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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    College? How did this happen?  
 
    One minute I'm starting my senior year of high school and the next, I'm in college. Let me repeat myself. How did this happen? 
 
    I can't even begin to understand the crazy amounts of drama I've suffered through over the past twelve months, but I've never been so happy to say it's over. I’m more than ready for this next step in my life. 
 
    I came out of my senior year with Nate by my side and a future to start building. To say I have it all is a disgusting understatement. My life right now is perfect. Perfect friends, perfect family, perfect boyfriend. Nothing can screw this up. Not even those little weasels, Jesse and Jackson. 
 
    But… I should know better by now. Never say never, right? 
 
    Hold on because you’re about to see a whole new type of girl you’ve never dealt with before.  
 
    The claws are coming out. 
 
      
 
    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 - www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
 
      
 
    Changes are as follows: 
 
    Cade – Caden 
 
    Bec – Brylee 
 
    Parker – Puck 
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    I barge into Brooke’s dorm room before collapsing down onto her bed, completely and utterly exhausted. It’s only my second week at college and to say I dove right in is a bit of an understatement… or as Nate and Brooke would say, it’s a major understatement. 
 
    I’m taking so many classes, but how can I not? I mean, I didn’t come here to fuck around and make friends. I came because I want to be the best damn criminal lawyer this screwed up world has ever seen, and that’s not going to happen if I spend my college years screwing around. 
 
    I’m here for a purpose and I’m going to make every single second count.  
 
    Even though Nate thinks I’ve bitten off more than I can chew, I see deep within his eyes just how damn proud he is. He loves watching me work towards my future, even if that means I’ve been falling asleep on the couch with my head stuck in textbooks and having shitty, quick meals just to get me by. Though naturally, he’s had a few words to say about that too. 
 
    Brooke continues typing away on her laptop, not even bothering to turn around to see who’s just barged into her room. “What’s going on?” she murmurs into the screen. 
 
    I throw my arm over my face and close my eyes as I revel in the darkness beneath my lids. “Nothing,” I groan. “Thought I’d crash here before my next class. I don’t want to drive all the way back home just to come back again later.” 
 
    “You’re not going to the study hall or the library?” she questions, feigning interest when she’s still focusing the majority of her attention on her laptop. 
 
    “I should,” I groan, grabbing her pillow and squishing my head into it. “I was up late last night and had an early class this morning.” 
 
    “How late is late?” she asks, finally sitting back on her desk chair and swiveling it around to face me. 
 
    “Um, I don’t know,” I yawn, bouncing my shoulders in a shrug. “Maybe two or three in the morning. I was reading up on something from my Political Science class and preparing for English this morning.” 
 
    “Tora,” she scolds. “You’re going to kill yourself. You can’t keep this up. And not to mention, if you’re up late every night, you’re going to be too tired to produce good work. You need to reign it in a bit and drop a class. You can pick it up again next semester. Ease into it.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I tell her, waving off her concerns for what feels like the millionth time this week. “I just have to find a better way to manage my time.” Brooke grunts with a heavy disapproval dripping from her tone. “Is that roommate of yours due back anytime soon?” 
 
    “God, I hope not,” she groans. “That girl is a serious, A-class bitch. This morning, I got out of the shower to find her going through my phone and when I questioned her she shrugged it off as though it wasn’t a disgusting invasion of my privacy and acted as though I was the crazy one. I mean, is she for real?” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” she tells me. “I put in an application to get a new room. I can’t handle her anymore. The bitch stole my black heels and wore them out. They’re completely fucked now. I had to throw them out.” 
 
    “Your Jimmy Choo’s?” I gasp. 
 
    She slowly nods her head and I gasp. Brooke is big on her heels and even though something like that wouldn’t bother me quite so much, to Brooke it’s like committing the ultimate roommate crime. