implies that I got lucky. I didn’t get lucky with you. I played my cards right until the last possible moment and then I sucked you into my trap.” 
 
    “Really? Cutting my hair during class was playing your cards right?” I laugh as I reach for my bra. “Shit, Nate. You’re fucked in the head.” 
 
    He shakes his head and laughs before helping me up off his lap. I pull my bra straps up my arms and being the gentleman that he is, Nate helps me to hook it at the back. Next up the damn jeans. I’ve never felt like such a loser having to get someone to do up my jeans every time I take them off. I mean, I can’t even pee discreetly as I have to call for mom’s help. It’s worse at school. I’ve gotten to the point of holding it until I get home. Though, that nearly caused a serious incident - a very embarrassing incident. 
 
    I wait a moment for Nate to pull his clothes on and we walk up the stairs to the main part of the house together only to find Jesse in the kitchen, looking as though he’s been waiting for us the whole time. “Did brother dearest give you the ride of your life?” 
 
    My cheeks flame and Jesse starts howling with laughter. Nate walks past him and hits him across the back of the head. “Knock it off,” he scolds. “But for the record, it was fucking dynamite.” 
 
    “Nate,” I screech, wanting to bury myself under a rock. Though, it’s not like it’s a big secret. Everyone knows the girl dating Nate Ryder is getting her world rocked in every way possible. I guess I should just own it. 
 
    “How’s Kaylah?” I ask, sitting up on the stool as Nate pours himself a glass of OJ. “I haven’t heard her bragging about you in bed which is strange. Usually, girls can’t stop talking about that stuff. Maybe you’re not so good after all.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me,” he says as Nate slides the glass of OJ my way and starts pouring another glass. I smile at Nate as Jesse continues defending himself. “I blow her mind every damn night. She doesn’t talk about it because she’s too fucking exhausted.” 
 
    “Wow,” I gasp, pulling out every inch of sarcasm I can possibly find within myself. “You must be a real rockstar.” 
 
    Jesse winks, not catching on that I’m teasing. “You know it, babe.” I shake my head as the buzzer for their front gate goes off. “Yes,” Jesse cheers. “Pizza’s here.” 
 
    Jesse scurries off to fetch his pizza like a good little boy, leaving me with the guy that I’m so freaking proud to call my boyfriend. I look up at him to find him already watching me when a thought occurs. “It’s Friday night,” I say. “Shouldn’t you and Jess be hounding me to get ready for the races?” 
 
    Nate presses his lips together as we hear Jesse talking to the pizza guy at the front door. “Not after that storm,” Nate explains. “The track is fucked. Could be another week or so before Aaron fixes it up and it completely dries out.” 
 
    “Really?” I grunt. “No racing? What are we going to do with all that spare time?” 
 
    Nate walks around the counter and wraps his arms around me. “I could think of a few things.” 
 
    “What about the usual Friday night party?” 
 
    Nate shrugs. “Phoenix is having another party but I’m not really feeling it. I’m good to skip that one tonight. I mean, not unless you want to go?” 
 
    “Hmmm, stay home with you or spend the night dodging glares from Phoenix. It’s such a hard decision.” 
 
    “Jesus, maybe you should go out,” he laughs. “That way you can aim that thick sarcasm at someone else for a change.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I laugh. “I can’t seem to stop. It just keeps coming out.” Nate shakes his head but he can’t help but grin at me. “So, really? No party tonight. Just you and me hanging out on a Friday night?” 
 
    “Well, you, me, and Jesse.” 
 
    “He doesn’t count and I’m sure as hell the second he finishes his pizza, he’ll be finding a way to crash that party and destroy it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Nate says. “As long as I don’t get a call from the cops, I’m good.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jesse says, walking back into the kitchen with a wicked grin and four pizzas stacked on his hands. “Did you hear? Phoenix is having a party.” 
 
    “Did you hear there’s only three of us eating?” I grunt. 
 
    “Shit,” he laughs. “There’s three of us? I should have gotten more.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    I sit in the grandstand overlooking the pristine football field first thing on Monday morning. Though, by ‘pristine,’ I mean, mostly clean of debris with the grass torn up from the surrounding fallen trees and a huge hole right in the center where Jesse’s Range Rover got stuck in the mud.  
 
    We usually don’t do this but after the crazy week we had with the storm last week and the huge effort every student put in to putting this place back together, I should have been expecting it. 
 
    Principal Watkins is nothing if not proud of his students, and it shows in way he stands before us, telling us all to shut the hell up. This is his big ‘thank you’ to the students.  
 
    “Alright, guys,” Principal Watkins says into a microphone moments before the feedback starts screeching through all our ears, making each and every one of us squirm in our seats. The way Watkins then taps on the top of the microphone really doesn’t help either. 
 
    He gets it under control and soon starts the assembly. “What a huge week we’ve just endured,” he states. “The storm of Monday night tore our school apart and you’ve all come together as a community and helped to get it back on its feet. I have never been so honored and proud to tell the world what an amazing bunch of kids that we have at Broken Hill High. You should all be so damn proud of yourselves. I speak for all the educators here when I say that we are so proud of your efforts and achievements.” 
 
    “What do we get?” I hear Jesse’s voice ring out on the other side of the grandstand, causing a chuckle to echo throughout the whole school. 
 
    “Jesse Ryder,” Principal Watkins scolds. “If you didn’t have such a central role to the clean-up efforts, I’d be giving you a detention, but because you asked so nicely, I’ll skip right ahead to the point of this assembly.” 
 
    “Atta boy,” Jesse shoots back, playing with fire. Though, Watkins seems to be in too much of a good mood to scold him on it. 
 
    “Alright,” Watkins says as a smile spreads over his face. “Your teachers and I have discussed in great length what your reward should be and we have all agreed that each and every one of you will receive the morning off classes.”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brooke grins beside me, clenching down on my hand in excitement as I grin right back at her. Cheers are heard throughout the students as hollers and whoops are shouted. It doesn’t take long for the students to quickly get out of control.  
 
    Principal Watkins calls out to tell them all to shut up again as he’s not quite done and knowing from the past, he’s not shy to take something away, so the students quickly get their shit together. “There are a few announcements and a performance, however after that, you’re all free to roam the school until first break. Following that, classes will resume as usual.” 
 
    “A few ground rules,” he says, getting down to business. “Your parents have entrusted your safety to us and due to that reason, not one of you will be permitted to leave school grounds. Any conflicts or fights will result in this reward being terminated. Don’t be fooled,” he warns, “you have the morning off, but your teachers do not. There will be plenty of supervision. Standard school rules apply.” 
 
    “Now,” he says. “With that sorted, our wonderful cheer team have organized a short performance. Everyone put your hands together for our fabulous Broken Hill Cheetahs.” 
 
    The most pathetic round of applause I’ve ever heard rumbles through the stands with an amused laughter following. Clearly, the rest of the student body are finally seeing the cheer team for what they are. Pathetic, stuck up, snobby bitches. Well, the majority of them anyway. No scrap that. All of them. Each and every one of them accepted Phoenix for what she did when she should have been cast aside, the same way they did to Elle. 
 
    The thought of Elle has my eyes drifting across to her as she watches the cheerleaders prance onto the field, waving their ridiculous pom poms around in the air in an awful show of school spirit. I mean, the only school spirit these girls have is the ability to cheer the football team up after a loss and that’s generally by dropping their pants. 
 
    Elle absolutely loved being a cheerleader and she’ll never admit it, but she misses it. I mean, if it was a different bunch of girls who actually had morals, she’d probably fight her way back to the top, but not with these girls. The drama simply isn’t worth it. 
 
    Beyoncé’s ‘Run the World’ comes shooting through the speakers and the cheerleaders get stuck into their routine, starting with, I have to admit, a pretty awesome formation. Elle watches on with wide eyes as her jaw practically falls to the grandstand. “This was my routine,” she seethes, looking across at me and Brooke in a fit of rage. “That’s my choreography.” 
 
    “Then do something about it,” Brooke says. 
 
    “Like what?” she grunts. “Run around having a hissy fit claiming they stole my shit? No way. All that’s going to do is make me an even bigger target. Trust me, I know how those bitches work. There’s nothing I can do.” 
 
    I lean across and squeeze her knee. “In that case, sit back and enjoy the show knowing they had to steal your choreography because they’re shit without you.” 
 
    Pride fills her and she raises her chin as she looks back to the hot mess down on the field. “You’re right. They’re fucking nothing without my routines. They’ve been recycling them all year. It'd be interesting to see what they could actually come up with on their own.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp in mock horror. “The cheerleaders actually doing something original? Never.” 
 
    Elle rolls her eyes and laughs as we sit back and watch. 
 
    “You know,” Brooke says after the first chorus. “It’s a pretty good routine. Have you considered taking it professional?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elle grunts. 
 
    “You could hire yourself out to all the teams across the state and charge them a fee to choreograph their routines for those stupid cheer competitions. I’m sure you’d make a killing.” 
 
    “You’ve watched way too much ‘Bring it on’,” Elle laughs. 
 
    The girls get into mindless chatter about ridiculous cheerleading movies and I take that as my cue to zone out. I mean, I loved ‘Bring it on’ as much as the next girl but it’s not exactly the kind of thing I want to sit and chat about. Brooke and Elle on the other hand, they’re completely in the zone. 
 
    I get distracted with all the people around and I start watching the students instead. I watch a blatantly obvious drug deal go down, which is done so casually no one would suspect a thing. I watch the bookworms get bored of the cheerleaders and discreetly pull their Kindles and books from their bags. I watch the science geeks madly scribbling in their notebooks, always working towards something and probably hating that we have the morning off classes. 
 
    Next up, I find my eyes searching out Nate. I find him way across the opposite side of the grandstand which usually wouldn’t cause concern, but the fact that he’s standing next to Principal Watkins has me all sorts of messed up. More so when he looks off into the distance with a strange look on his face. 
 
    I can’t help but follow his gaze right up to the front of the school where a police cruiser is parked and I instantly think the worse. He’s done something and the fact that Watkins has him in his sights screams a million things. Every single one of them worse than the last. 
 
    Shit, Nate. What’s he done? 
 
    My eyes continue flicking between Nate and the cops. He never once removes his eyes off them and the look on his face speaks volumes. The cops walk around and I watch as they discreetly start making their way down to the football field. They walk behind the grandstand and all the way over to Principal Watkins where they discreetly pull Nate aside. 
 
    Principal Watkins gets in on their conversation, as he should. I mean, I know Nate is over eighteen, but it looks bad on the school if the Principal is allowing the police to question a student without parental consent or a staff member present. 
 
    I search the stands for Jesse and only find the back of his head as he also watches the scene unfold. Shit. I just need him to turn and look at me for two seconds and I’ll be able to read his face to see if he knows what the hell is going on. 
 
    My eyes flick back to Nate to see a man in a very expensive suit join them. The man looks polished. Important. It couldn’t be a lawyer, right? Nate isn’t in that much trouble. I mean, if he had done something, he’d tell me. 
 
    The music for ‘Run the World’ continues but by now it’s just background music. I usually really love the song. I mean, who doesn’t love owning the fact that women make killer lady bosses? But right now, I just want it to end so I can storm down there and find out what the hell is going on. 
 
    I consider pulling out my phone and demanding answers from Jesse but I’m too scared to distract myself with my phone in case I miss something. With that thought, my eyes remain focused solely on Nate, silently begging him to look up at me. 
 
    The cheerleaders finish performing their stolen routine and shake their asses as they hurry away, absolutely loving the attention of the whole school on them.  
 
    Principal Watkins breaks away from Nate, the cops, and the suited man as he makes his way back to the field to address the students, making me want to throat punch him for leaving Nate defenseless like that.  
 
    “Weren’t they great?” Watkins cheers into the microphone. “I just want to take this opportunity to remind you all that as soon as first break is over, each of you needs to be in attendance.” 
 
    The entire student body begins to shuffle around as they start picking up bags and tucking their phones away, but they all sit incredibly still with the attention of a hawk on the field the second they see their favorite bad boy jogging out towards Principal Watkins with something tossed carelessly over his shoulder. “Whoa,” Nate calls out as he looks up at the grandstand, making me wonder what the hell he’s doing. “Not so fast guys. Sit your asses back down.” 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Watkins scolds, holding the microphone away, but it’s still turned on so the whole conversation is heard blaring from every speaker. 
 
    “I need to make things right,” Nate says. “I promise, it will only take a second.” 
 
    Watkins groans and reluctantly hands the microphone over as Nate reaches for it. He walks away shaking his head, leaving all eyes on Nate. “Sup, fuckers?” Nate cheers into the microphone, getting a much more enthusiastic response than what the cheerleaders received. 
 
    I watch him with narrowed eyes. What the hell is he doing? My eyes cut across to the cops and they’re still here, though now without Nate standing directly in front of them, I see their faces aren’t scrunched up and pissed off. It’s almost as though they look amused. 
 
    I look back at Nate, absolutely loving the attention of the whole school on him. Though, I’m not surprised. They absolutely adore him. He’s their designated bad boy. Whatever he says goes. 
 
    Nate’s eyes cut across to me and a sexy as hell smirk lights up his face. He winks before setting his attention on the students with a sick excitement shining brightly through his eyes. “Now, I’ll keep this quick, but there’s a special little girl in my life and I’ve done her an incredible injustice.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I murmur to myself as heads start turning my way and whispers are shot around the stands. This is not happening. Whatever he’s about to do is going to be absolutely shameful, though I have no idea why the cops are here to witness it. 
 
    I watch Nate closely as he paces up and down the field, chatting away to the students as though it’s story time. “Some of you might recall over the summer, I had a relationship with one Miss Ashley Samuels.” What? Nate’s eyes sparkle as he watches the crowd but I see the darkness within and pieces of the puzzle start falling into place. “Where are you, babe?” 
 
    Ashley reluctantly stands and the grin Nate sends her is devastating, in the best possible way. I watch on as Ashley swoons, thinking he’s about to make all her dreams come true. “Get that sweet ass down here.” 
 
    The way he talks to entice her has me holding back vomit. I hate hearing those words coming from his mouth when it’s not me he’s talking about.  
 
    Ashley practically skips down the grandstand and I don’t miss the way she looks across at me and grins as though she’s just won the ultimate prize while spitting in my face.  
 
    “What the fuck is he doing?” Elle demands, leaning forward to look at me past Brooke. 
 
    “Just watch,” Brooke tells her. “As Nate said, he’s done an injustice to Tora by making her wait for this and he’s finally making it right.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just watch,” Brooke says, watching the show. “I need a fucking box of popcorn for this shit.” 
 
    I feel Elle’s confusion radiating off her but I don’t have a spare moment to think about it. I’m with Brooke, I don’t want to miss a single second of this. 
 
    Ashley gets down to the field and I find my hand clenching Brooke’s, grasping it with everything I’ve got. I just hope I’m not hurting her. 
 
    Nate makes one definite nod and I watch in fascination as all his boys rise as one. Each of them quickly heading in a different direction. It doesn’t take me long to realize they’re covering each of the exits. 
 
    Ashley prances towards Nate and I watch a smirk cut across his face as he looks at her. It’s sexy as hell but it’s not the same smirk he gives me. Mine is filled with emotion, but this is filled with false hope and it makes me proud to watch on. 
 
    Ashley practically throws herself at Nate and I hear her through the microphone as she smooshes herself into his side. “Oh, my god. Nate. This is so embarrassing,” she says with a giggle. “I can’t believe you’re doing this.” 
 
    Nate just grins and reaches for whatever is thrown over his shoulder. As he holds it up and hands it across, my eyes widen in surprise. It’s the jacket. “Here, babe,” he says, just loud enough for everyone to hear. “I’ve been holding onto this for you.” 
 
    She grins as she takes it but her attention is solely on Nate, it takes a moment for her to look at the burned jacket between her fingers and when she does it’s like the fourth of July. There should be fireworks going off right now because this moment is so damn satisfying. 
 
    Her eyes widen and her panic is visible from here. Her eyes start flicking around as she works out how the hell she’s going to play this, but she knows she done for. This is Nate Ryder and in that one simple gesture of handing over a jacket, her life has been destroyed. From here on out, he’s just playing with her. 
 
    The cops being here suddenly makes sense and I can’t help but look across at them, standing closer to Nate, both with their hands on their hips, the amusement on their faces completely gone as what’s happening now is strictly business. 
 
    I stand in my chair and start scooting across to the stairs. I want front row seats to this hot mess. 
 
    Ashley goes to make a break for it, but Nate hasn’t had his fun yet and casually throws his arm over her shoulder, keeping her right by his side. 
 
    “As you all know,” Nate says into the microphone as Ashley starts looking like she’s about to start hurling up her guts. “After I dumped this sorry sack of shit, I started dating Tora Roberts, and honestly, she’s fucking amazing, isn’t she?” 
 
    The students start cheering and calling out to me and my cheeks go bright red. I hurry to the bottom of the stairs doing my best to concentrate on that rather than the wolf whistles echoing around the field. I get to the bottom and stand by Jesse. At least I can kind of hide behind him if Nate decides to pull that shit again. 
 
    “That’s right,” Nate continues. “I got the hottest girl in the school and if any of you douchebags even think about her in a less than respectable way, you’re going to have me to deal with.” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Jesse calls out. 
 
    Nate grins and I realize he’s not just doing this to tease and embarrass me, he’s doing it to rub salt in Ashley’s wounds. She’s jealous of me and Nate and he’s doing everything in his power to make it so much worse. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Keep your pants on,” Nate says, still holding Ashley close by his side. “Anyway, two months ago, I nearly lost that little she-devil in a fire. And yes, before you idiots start rambling about it, there are a lot of rumors about that day. Many of them so far-fetched it’s ridiculous, but I’d like to set the record straight.” 
 
    “About time,” someone calls out but quickly shuts up when Nate narrows his eyes on him. 
 
    “You see,” Nate continues. “Tora and I were in the boat shed discussing what a douchebag I’d been that night when the shed was lit on fire. The door was locked from the outside and we were trapped. Tora passed out in my arms and it wasn’t long before I was out too.” 
 
    “I woke in the back of an ambulance not knowing if she had survived. I later found out we were both given CPR and she was taken away moments before I was. Nearly losing her was the worse day of my life and I promised her that I would find out who did this to us and that’s exactly what I did.” 
 
    Eyes start shooting around, but most of them look towards Ashley in suspicion. After all, Nate wouldn’t drag her up there and keep her there against her will if she didn’t have something to do with it. 
 
    “The boat shed was burnt to a crisp and the only piece of evidence we had was a burned jacket of the person who had set the fire.” Nate plucks the jacket from Ashley’s hands. “This jacket to be precise.” 
 
    Murmurs start going through the students and the cops take an intentional step forward. All they have is Nate’s word. They need more than that. They’re after a confession and I have a feeling that’s exactly what Nate plans on giving them. 
 
    “I started this by telling you I had caused an injustice, and that injustice was to Tora. We both nearly lost our lives that night and I should have done this the second I found out who was behind this.” Nate looks to me and a softness seeps into his dark eyes. “She has had to wait months to get justice and I’m not the man she needs if I make her wait a second more.” 
 
    I give him a slight nod, letting him now I’m ready for him to take her down. To finish her the way she tried to permanently finish us.  
 
    Nate turns on Ashley and his eyes bore into her, though from where I’m standing it looks nothing short of terrifying. Not even when he was my bully did he ever look at me in that way. I mean, if he had, it would have made me crumble in two seconds flat. Hell, maybe I might have even shit my pants. 
 
    “This is your chance, Ashley,” Nate says. “You come clean now, in front of the whole school, and Tora and I won’t press charges. You’ll get to live your life. If not, you’ll be going away and I swear, I will make your life a living hell.” 
 
    He eyes widen and she frantically looks around. She’s backed into a corner with nowhere to go. “It was meant to be me,” she cries, throwing her hands up and slamming Nate in the chest. “You were supposed to be with me. That… that… whore is nothing. You threw everything we had away to be with that.” 
 
    Nate steps into her and she shrinks back. “Admit it,” he demands. “Tell the fucking world what you did.” 
 
    “Alright,” she yells, completely off the charts crazy. “I did it. Is that what you want to hear? I set that stupid boat shed on fire.” She pokes him in the chest, becoming hysterical. “If I couldn’t have you then no one could. You weren’t supposed to come out alive. You were supposed to shrivel and die beside that trash that took you away from me.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse grunts as pain seeps right down into my soul. He takes my hand, lending me every ounce of support he can possibly find within himself.  
 
    Nate steps away from Ashley and looks towards the cops. He nods and a second later, they hurry out onto the field and cuff her as they read out her Miranda rights. 
 
    “No,” Ashley yells at Nate. “You said I wouldn’t get charged.” 
 
    Nate steps right up into her face. “You tried to take Tora away from me and you nearly cost both of us our lives. If you thought for one second I wasn’t going to destroy you, you’re even more fucked in the head than I thought.” 
 
    Her eyes widen and a second later, the cops start dragging her away as phones record the scene from every possible angle. 
 
    Nate’s eyes meet mine and I’m terrified by what he might see. I didn’t realize just how awful that was going to be. I legitimately thought she had set the fire, realizes her mistake and tried to put it out. She made a near fatal mistake, but that wasn’t it at all. It was completely intentional. Maybe she hadn’t tried to put it out with her jacket. Maybe it caught fire and she had to put it out before she burned right along with us. 
 
    Nate looks away and I follow his gaze as he looks to the guy in the suit. He nods once, and just like that, the guy nods back, turns, and leaves. 
 
    What the hell was that? More importantly, who the hell was that? 
 
    Nate starts walking towards me as the students all go apeshit in the stands. “Are you ok?” he questions, wrapping his arms around me and watching me with a deep curiosity. 
 
    I shake my head. “I wasn’t expecting that,” I tell him. “She tried to kill us.” 
 
    Nate presses his lips together and nods. “Yeah,” he says. “I wasn’t expecting that part either. But you’ll never have to see her again. I promise you that, babe.” 
 
    I nod as I press my head into his chest. “I love you.” 
 
    Nate runs his hand down the back of my hair and over my back. “I know,” he murmurs as students start breaking out of the stands and flooding the field. “I love you too.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to break up this little moment,” Principal Watkins says. “But I think the three of us need to have a conversation in my office and then it looks like I have a few calls to make.” 
 
    We nod as he starts walking away, expecting us to follow behind. We wait until he’s a few steps in front so we can have a little privacy. “Who was that guy?” I question, looking back over my shoulder and watching the cops depositing Ashley into their cruiser. 
 
    Nate grins as he looks down at me, rubbing his thumb over my hand. “The dean of admissions at Broken Hill University. I wanted to cover all my bases in case the charges didn’t stick. He would have had to retract her admission if she admitted to arson.” 
 
    “You think of everything,” I smile. 
 
    “When it comes to protecting you, you better believe I’m going to do whatever the hell it takes.” 
 
    “I’m surprised,” I tell him. “I’m used to a more… brutal Nate Ryder when it comes to getting revenge, not this evil calculating thing. It’s sexy” 
 
    He squeezes my hand. “Didn’t I promise you that I’m going to do better? If I stuck to my original plan, you probably would have been visiting me behind bars and then I’m sure your dad would really have something to say. Besides, you deserve someone you can be proud of. I didn’t want to do anything that could bring you down.” 
 
    “I’ve been proud of you since the day you explained the bullying. I love you so much, and I swear, nothing you do could ever bring me down.” 
 
    Principal Watkins groans from the door of his office. “Would you two hurry up?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Nate and I step out of Principal Watkins office with just enough time to actually enjoy ourselves before having to go back to class. I mean, we were stuck in there for nearly two hours going over every single tiny detail of the fire and how we came to discover that Ashley was the culprit. 
 
    I explained all about Sarah McKay’s Facebook page and how her photos gave us the proof we needed. There was only one little detail we skimmed over, which just happened to be how Jesse got that jacket out of evidence in the first place. He hasn’t told me the truth about it and honestly, that’s fine. I don’t want to be responsible for keeping a secret that has the potential to get him in a world of trouble. 
 
    “You good?” Nate asks as we walk from Principal Watkins’ office. “I didn’t want you to have to relive all those details again.” 
 
    I slide my hand into his and rest my head against his big shoulder. “Yeah, I’m fine. It wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    “Ok,” he murmurs as we round a corner to see the school littered with bodies. “I’m going to go find the boys.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say, spying the girls sitting on our usual hill, overlooking the football field where nearly every guy in the school is running around after a silly little ball. I mean, I really don’t get why the boys like football so much. It’s kind of pointless. “Make sure to check the locker hall. They’re probably stealing everyone’s shit while they’re not looking.” 
 
    Nate narrows his eyes on me but can’t help grinning. “Ha ha.”  
 
    I do my best to keep a straight face as Nate walks off in the opposite direction knowing for a fact that his boys aren’t going to be down on the football field. Hell, they won’t be in the locker halls either but I couldn’t possibly pass up on a chance to tease Nate. After all, if he didn’t tease me so much, maybe I’d go a little easier on him. He brings it on himself.  
 
    Brooke is busily looking around as I walk over to the girls and the way she zones in on me is almost as though I’d called out her name. I slow my pace as a wicked grin starts spreading across her face. She’s up to something and the killer is that I have no idea what.  
 
    “Can I help you?” I ask as she watches me like a hawk. 
 
    Brooke pats the grass beside her, inviting me to take a seat.  
 
    Something screams within me to run away and hide, but this is Brooke. She probably just has some nasty gossip to tell me. 
 
    “What’s up?” I say, dropping down beside her while watching her with deep suspicion. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she smiles, before reaching down on her other side and pulling out a sharpie. 
 
    My eyes widen in fear and I attempt to scramble away. I’ve avoided this all week and I’m not about to let her get the best of me. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Brooke laughs as she launches herself at me. 
 
    “No,” I shriek as Brooke rolls me to the ground and pins me down with her sharpie in her hand. She somehow manages to free my arm and grins as she uncaps the sharpie with her teeth. I try to tell her to stop but the laughter is coming in way too thick. And besides, telling her to stop would be a waste of time. “I don’t want a dick on my cast.” 
 
    “I’m not drawing a dick,” she chuckles with that evil tone in her voice that tells me she’s completely up to no good. 
 
    “Then what are you drawing?” 
 
    “A nice set of hairy balls.” 
 
    I gasp and attempt to get her off me by rolling around and squirming beneath her, but it’s no use. I’m going to have to face facts that I’m going to have hairy balls drawn on my cast until I get it off in a few weeks. “You suck.” 
 
    Brooke chuckles under her breath and I feel the vibration through my stomach. “I know.” 
 
    I wriggle over so I can watch what she’s doing and manage to see the perfect, curvy outline of the balls. “Brooke,” I groan.  
 
    She looks back and realizes that I can see, prompting her to cover her work as though I’m about to start cheating off of her. “Tsk, tsk,” she grins. “No looking.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and relax into the grass. There’s nothing I can do. I just have to come to terms with the hairy ball sack that’s going to take residence on my arm. “Are you nearly done?” I ask as she begins to crush me with her weight. 
 
    “Jesus,” she groans. “Have a little patience.” 
 
    “Patience isn’t a quality I possess.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she grunts before adjusting herself and looking down at her handiwork. “There. All done.”  
 
    She hoists herself off me and pulls me up behind her so we sit back in our original places, overlooking the football field and giving me a chance to look down at the ball sack. Only, it’s not a ball sack. I grin as I take it in. The outline of the balls I thought I had seen was actually the ‘oo’ within her name. “You wrote your name,” I sigh in relief. 
 
    “Well, duh,” she laughs. “I couldn’t let you walk around with a hairy ball sack on your arm for that long. Your mom would have had the shits, and can you imagine if Jesse saw that? He’d have a detailed drawing of a vag on your arm in no time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “He’d even color it in too.” 
 
    “That kid,” she says, shaking her head at the thought. “You know, I’m surprised you’re still here. I thought Watkins would have given you a pass for today after everything that happened this morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, I-” 
 
    Elle cuts me off as she peers around Brooke. “I’m still pissed you knew all about Ashley and didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “Me too,” Brylee adds. 
 
    Courtney scoffs. “Count me in.” 
 
    “Come on, guys. It’s not exactly something I wanted to go and tell the world about. Nate had his plan to destroy her and if she caught wind that we knew, she would have bolted out of here like her ass was on fire. We had no choice but to keep it on the down low.” 
 
    “I get that,” Elle says. “But I really would have liked to kick her ass myself.” 
 
    “Me too,” Brylee says, repeating herself. 
 
    Court grins, needing to add her two cents. “Me three.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and go to defend myself a little more when feedback from the microphone screeches through the whole school, making people everywhere stop what they’re doing and cover their ears as we search out the source of the noise. 
 
    I mean, it could only be Watkins who would be using the microphone, especially on a day like today and besides, the bell for first break is about to go so I’m sure he has come to remind us that we all have to return to class afterward. 
 
    My eyes scan across the field where I expect to find Watkins, but I can’t see him anywhere. Murmurs start to fill the school as students try to work out what the hell is going on. 
 
    Nate’s voice comes through the speaks, singing the opening lyrics of ‘Can’t take my eyes off of you’ and my stomach drops. 
 
    “Oh, no, no, no,” I groan as I start searching through the school for the familiar bad boy. 
 
    “What the hell?” Brooke gasps beside me, pointing out the top row of the grandstand to where Nate sits, leaning forward and resting his elbows against his knees as he sings into the microphone.  
 
    He smirks as our eyes meet and the embarrassment instantly floods me. “I’m going to kill him,” I murmur. “I can’t believe he’s actually doing it.” 
 
    The students start pointing him out and it’s not long before he has the attention of the whole school. He gets up from his seat and starts winding his way down the grandstand. 
 
    Elle stands to get a better view. “Is he recreating that scene from ‘Ten Things I Hate About You’?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh as the rest of us girls stand with her. 
 
    “Oh, dear God,” Brylee laughs. 
 
    We all follow her gaze to find the marching band making their way down to the field and not long after, they join in with Nate to make this the best moment of my life, despite the raging embarrassment pulsing through me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jesse’s familiar voice say from beside me. “You’ve turned my brother into a fucking pussy.” 
 
    “Who cares about that,” I laugh. “I’m just impressed he learned all the words.” 
 
    Jesse goes to curse out his brother a little more and I ignore him, choosing to watch the show instead. 
 
    His song wraps up and he grins like a fool as he walks forward. Brooks scoffs as she watches him but she can’t remove the smile from her face. “Now all that’s left for you to do is flash the teacher who puts him on detention for this shit.” 
 
    “Ain’t going to happen,” I say, unable to resist Nate a second longer. 
 
    I launch myself forward and run to him. I throw myself into the air as he draws nearer and he catches me a second later before crushing his lips down on mine. “You’re such an idiot,” I laugh between kisses. 
 
    “You fucking loved it,” he murmurs, watching me with pure love shining through his deep eyes. 
 
    “I did,” I smile. “Despite how embarrassing it was, I adored it. You’re incredible. Thank you.” 
 
    He kisses me again. “Anything for you, babe.” 
 
    I smile against his lips as I devour them. There is nothing better in the world than being in the safety of Nate’s arms, especially after making a gesture like that. I know he gave me everything by finally coming back to me despite me teasing him about making him work for it, but this is so much more than I could ever have imagined. 
 
    He told me in the ambulance that he was planning on doing this but never in a million years did I expect he actually meant it. “Jesse called you a pussy,” I laugh as we pull away from each other. 
 
    Nate groans as I release my legs from around his waist. He helps me safely back to my feet before looking over the top of my head to our group of friends who have huddled together to watch the show. “There’s nothing pussy about having enough balls to stand up in front of the whole school and sing a fucking song to let the world know that you’re my girl, though, I might have to knock a few heads together to remind the school who the fuck I am.” 
 
    “Good plan, Caveman.” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes as he takes my hand and leads me back over to our friends. We’re just about there when the bell signaling first break rings, letting us know we have about twenty minutes before it’s time for classes to commence, giving me just enough time to melt into Nate and satisfy that constant craving I seem to have for him. 
 
    As a group, we make our way into the cafeteria, all of us unable to stop talking about Nate’s little performance. That is until a furious Phoenix walks straight through the center of our group, making sure to ram her shoulder into Nate on the way past. 
 
    His eyes flame as gasps are heard through the whole cafeteria. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I murmur as Nate spins around and reaches for Phoenix who is still barging her way through the group. I guess it won’t take him long to prove he’s still a badass after he decided to break into song like the pussy Jesse keeps suggesting he is. 
 
    Phoenix gasps as Nate’s fingers curl around her forearm and yanks her back into the center of our group. It doesn’t take long to realize that she thought he’d leave her be. In fact, it’s clear in her eyes that she was expecting it. But what she should know is that when you’re dealing with Nate and Jesse Ryder, neither of them do what you expect them to do.  
 
    Nate narrows his eyes and steps right into her. Phoenix’s eyes widen in fear and I have no doubt that being in her position is downright terrifying. “Is there something you need?” he growls, low enough for only our group to hear. 
 
    Phoenix’s eyes flick around the group before she returns her eyes back to Nate with nothing but anger, seems this could turn into an even bigger show than we just watched. Phoenix brings her hands up and shoves Nate hard in the chest, forcing him back a step and out of her face.  
 
    I have to give her credit, that would have taken a shitload of strength, but then, maybe Nate stepped back on purpose. He still hasn’t come to terms with that fact that they’re related and I’m sure being this close to her is hard for him. If only I could get past Phoenix to hold his hand and give him every ounce of support I could possibly muster up. 
 
    “Get out of my face, Nathaniel,” she spits as though it’s a dirty word. 
 
    Nate grunts. “What happened to the nice Phoenix who kept trying to crawl up my girlfriend’s ass, trying to win her over and get in our good book?” 
 
    “She doesn’t exist anymore,” Phoenix snaps. “I don’t want anything to do with you damn Ryders. You’re all fucking dickheads.” 
 
    Jesse grins like Christmas has come early and steps in beside his brother. “What’s the matter, sis?” he chuckles. “Is it not all rainbows and flowers living with Caden Ryder? Are you not getting the attention you’ve always wanted?” 
 
    “It’s none of your damn business,” she seethes. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jesse continues. “You got a blue car instead of a red one?” 
 
    “Shut up,” she yells in fury. “You don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Don’t we?” Nate questions. “You don’t think we’ve been keeping tabs on him, making sure he’s been staying away from our mom?” Nate looks her up and down. “You’re just like him,” he says. “A fucking, good for nothing, slimy low life. You know he’s cheating on your mom, right?” 
 
    I look to Phoenix in shock. Her eyes don’t widen and shock never registers, only intense anger remains, making it clear she already knows, and that’s exactly what’s got her knickers in a twist. 
 
    Nate picks up on it instantly and I’m left wondering how the hell he knows this shit. “Ah, so you do know,” he grins. “So, what’s the matter then? You knew what he was before he moved in with you. Did you think you were special? Did you think you were going to be a happy family?” 
 
    “Stop it,” she yells.  
 
    “Or what?” Jesse grins. 
 
    Phoenix snaps her mouth shut and I watch on with wide eyes as my boys completely annihilate her and shut her down, just like they always knew would happen. She took something from them even though it was something neither of them wanted. She rubbed it in and tried to make them look pathetic. And for that, she will pay. 
 
    “Here’s what you’re going to do,” Nate says, stepping back into her. Phoenix tilts her head to look up into his eyes. “You’re going to go back home and you’re going to play happy family with daddy dearest just like you always wanted. You’re going to smile and laugh and you’re not going to tell a damn soul that he’s cheating and when your pathetic excuse of a mother realizes that she’s been played, you’re going to fight for him to stay and deal with it just like my mom did for eighteen years. He’s your problem now.” 
 
    Her mouth drops open and I see the argument on her tongue, but Nate’s not finished. He lowers his voice even more. “And while you’re at it, you’re going to clear Jesse’s name. By the end of the day, every single person here will know that you lied about what you did to him.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “I don’t care what truth is behind it. You’re going to tell them you lied, that you never fucked him, and you’ll say whatever the hell you need to make them believe it. You’re going to stay the fuck away from me and my brother, and you’re going to stop cornering Tora. Got it?” 
 
    “Or what?” she scoffs, trying to hold on to whatever piece of dignity she has left. 
 
    “You saw what I did to Ashley this morning. You may be blood, but you are not family and don’t think for one second that I won’t destroy you too.” 
 
    Phoenix looks around the ground and presses her lips together. She’s up against the wall with nowhere to turn, just the way Nate manipulated it. “Can’t we just start over?” she asks quietly. 
 
    Nate scoffs as Jesse barks out a harsh laugh. “Over my dead fucking body,” Jesse says. “Not after the bullshit you pulled with me. You made your bed and now it’s time to lay the fuck down. You had your chance to come clean, and I’m assuming that was years ago when your first found out. Things probably would have been different, but you fucked that up. Big time.” 
 
    She lets out a heavy breath as her eyes drop to the ground. Finally realizing just how far gone these two are. I mean, she doesn’t stand a chance mending a relationship here. Maybe in ten, twenty years when the sting from eighteen years of betrayal starts to fade away, but not now. 
 
    Phoenix looks up at Nate before flicking her eyes across to Jess. “I’ll tell them I lied.” 
 
    “You did lie,” he grunts. “To me.” 
 
    She nods her head before ducking it down and stepping away. Sensing things are over, Tyson and Puck make an opening for her to escape and the second she’s gone I find myself gawking at Nate. “How’d you know Caden was cheating?” 
 
    A perfect smirk lights up his face. “I didn’t,” he tells me. “It was a good guess though.” 
 
    I shake my head as Jesse throws his arm over Nate’s shoulder. “Mom’s going to get a fucking kick out of this.” 
 
    “Damn straight, she is.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “You sleazy, little, cock sucker,” is screamed from somewhere in the house, waking me and Nate way too early on a Saturday morning. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I groan as I rub a hand over my eyes. We were out at the races last night where Nate absolutely killed it in his Mustang and even broke the record which he set a few months ago in the Camaro.  
 
    Following that, we spent the night at Tyson’s place at one of the biggest parties Broken Hill has ever seen. It was incredible. We only got home a few hours ago and after Nate screwed me up against the wall, we’ve maybe been asleep for an hour or two. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nate groans, wrapping his hands around me and pulling me in hard against his body. “Sounds like Kaylah.” 
 
    “I told you. I’m not going to fucking do it,” Jesse's voice is heard, roaring right back at her. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan, grabbing the blanket and pulling it up over my head to block out the light. “Trouble in paradise.” 
 
    “Sounds like they’re outside,” Nate murmurs curiously, nuzzling his face into my neck. 
 
    “I swear to God, Jess,” Kaylah growls. “Do it or the stupid thing gets it.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Jesse yells with panic lacing his tone. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out there?” I moan. 
 
    Nate lets out a huff and throws the blanket back, making the morning chill rush my body and bring shivers all over me. Nate smirks as I pull my legs up and wrap my arms around them, trying to hold onto what little body heat I can. 
 
    He yawns as he crosses the room and makes his way over to the window. He rips open the blinds and within the space of two seconds, a wicked grin rips across his face as he undoes the latch to open the window. “Shit, I think I might give this chick a chance,” he murmurs, watching whatever is happening below. 
 
    Not being able to resist, I trudge out of bed and cross the room. I slide in beside Nate and he puts his arm around me so I can lean up against him. I look out the window and as much as I love Jesse, I love what I’m seeing more. 
 
    Kaylah and Jesse stand on either side of the pool glaring at each other and not in the good kind of way. Kaylah has one hand stubbornly on her hip while the other is stretched out over the top of the pool with Jesse’s beloved PlayStation dangling from her fingers. I mean, I can’t say that I’ve ever held a PlayStation like that before but it couldn’t be easy. That thing only has a few more seconds before it slips out of her fingers and she doesn’t look like she gives a shit about saving it. 
 
    “Babe,” Jesse says, trying to calm the situation as his eyes frantically flick back and forth between Kaylah and the PlayStation. “Quit messing around.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” she says. “I want you to fix it.” 
 
    “Do it,” Nate calls out, cheering Kaylah on. 
 
    Jesse and Kaylah look up and I can’t help but laugh at the look on each of their faces. Jesse looks horrified by Nate’s encouragement while Kaylah looks as though she’s ready to let the PlayStation take a swim. “Dude,” Jesse grunts. “You’re not fucking helping.” 
 
    “Yeah, well this is what you get when all your bullshit wakes me up. Do it, Kaylah.” 
 
    I shove Nate aside, desperately trying to save the PlayStation. I mean, Jesse and I have had some really good times with that thing together, even though he tends to cheat. “What the hell are you guys even fighting about?” 
 
    Kaylah smirks as Jesse scoffs. “She wants me to make nice with her brother.” 
 
    A grin cuts across my face, knowing exactly how this is going to end. I say a silent prayer for the PlayStation and laugh at Jess. “I think it’s a great idea. Jackson is pretty cool once you get to know him.” 
 
    “Geez,” Nate scoffs at me. “You’re taking it a bit far, don’t you think?” 
 
    “He is cool,” I say. 
 
    “For a douchebag.” 
 
    “Will you two shut up?” Jesse scolds from below. “I’m trying to save my PlayStation here.” 
 
    Kaylah grunts. “There’s only one way for you to save this stupid thing,” she says, giving the PlayStation a wiggle between her fingers, making both mine and Jesse’s hearts start racing. 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Jesse demands. 
 
    “Have it your way,” she smirks as she flinches. 
 
    Jesse blanches as he watches her bluff before relief completely overtakes him. He slowly starts walking around the pool towards her as Nate steals her attention. “I’ll make good with your brother if you throw it in.” 
 
    “Really?” she questions, suspiciously. 
 
    Nate nods and her smile is blinding. “Ok,” she says with a cocky attitude which I’m sure she either learned from Jackson or Jesse. A second later, she tosses the PlayStation with everything she’s got right into the center of the pool. 
 
    “No,” Jesse yells out as he watches in horror. He throws himself towards the falling PlayStation and it’s almost as though it happens in slow motion.  
 
    He’s not going to make it. 
 
    Jesse catches the PlayStation just as his body crashes into the water but he’s completely parallel to the water, so no matter how high he reaches above the water, they’re both going down. 
 
    “A moment of silence for our fallen comrade,” I murmur beside Nate, stepping back to place a hand over my heart. 
 
    “Shit,” Nate laughs as he watches Jesse break through the top of the water with a gasp. 
 
    “Fuck,” Jesse roars loud enough for the douche canoe’s in Haven Falls to hear. I look out the window to see Jesse standing dead center in the middle of the pool with water gushing off him, his PlayStation held way above his head, and a glare deep in his eyes as he stares at his girlfriend. “You’re so fucking lucky I love you.” 
 
    She gasps as she watches him. “You love me?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he grumbles but seeing the look of absolute joy on her face has his bad mood instantly lifting. He tosses the ruined PlayStation aside and stalks forward. 
 
    “Shit, Kaylah,” I yell, honestly terrified for the poor girl. “Run.” 
 
    “No,” she says, shaking her head as she cautiously watches him. “He wouldn’t. He loves me, you know?” 
 
    “Poor girl,” Nate murmurs beside me. “She’s got a lot to learn about that kid.” 
 
    “Yep,” I say popping the ‘p’.  
 
    “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me away from the window. “We may as well get ready for the day. Jesse is going to be up here in a minute demanding our attention.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muse, allowing him to drag me to the bathroom. “I think he’s going to be spending the day pretty immersed in Kaylah after telling her that he loves her.” 
 
    “True,” he says. “I guess it’s just you and me for the day.” 
 
    We walk into the bathroom and Nate grabs the hem of my shirt before slowly peeling it from my body. “Were you serious about all that Jackson crap just now?” I question. 
 
    “Serious?” he grunts. “You’re standing before me naked as the day you were born and you want to know about Jackson?” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. “I guess.”  
 
    “Fuck, that dude is such a cock blocker.” 
 
    “Nate,” I scold. 
 
    He rolls his eye as he shrugs out of his shirt but as his eyes meet mine, he scrunches up his face. “I don’t know,” he tells me truthfully before reaching into the shower and turning the taps. “I really don’t want to, but the dickhead called me when you got hurt and I’ll forever be grateful for that. It was, you know, kinda cool of him.” 
 
    “You don’t… respect him, do you?” I gasp in mock horror. 
 
    Nate grabs me and tosses me into the cool water of the shower. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Shit,” I shriek. “That’s cold.” 
 
    Nate smirks, proud of his doing as looks me up and down. I lean back against the cold tiles of the shower watching as he looks at me with a deep desire. His eyes heat and my breath catches. 
 
    Holy hell. How quickly this man can affect me. My insides clench and I bite down on my lower lip just imagining what he could do to me. 
 
    I’ve just spent the night with him all over me, caressing every inch of my skin and giving me an unbelievable amount of intense pleasure, so if he doesn’t touch me in the next two seconds, I might just die. 
 
    My eyes roam over his solid abs and down to that ‘V’ that has me drooling every single time he takes his shirt off. I mean, it’s like a big arrow pointing straight towards the goods. 
 
    Fuck, I need to touch him. I just need to reach out and run my fingers down his skin, taking all of him in my hands. 
 
    Nate steps forward with hunger in his eyes and I hold on as this is going to be one hell of a ride. 
 
    We emerge from Nate’s room an hour later and make our way downstairs. “I’m fucking hungry,” Nate grumbles as he heads into the kitchen and starts diving through the fridge. 
 
    “Well,” I grin to myself. “You certainly earned it.” 
 
    Nate looks back over his shoulder and flashes me a smile that has me wanting to do it all over again. His eyes sparkle in that boyish way and I fall in love all over again. I’m starting to find it hard to believe that he used to be my bully. We’ve come so damn far since those days. I mean, it’s nearly been a year. School is just about done and following the summer, we’ll be going to college.  
 
    I can’t wait. It will be like a whole new beginning with a world of new experiences. 
 
    Jesse and Kaylah appear from the den and Kaylah comes to sit by me on the stool while Jesse helps Nate in the kitchen. They get busy cooking us breakfast while Jesse goes on and on about the new PlayStation he’s going to have to go out and buy today, though all that does is spark a conversation about what new games he can buy to go with it. 
 
    The sound of the front door opening and Trish’s playful giggle has all four of us freezing on the spot. The conversation comes to a dead stop and I cringe, realizing a lot quicker than the boys what’s going on. 
 
    Trish’s hushed murmur comes flowing up the hallway. “I had a great night,” she says before it goes quiet. 
 
    “Oh, fuck no,” Nate grunts as Jesse’s eyes widen in realization. 
 
    Nate drops the tongs, not giving a shit that he’s going to burn the bacon and takes off up the hallway with Jesse right behind them. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Kaylah shrieks beside me as we chase after the boys.  
 
    “They just realized their mom is dating.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    We break into the foyer to find Trish completely immersed in kissing her date and I have to give the woman some credit. He’s a silver fox. He’s tall, tanned skin, fit, looks like he could handle himself while simultaneously saving the world. 
 
    The sound of our intrusion has Trish gasping and breaking away from her date. “Crap,” she grunts in a rare display of cursing. “I didn’t think you guys were home.” 
 
    “Surprise,” Jesse grunts, sizing up the guy while Nate walks forward, remaining silent. 
 
    I don’t see his face but I don’t doubt it’s terrifying. Both Trish and her date watch Nate and it’s clear the man has worked out that Nate is the one to watch. “You must be Nate?” the man says, confidently holding his hand out to Nate. 
 
    The guy smirks as Nate just looks at the outreached hand before turning on his mother. “You didn’t tell us you were… dating.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure how you’d take it.” 
 
    “Do you like him?” 
 
    Trish blanches and looks back at the man before turning back to Nate. “So far, I do.” 
 
    Nate nods before turning back to the guy. “You hurt her and I’ll fucking kill you.” 
 
    “Nate,” Trish scolds. 
 
    “No, no,” the guy says, placing both his hands on Trish’s shoulder. “It’s fine. It’s understandable for teenage boys to be protective of their mother. Nate is just more up front than most.” 
 
    “You’ve got no idea,” Trish murmurs. 
 
    “Look,” Nate says to his mom. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, so I’m fine with this as long as your honest with everything that’s going on. We’ve already suffered through too many lies and betrayal. I want you to be happy.” 
 
    Trish walks forward and wraps her arms around Nate, holding him tight. “Thank you. I am happy,” she whispers. “I promise you,” she says, reaching a hand out to squeeze Jesse’s shoulder. “I’ll be an open book. From now on, everything that happens between me and John is out in the open.” 
 
    Jesse cringes. “I don’t want too many details.” 
 
    John laughs as I watch him. “You mean, just enough details so if something bad were to happen you’d know where to come after me?” 
 
    I find myself smiling. Good answer, John. That was the perfect response to get Jesse on your side. Now he just has to win over boss man which isn’t going to be quite so easy. 
 
    “You got it,” Jesse says as his glare slowly seeps away, showing that he’s already starting to accept the guy. 
 
    Nate, on the other hand, is no longer staring at the guy but I know he won’t just accept him in. John is going to have to earn his respect but he’s given it a good start. After all, this is his mom we’re talking about. Just one little slip up and Nate will do whatever it takes to get rid of him. 
 
    “Alright, guys,” Trish says. “Do you mind if I say goodbye to John without an audience?” 
 
    “Sure,” Nate groans. He takes my hand and a minute later is dragging me back down the hallway as I look over my shoulder, watching Trish as she turns to John with an apology in her eyes. 
 
    We get back into the kitchen and Nate tosses the burned bacon out and starts again. “What do you think?” I ask as Jesse stands at the entrance of the hallway and spies on his mom. 
 
    Nate shrugs. “Don’t know. He was confident but not cocky about it.” 
 
    “I think you should give him a chance. Your mom seems to like him.” 
 
    “That’s the only reason I didn’t kick his ass out of here.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” Trish calls from up the hallway. 
 
    “You were meant to,” Nate replies. 
 
    Trish walks into the kitchen a moment later and comes to a stop behind me. She places her hands on my shoulders as Nate busily cooks the bacon and eggs. “Thanks for not telling,” she murmurs to me, making Nate and Jesse spin around in shock, looking at me as though I’m the worst kind of traitor. 
 
    Both Trish and I cringe. “Shit.” 
 
    “Sorry, love,” she says. “I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “It’s ok.” 
 
    Trish hurries away as I face the wrath of the boys. 
 
    This is going to be a long day.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I stand in the center of all our friends with a drink in my hand and Nate at my back, proud to say that we managed to make it through a whole week without any drama. I know, right. I didn’t think it was possible either. 
 
    But then, it’s Friday night so there is still a good chance something could happen. I just hope it doesn’t. We’re just about at the end of the year so I’m kind of hoping the drama is done for now. We’ve settled all the scores and I doubt Jackson will be attempting to blow up Nate’s Mustang anytime soon. 
 
    I mean, those two aren’t particularly friends, but Nate stayed true to his word and extended an olive branch. After all, Jackson did call him when I needed him the most. He could have just left it and claimed he didn’t realize I wanted him, especially as we weren’t together then. No one would have batted an eyelash at the thought but because he did, it meant the world to me. 
 
    I have to admit, I’m kind of jealous of the way the guys sorted their shit out, and I guess this goes for most guys, but Nate literally just nodded at him. That was it. A nod. A simple freaking nod. Jackson saw, gave him a tight-lipped smile and they were done. Suddenly two years of over the top bullshit was over. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, they’re not best friends, braiding each other’s hair and having sleepovers and pillow fights, but it’s a start. Maybe they won’t try to run each other off the road every time they pass each other. 
 
    Nate’s arm winds around my waist as we watch the races from our favorite spot which overlooks the whole track. “Do you need another drink?” he murmurs, kissing my neck in the process. 
 
    “No,” I smile, running my hand along his over my waist. “I’m good for now. I have no sorrows to drown, so maybe I’ll try to remember this Friday night for a change.” 
 
    I feel Nate’s smile against my neck. “Good plan,” he chuckles. 
 
    “Yo,” Tyson says as he arrives before glancing around our group of friends. “Where’s Jess?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Brooke says, piping up beside me as she glances around. “I thought it was a bit too tame here. Where is he?” 
 
    Nate grunts. “Fucked if I know,” he says. “He disappeared two hours ago and I haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ty grunts, digging into his dark jeans and pulling out his phone. He starts typing away on his phone, probably checking in with his best friend and telling him to get his ass here. “It’s not like him to miss race night. Especially when you’re driving.” 
 
    Nate just shrugs. He’s not Jesse’s keeper and to be honest, if I had to guess where he is, it would be buried inside Kaylah Millington, doing things to her that not even my wildest imagination could possibly come up with. 
 
    Tyson and Jesse are tied at the hip and they’re the biggest morons I’ve ever met. They feed off each other’s energy and depending on their mood, they could either be the funniest guys you’ve ever met or the most lethal. I mean, they’re a couple you don’t want to cross. Though, I’m sure Tyson is feeling it now that Jesse has been spending so much time with Kaylah. I’ll have to find him a girl. 
 
    A new race starts and I find myself distracted by the white Camaro speeding around the track, making a fool of his opponent. “That guy is good,” I murmur to Nate. “You’ve raced him before, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” he says, raising his head from my neck to look down at the race. “That’s Noah. He’s the guy from Haven Falls who let us beat the crap out of those guys at that party.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I muse. “His only rule was to ‘take it outside’.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    A grin rips across my face. “That’s also the night you blew up Jackson’s car.” 
 
    “A lot of things happened that night.” 
 
    My brows pull down as I try to remember the order of everything that happened when I realize it was the same night Phoenix told the world about my eating disorder and I attempted to beat the crap out of her. It’s also the night we discovered she was the boy’s half-sister and the extent of Caden’s cheating. “That was a shit night.” 
 
    I feel Nate’s nod against me. “That, it was.” 
 
    “You up next?” Puck questions, breaking through my thoughts. 
 
    “Yep,” Nate says before squeezing my waist and lowering his head back to my neck. “I should know better than to ask by this point, but are you coming with me?” 
 
    I scoff but the smile instantly crosses my face. I turn in his arm and he straightens up so he can look down at me. “No way, big guy,” I say as the sound of Noah’s Camaro down on the track attempts to drown out our conversation. “You drive like a little old grandma. I’d probably fall asleep out of pure boredom. But I’ll be there at the finish line when you cross it.” 
 
    Nate lets out a huff. “I’ll show you driving like a grandma.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” he questions as the crowd goes nuts. I don’t bother turning around to see. I already know Noah dominated that race. There were no shocked gasps of people hurrying around me, telling me that there was a crash or some dramatic event so that only leaves one option. A straight forward, easy win. 
 
     “Uh huh,” I grin. “You wouldn’t be able to beat my time anyway. You can try, but I doubt you’ll get anywhere close. You might want to just give up now. You know, save yourself the embarrassment.” 
 
    “First off,” he grins. “Your time was one of the slowest times this track has ever seen. I could do it blindfolded and still beat it. And secondly, you should know I don’t give a shit about embarrassing myself, especially after serenading you in the middle of the school.” 
 
    I smile up at him as my lips brush against his. “You’re all talk, Nate Ryder. Why don’t you go out there and prove it?” 
 
    Nate’s arms wind around my body until he has an ass cheek in both hands. “You’re trouble, Tora Roberts.” 
 
    “Would you two quit fucking around?” Puck scolds from somewhere behind me. “You’re going to miss your fucking race.” 
 
    Nate looks up over the top of my head and groans. “Fine.” 
 
    He kisses me one more time before I allow him to pull away. 
 
    Murmurs start seeping through the crowd but I only have eyes for Nate as he makes his way to the driver’s door of his Mustang. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I hear gasped behind me. Add that to the murmurs throughout the whole crowd and I finally find it within myself to turn around.  
 
    I follow Brooke’s shocked gaze as she stares, wide-eyed down at the track. I look down there to find a black car pushing its way down onto the track, only it’s not taking the place of Nate’s opponent. That guy is already there.  
 
    I try to look around the bodies to get a better view but there’s just too many people. “Is that…is someone taking his place?” 
 
    Brooke shakes her head. “I…” She promptly gives up, not having a damn clue what’s going on. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Nate questions, leaving his Mustang and coming to stand in beside me to see what all the fuss is about. 
 
    The black car creeps in until it’s comes to a stop beside Nate’s opponent, putting it right out in the open for the world to see. My eyes widen in shock. It’s like I’m having Déjà vu. I gasp as I take in the matte black Camaro. The one that looks identical to Nate’s old one…. in fact, so identical…. No. it couldn’t be. 
 
    I look across at Nate as I weave my fingers through his. His eyebrows are pulled down in confusion as his eyes scan over the Camaro. “What’s going on?” I question. “Who is that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he murmurs beside me as eyes all over the big property start seeking out Nate, also wondering what the hell is going on. “But that car looks pretty fucking familiar.” 
 
    Nate clutches my hand in his as the confusion turns to anger. He starts storming forward, pulling me along beside him. The more I look at the Camaro on the track, the clearer it becomes. This is Nate’s old car. The one that was destroyed. Someone has taken it and rebuilt it. 
 
    Nate and I are just about down to the track with our whole group right on our heels and I groan to myself. I thought we were done with the drama for senior year. But this is so much worse. This is a personal attack on Nate. It’s almost like someone taking what’s his and rubbing it in his face. In a more personal way than Phoenix could ever dream of. This Camaro was his pride and joy and now someone else is claiming it and wanting to race in front of all our friends. Nu-uh. No way. 
 
    The door to the Camaro opens and a mop of dark hair appears as the driver gets out of the car. Recognition hits me instantly and I pull back hard on Nate’s hand, desperately trying to get him to stop before he goes and beats the living shit out of the guy. 
 
    The driver turns to face us with a massive grin, splitting his face in half. “Surprise,” Jesse calls, opening his arms wide and seeking out his brother in a show of complete pride. 
 
    Holy shit. This isn’t some dickhead trying to best Nate. This is his brother being a secretive little douchebag with a heart of gold. Fuck, I love that kid. 
 
    Nate blanches and finally brings himself to a startling halt as he tries to work out what the fuck is going on, but now’s not the time to stop. I laugh and race forward, tugging hard on Nate’s hand to pull him behind me.  
 
    We break down on the track and I distantly realize Nate still hasn’t said a word. He’s clearly confused with a mix of pissed off, surprised, shocked, and a little more confusion. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Nate demands as his eyes run over the Camaro. 
 
    “I couldn’t do it, man,” Jesse says. “After the crash, when you told me to take it for scrap metal… I couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” he demands as emotion begins to cloud my head and completely overtake me.  
 
    I release Nate’s hand and throw my arms around Jesse, giving him the tightest hug, but his eyes are solely on his brother. “I couldn’t trash it. You worked your ass off on it, so mom agreed to let me get it fixed. We knew how much this thing meant to you.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes widen as realization finally hits. “This is mine? My actually Camaro. The one that was trashed?” 
 
    “The same one.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” he whoops in excitement, bounding forward and throwing himself at his brother. I duck away just in time to avoid being crushed between their big bodies. “You little fucking turd,” Nate laughs. “How could I not know about this?” 
 
    Jesse just laughs as Nate goes on in shock. He releases his brother and throws himself at the Camaro, checking over every tiny little detail. “Holy fuck, man. How the hell did they do this? This thing was fucked up.” 
 
    “I know,” Jesse grins. “It took longer than expected but they did a fucking great job. There are still a few things missing that you had on the old version, but I figured you can add that later.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head, completely astonished. “Holy fuck, man.” He reaches out for Jesse again and pulls him in hard against his chest as he claps him on the back. “Thanks,” he says. “You have no fucking clue how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you convinced mom to let me get a boat so I figured I owed you.” 
 
    Nate howls in laughter, bouncing around, unable to control his excitement. “Damn fucking straight.” He releases his bother once again and reaches out as quick as lightning, wrapping his hand around my forearm. He tugs hard and I crash into his chest as his arms protectively wrap around me. "Did you know about this?” 
 
    I shake my head as I smile up at him. “No,” I laugh. “I had no clue.” 
 
    “Hey,” a voice calls from behind me. I glance over my shoulder to see the other driver I’d completely forgot about. “This is sweet and all, but I came here to race. Let’s get the show on the road.” 
 
    Nate looks up and over at Jesse. “Is it ready to race?” he questions. 
 
    Jesse’s response is a wicked grin as he tosses the familiar old keychain to Nate. Nate plucks it out of the sky and grins right back at him. 
 
    I’ll take that as a yes. 
 
    Nate tightens his hold around my waist. “What do you say, babe? You with me?” 
 
    I look up into the eyes I love and I can’t possibly resist. “Hell yeah.” 
 
    Precisely three minutes later, Nate flies across the finish line with me holding onto the ‘holy shit’ bar as a storm of dust flies up behind him, declaring him still the undefeated champion of Broken Hill. 
 
    “That was incredible,” I laugh as I fly out of the passenger’s seat and around the front of the sleek matte black Camaro which has held so many memories for me over the past year, most of which where I was being kidnapped by the guy I thought was nothing but a bully. 
 
    Nate grins as he gets out of the car. I’ve seen him happy a million times before but nothing compares to the look of absolute joy in his eyes, making me promise myself that I will do anything and everything in my power to see that look each and every day. 
 
    Fuck, I love him so goddamn much. 
 
    This man is my life and watching him being bombarded by his ecstatic friends as they celebrate his win is something I’ll never get enough of. 
 
    Nate Ryder is simply incredible. 
 
    He’s my heart. My soul. 
 
    I’m ripped out of my thoughts as Brooke crashes into me. “That was awesome,” she declares. 
 
    And just like that, the mood for our Friday night has been set. 
 
    An hour later we pile into the cars after Jesse told the world there will be a party at his place. Everyone got on their phones. Alerts were sent out. Friends were called. A shitload of pizza was ordered. 
 
    This is going to be a good night. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate calls out, gaining Jesse’s attention. Jesse looks back and has just enough time to process the fact that Nate is tossing something at him. Jesse catches it before looking down and realizing they’re the keys to the Mustang. “Drive her home.” 
 
    Jesse’s eyes widen. “Are you for real? You’re going to let me drive the Mustang?” 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Nate laughs. “But I’m going to kick your ass if you put a single mark on her.” 
 
    Jesse salutes him before tossing the keys to his Range Rover to Tyson and dropping down into the Mustang. Nate watches on with an amused smirk as Jesse starts up the car and revs the absolute shit out of it with nothing but a massive, excited grin across his face. 
 
    Nate shakes his head and takes my hand. “Come on,” he says. “I want to take you home and celebrate… our way.” 
 
    “Really?” I smile up at him before roaming my eyes up and down his body. “I don’t want to wait until we get home. I’d rather celebrate in the back of the Camaro. After all, we need to christen it.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes flame and not a moment later, we’re dropping down into the Camaro and he speeds away, taking us somewhere we can have a little privacy without the eyes of every senior and junior from Broken Hill High on us. 
 
    “Hey,” I say as he pulls out of the dirt road and joins the traffic on the highway. “I know a place I want to show you.” 
 
    “You have a place?” he scoffs with an evil little smirk that has me wanting to reach across and squish it right off his face. “Do you take all the boys there or just me?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh. “It’s not like that. I just want to show you something.” 
 
    “Ok,” he grins. “Show me the way.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Nate pulls into the empty parking lot of an old factory warehouse. “Where the hell are we?” he grunts, looking up at the old, huge building. 
 
    I unbuckle my seatbelt and open the door. Nate follows my lead and I meet him around the front of the Camaro, taking his hand in mine. “Dad bought this place a few years ago as an investment,” I explain. “He had some big plan of turning it into office spaces or something like that so he could rent it out, but it never happened. It’s just been sitting here empty.” 
 
    “Ok,” Nate murmurs, watching me and probably wondering why the hell I give enough of a shit to make him drive out here. 
 
    “I overhead dad on the phone the other day. He’s going to sell it and I thought this could be the perfect place for you to build your shop.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts with wide eyes, flicking his head back towards the warehouse with a whole new perspective. 
 
    “It’s big enough, right?” I question, not really knowing what he’d need to start his business. “Come on,” I say, dragging him along. “Last I checked, the side door was broken.” 
 
    Nate lets me drag him along and his silence tells me there’s a lot of thoughts going through his head right now. I just hope they’re all good ones, but if not, it doesn’t really matter. We can find somewhere else. 
 
    The closer we get to the side door, the more appreciation begins to seep into his eyes and it’s almost as though I can see the ideas rushing through his mind. 
 
    We reach the door and it’s clear as day that it’s broken and I try my best to open it, but the fucker is jammed. Nate shoves me aside, grabs the door handle and with one quick move, he shoulders his way through the door. 
 
    We break into the wide open space and I pull up the flashlight app on my phone as I search around for the light. I find it beside the main entrance and the second I hit the big button, the warehouse lights up like the fourth of July. 
 
    “Woah,” Nate whistles, low under his breath as he takes it all in. 
 
    “Do you like it?” I question. 
 
    Nate spins around, taking it all in and though he hasn’t said anything, I see the answer in his eyes. This place will be where he has his beginning, whether he has to buy the property from my dad or rent it.  
 
    We walk around the warehouse and I point out all the places where I think things should go with Nate promptly correcting me and reminding me that when it comes to building a shop specifically for restoration, I have no clue what I’m talking about, so I just keep quiet and let his dream come out, imagining how it will all piece together. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nate murmurs as we get back in his Camaro.  
 
    “Are you going to do it? Is this the place?” 
 
    He nods his head as he looks at the warehouse. “Yeah, I think it is,” he tells me. “It needs a bit of work but I think it would be perfect for what I need.” 
 
    “Do you want me to talk to dad about it?” 
 
    “No,” he says, staring up the engine and backing out of his spot. He looks across at me with that boyish smile that completely lights up his face and takes my hand. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You know,” I grin. “We can call this place ‘Nate’s Big Bad Cars’.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me, right? You couldn’t possibly think that’s a good business name.” 
 
    I try to keep a straight face, but the image of Nate wearing a cap with the name across the front is too much for me to bear and I burst out laughing.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Holy shit. We nearly made it. There are only two weeks left of senior year and so far, we have kicked its butt. I only got suspended twice. Well, they were my only two suspensions in my whole school career, but they’ll still make an interesting story for me to tell my kids one day. 
 
    We have prom on Friday night, meaning Nate will have to skip a race for once, though if I know my boyfriend well enough, I have a feeling he’ll be slipping out a side door, racing like he was born to be on that track and getting his ass back to prom just in time to be declared prom king, no matter how embarrassing that might be. Though Jackson might attempt to take the title from him and even though neither of them wants it, they also don’t want the other to get it. I’m sure it will be a great night. One I’ll remember for the rest of my life. 
 
    This year has been incredible. I’ve made so many new friends, I’ve had moments that have defined me in ways that I can’t even begin to understand, I’ve overcome mental illness, and have become a stronger, happier version of myself. 
 
    I mean, don’t get me wrong, there’s been a whole lot of shit to go along with the good things but I don’t want to dwell on it. It’s all in the past and now I have college to look forward to, you know, after enjoying my summer getting tanned at Broken Hill lake while Jesse finally gets a proper chance to use his stupid boat. I’ll probably end up on the jet ski with Nate though. Nothing gets me hotter than being on that thing with him. He’s so reckless and wild while also being the most caring human being I’ve ever met in my life. 
 
    How did I possibly go so many years without him? I hate that he bullied me for five years. If only he just came clean at the beginning, I would have probably said ‘Ewwwww,’ but eventually, we would have gotten together. We wasted precious time together, but we made it work in the end and it’s nothing short of beautiful. 
 
    I walk through the hall on Wednesday morning. The bell for first break has just rung and students are pouring out of classrooms, desperate to enjoy the next twenty minutes before heading back to class. 
 
    I meet Brooke by my locker as I throw my morning’s books inside. “How was calculus?” she murmurs, leaning into the locker beside mine to watch the students passing by. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “It was alright. A bit on the boring side, but what do you expect?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she grumbles. “Same with advanced science. I wanted to gouge my eyes out. I swear, that teacher just drones on and on after explaining the same thing over a hundred times. It’s like, we get it already. The only good thing about that class is that I had Tyson across the hall, making faces at me the whole time.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and laugh. I go to make a comment about the thought of the two of them possibly dating when the familiar sound of someone being shoved into a locker draws my attention.  
 
    I look up over Brooke's shoulder and gawk at the sight of Jesse and Jackson walking down the hall together. It’s clear as day Jesse just shoved Jackson into a locker but what’s surprising is that way Jackson bounces back and hurries after him before taking the place beside him, when in a normal world, Jackson would be grabbing Jesse and trying to get sweet, sweet revenge. 
 
    “What the hell?” I grunt, watching them before me. 
 
    “Her fucking name is Christy,” Jesse growls, loud enough for the whole hallway to hear. 
 
    “It’s not,” Jackson roars back at Jesse. “It’s Lucy.” 
 
    Students start hurrying to get out of their way and as they do that, I get a glimpse of a… wait. Is that a baby in Jesse’s arms? I blink a few times. This couldn’t be right. 
 
    The boys angrily make their way down the hall and I find myself jumping out in front of them before they pass. “Ummm…. WHAT?” I demand. 
 
    The boys stop in the center of the hallway, making everyone else have to walk around, but my attention is on the baby in Jesse’s arms. I focus every ounce of my being on it and quickly realize it’s one of those fake ones that you get in that Child Development elective.  
 
    Jesse rolls his eyes as Jackson glares. “Your favorite little lap dog decided to start a fucking fight in the middle of the locker room today and now I’m fucking stuck with him until school goes out.” 
 
    “Wait… what?” I question again, turning my attention on Jesse, hoping in his angry state, he’s able to make a little more sense of the situation than Jackson can. 
 
    “I fucking tried,” Jesse says, throwing his hands up and holding the fake baby by the leg, making it cry. “Kaylah wanted me to be nice and I fucking tried.” 
 
    “What happened?” I ask as he tries to shove the baby in my face. 
 
    I push the baby back at him and he groans before Jackson rips it out of his hands and takes over. “I saw him go into the locker room, so I went in to talk and the fucker freaked out.” 
 
    “I didn’t freak out.” 
 
    Jesse scoffs. “You thought I was coming to fight. You instantly went on the defense and threw a fucking punch.” 
 
    “What do you expect?” Jackson scowls. “It’s not like you have a great track record.” 
 
    Jesse rolls his eyes. “We got busted fighting,” he explains. “Watkins doesn’t think the usual forms of punishment are working on us, so he gave us a fucking baby to look after for the next two weeks. It’s apparently some bonding experiment type of bullshit.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to get us to work together as a team,” Jackson offers. 
 
    “It’s fucking bullshit is what it is.” 
 
    Brooke howls in laughter. “By being daddies together?” 
 
    “Shut up,” Jesse demands. 
 
    “Ok,” I say, trying my absolute hardest to keep a straight face as I spy Nate and Puck at the other end of the hallway, making their way towards us. “So, why are you still fighting?” I question.  
 
    “Because,” Jesse groans. “I want to call the baby Christy, and this fucker thinks it looks like a Lucy.” 
 
    “I’m not calling my baby Christy,” Jackson demands. 
 
    “It’s our baby,” Jesse seethes. 
 
    “Careful,” Brooke grumbles beside me. “If we’re not careful, Jessica is going to start lactating.” 
 
    Jesse narrows his eyes on her. “I don’t know what the fuck that is but I know an insult when I hear one.” 
 
    “Calm down,” I groan. “She was just suggesting you need to relax.” 
 
    “I can’t fucking relax. This baby won’t stop crying.” 
 
    “What the hell is that noise?” Nate questions, peering around Jesse to see Jackson with the baby, trying his hardest to rock it as Jesse glares at his brother. 
 
    “You need to change her diaper,” Jesse orders. 
 
    “I already changed her diaper,” Jackson scolds. “She needs a bottle.” 
 
    “She needs a diaper,” Jesse shoots back. 
 
    I swear, I could watch this shit all day. 
 
    “Holy shit,” comes shrill laughter from behind me. I look over my shoulder to see Kaylah watching her big brother and her boyfriend fighting over this fake baby’s ass while she nearly falls to the ground, unable to control herself. “So, it’s true? You fuckers have to look after a baby for the next two weeks.” 
 
    “What?” Nate demands. “You’re not bringing that shit home.” 
 
    Jesse blanches. “I’m not leaving her with Jackson to fuck up.” 
 
    Kaylah laughs as she wipes at her watery eyes. “I don’t want it waking me up in the middle of the night either.” 
 
    “What?” Jackson demands of his sister as Elle appears at his side.  
 
    She takes in the baby and surprises us all when she slips it out of his hands, holds it up over her shoulder and pats it’s back, making it instantly stop crying. “What?” she questions. “I took this class last year. It’s easy.” 
 
    Jesse grins down at her and she shakes her head. “No way in hell, dude. Just because I said it was easy doesn’t mean I didn’t lose a shitload of sleep over it.” 
 
    Jesse groans and steps aside so he can fall into the lockers. “I’m already exhausted and it’s only been an hour.” 
 
    “Serves you right for bombarding my brother in the locker room,” Kaylah reprimands. “Don’t think for one second I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” He demands. “I went in there to smooth shit out. He’s the one who threw a punch.” 
 
    This goes on and on for the majority of first break, until Jesse cracks the shits, steals the sleeping baby from Elle’s arms and storms off down the hallway with Jackson hurrying after him. 
 
    “Um,” Nate says, pulling me into his arms. “What the hell was all that?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Nate drives me back to his place after school and I’m not surprised to find Jesse, Jackson, and Kaylah already here. I mean, it’s normal for Kaylah to be here now, but Jackson? I’m not going to lie. When I saw him lounging on the outdoor couch by the pool, I did a double take. 
 
    Nate’s phone screeches to life in his pocket and he digs in and pulls it out. "It’s Puck,” he announces before bringing the phone to his ear and walking straight out the back to join the others. 
 
    I walk to the door with him but stop in the doorway. “Do you guys need a drink?” I call out. 
 
    Nate nods while Jackson gives me the thumbs up. “I’ll come help,” Jesse offers, getting up from the couch and jogging toward me. 
 
    I step back from the doorway and head into the kitchen before reaching up into the top cupboard for the glasses. Jesse hurries in and helps me get them down, as let’s face it, I’m simply too short for this house. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmur as he finishes that and I head to the fridge to find something to give everyone. 
 
    Jesse brings the glasses over to the counter and lines them up as I start pouring soda into each one. “I, um… wanted to talk to you,” he murmurs, sounding a little cringy. 
 
    “I’m not taking your baby if that’s what you’re about to ask.” 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “Nothing like that. Don’t get me wrong, I thought about asking you but I figured Nate would rip me a new asshole.” 
 
    “That’s the understatement of the year,” I murmur, concentrating on not spilling the drinks. “What do you need?” 
 
    Jesse pauses. “Kaylah doesn’t think you like her.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt, putting the bottle down and turning to face Jesse. “I like her. Why would she think otherwise?” 
 
    “I know you like her and I told her as much, but she’s not buying it,” he rushes out, hoping not to offend me. “She comes from a world where she was surrounded by girly girls who all fawn over each other, and here, you hardly talk to her.” 
 
    I cringe, realizing he’s right. I haven’t made much of an effort to get to know her, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like her. I’ve just been a little preoccupied with all the drama. “You realize I’m not one of those girly girls who like to compliment other girls on their new hairdos?” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I’m not asking you to. It’s just… it’s serious with her.” 
 
    I turn and pull him into a hug. “It’s ok,” I tell him. “It wasn’t my intention not to include her. I didn’t even realize it was happening, but I promise, I’ll stick to her like glue and make more of an effort. I mean, if she’s good enough for you to fall in love with, then there must be something special about her that I haven’t worked out yet.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he smiles fondly. 
 
    “Who knows?” I grin. “Maybe I’ll fall in love with her too and steal her away.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t?” he accuses, narrowing his eyes on me. 
 
    I grab as many drinks off the table that will fit between my fingers and walk towards the backdoor. I look back over my shoulder to Jesse, who’s grabbing the remaining glasses. “Want to find out?” 
 
    I make my way out the back and Nate shoves his phone between his shoulder and ear before coming over and taking the drinks out of my hand. At first, I assume he’s just being a gentleman but it doesn’t take me long to realize he thinks I’ll probably trip over my own feet and send soda all over their backyard. 
 
    Nate hands out the drinks with Jesse as he finishes off his conversation with Puck. I drop down beside Kaylah and she holds up her drink. “Thanks for this. I would have died before the boys thought of getting up and getting drinks.” 
 
    I don’t mention that she could have freely gotten up and done it herself, but then, some people are funny about helping themselves to things inside other people’s homes. Me? I’ve never had that problem. Especially not here. I guess that’s something she’ll have to get used to. 
 
    “No problem,” I smile as I feel Jesse watching us out of the corner of his eyes. "How’s the baby been all afternoon?" 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she groans before launching into her spiel about the two main boys in her life arguing over which was the front and back of a diaper.  
 
    Nate hangs up his call and soon drops down on my other side. “I invited the boys over,” he announces to the group as he leans back into the couch, pulling me back with him so I rest into his side. 
 
    Jesse and Jackson both grunt and I assume that’s their way of acknowledging what Nate had just said, making me wonder how Jackson would feel being in the lion’s den with all his friends, having been the enemy for so long, but watching him now, it looks as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    “Can I invite the girls?” I murmur as I lift my chin to kiss his cheek. 
 
    “Sure, but Maxen will be here.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I tell him. “Brooke can handle it. I think the whole Holly thing kind of sealed it for them. She literally couldn’t give two shits about what he does now.” 
 
    “Finally,” he groans in relief. 
 
    Jesse looks across at Kaylah. “Did you want to invite anyone over? Looks like it’s going to be a bit of a party.” 
 
    Kaylah’s eyes light with excitement and she sits up a little straighter before a wall comes slamming down behind her eyes. She slouches back into the couch. “Nah, I’m good,” she tells him, making me wonder if there’s a little something deeper with Kaylah than I had originally thought. 
 
    I look across at Jesse and Jackson, both of them with a look of understanding and sadness on their faces. I throw my arm over Kaylah and drag her into me and Nate. “All my girls will come. I’ll introduce you properly. You and Elle would get along so well.” 
 
    Her eyes lighten and the mood instantly lifts. 
 
    Jesse catches my eye and winks. ‘Thank you’ he mouths. 
 
    I’m about to tell him to shove his ‘thank you’ up his ass when a baby screeching inside the house is heard as loud as though it was sitting out by the pool with us. “For fuck's sake,” Jesse groans, getting up from the couch. He turns on Kaylah. “Don’t ever get pregnant,” he says before trudging inside, probably to feed his little baby, who apparently ended up being called Lucy. 
 
    “Finally,” Jackson grunts with a sly grin. “Something we can agree on.” 
 
    Kaylah rolls her eyes and raises her glass to her brother. “Finally.” 
 
    Over the space of the next hour, all the girls and guys appear and it quickly turns into a pool party, just like the one we had at the beginning of senior year, way back before Nate and I had even considered getting past our differences. 
 
    So much has changed since then. I have the world at my feet with an incredible boyfriend by my side. 
 
    I’ll be off to college in just under four months and I can’t wait. It’s going to be long and torturous, but when I receive that acceptance letting into Harvard Law School, it will all be worth it. 
 
    I don’t doubt that the next seven years of my life are going to be some of the hardest and most challenging years I’ve ever faced, but knowing Nate is by my side and my friends are always close by, I’ll be absolutely killing it. 
 
    Number one criminal lawyer in the United States – here I come. 
 
    I just have to get through the best summer of my life first. 
 
    I sit by the pool with my legs dangling in the water. I don’t know how but over the last little while, this Wednesday afternoon pool party went from being a small group of maybe twenty people to nearly the whole senior and junior years at Broken Hill High. 
 
    I look around at all the people and sigh. This is probably one of the last chances I’ll get to be around these people. They’ve been my support system for the last four years of my life and I don’t know what I’ll do without them. Though, it’s not like I’m going far.  
 
    Broken Hill University is a twenty minute drive down the road and Brooke will be coming with me. 
 
    I’m going to miss Brylee though, going all the way to Yale. I’m so damn proud of her, but did she have to apply to a school that was so far away? 
 
    Thinking of her has my head turning towards the pool to see the girls relaxing in the cool water in their bikinis, giving me a glimpse of what my summer is going to be like. 
 
    “Hey,” a familiar, deep voice says by my ear as two hands slip under my arms and pull me to my feet. “What are you doing over here?” 
 
    “Just thinking,” I say as Nate weaves his fingers through mine and pulls me away towards the seat he’d just vacated. 
 
    “About what?” he questions. 
 
    “All these people,” I explain. “We’re just about done at Broken Hill High and this is probably one of the last times all these people will be together. I’m going to miss this.” 
 
    Nate grins and runs his fingers down the side of my face, pushing my hair behind my ear. “Really?” he questions. “Jesse is going to rule Broken Hill High next year. We’re going to be seeing these people way more than we care to.” 
 
    I slip my arms over his neck and lean into his hard body. “You’re right,” I tell him. “You’re going to have to keep a close eye on him next year.” 
 
    “No, can do,” Nate grins. “I’ll be busy building up my business and drowning my sorrows at college to do that. He’s all yours.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek. “I don’t want him.” 
 
    “Too bad,” he grins. “I called dibs.” 
 
    “When did you call dibs?” 
 
    “Just now,” he grins. 
 
    Damn him. 
 
    “You’re lucky I love you, Nathaniel Ryder.” 
 
    “Lucky?” Nate scoffs as his hand slips under my legs. “I thought we covered this? I don’t get lucky.” 
 
    “You sure as hell got lucky last night and again this morning, and if you intend to get lucky tonight, you’ll be taking Jesse off my hands.” 
 
    “Really, now?” Nate grins, rising from the seat with me in his arms bridal style. 
 
    “Uh huh,” I laugh, looping my arms around his neck, assuming the talk of getting lucky has inspired him to do just that. 
 
    “You know,” he tells me, walking back towards the girls with a dangerous sparkle in his eye. One that I’ve realized caused a rush of adrenaline to pulse through my system. “I don’t take well to threats.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt, my brows pulling down as I try to figure out where he’s going with this. 
 
    “You’ve got one chance, babe,” he warns me. “Take it back.” 
 
    I grin up at him. “Or what?” I challenge. 
 
    “You asked for it.” 
 
    Not a second later, Nate rears back and throws me from his arms. I squeal out as I hurtle towards the pool. I clench my eyes and try to stop squealing so I can take a deep breath. I haven’t even hit the water yet, but one thing is repeating itself over and over again in my head… 
 
    Nate Ryder is going down. 
 
    With that last final thought, my body crashes down into the cold water before I push myself to the surface, flailing around as I try to get to the side. 
 
    I look up to find the monster responsible and grin as I see his back in the distance, hauling ass to get out of here.  
 
    Just as I know deep in my bones that I will get revenge for this, Nate Ryder knows it even better. 
 
    That swamp turd better run, because I’m coming for him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/review/create-review/B07NYFCV5J 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Broken Hill High Series, find me on Facebook –  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Biography 
 
      
 
    Sheridan Anne is a wife to a smart-ass husband, Mumma to two beautiful girls, twin sister, daughter, and friend who lives in beautiful Australia. Sheridan writes both romance and young adult fantasy books on a variety of topics and can be found on most days with her family or writing during nap time. To find out more or to simply say ‘hello’, connect with her on Facebook or Twitter   
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
    @_SheridanAnne 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books by Sheridan Anne 
 
      
 
    Teen & Young Adult - Paranormal Romance 
 
    DESTRUCT – The Guard Trilogy (Book 1) www.amazon.com/dp/B07GPHDDMM 
 
    DECIMATE – The Guard Trilogy (Book 2) www.amazon.com/dp/B07GVFMM6T 
 
    DOMINATE – The Guard Trilogy (Book 3) www.amazon.com/dp/B07H2HFNMN 
 
      
 
    Young Adult / New Adult - Romance 
 
    Broken Hill High – The Broken Hill High Series (Book 1) www.amazon.com/dp/B07N1C7DMJ 
 
    Broken Hill Halo – The Broken Hill High Series (Book 2) www.amazon.com/dp/B07NCVT2QZ 
 
     Broken Hill Hurt – The Broken Hill High Series (Book 3) www.amazon.com/dp/B07NL38FRH 
 
    Broken Hill Hearts – The Broken Hill High Series (Book 4) www.amazon.com/dp/B07NYFCV5J 
 
    Broken Hill Havoc – The Broken Hill High Series (Book 5) www.amazon.com/dp/B07PNB8J59 
 
    Broken Hill Honor – The Broken Hill High Series (Novella 5.5) 
 
      
 
    Romance 
 
    Miller – Kings of Denver (Book 1)  www.amazon.com/dp/B078LCCRWJ  
 
    Jaxon – Kings of Denver (Book 2)  www.amazon.com/dp/B078MWD25M  
 
    Xander – Kings of Denver (Book 3)  www.amazon.com/dp/B07928QNNF  
 
    Tank – Kings of Denver (Book 4)  www.amazon.com/dp/B079Z49YFD 
 
      
 
    Logan – Denver Royalty (Book 1) www.amazon.com/dp/B07F7YZVGB  
 
    Carter – Denver Royalty (Book 2) www.amazon.com/dp/B07FMZVCJH  
 
    Sean – Denver Royalty (Book 3) www.amazon.com/dp/B07FZLLDCH 
 
      
 
    Cole – Rebels Advocate (Book 1) www.amazon.com/dp/B07K5XQXWZ 
 
    Caden – Rebels Advocate (Book 2) www.amazon.com/dp/B07KB36XXS 
 
    Luke – Rebels Advocate (Book 3) www.amazon.com/dp/B07KKJB8CP 
 
    Jace – Rebels Advocate (Book 4) www.amazon.com/dp/B07KSGQLJY 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





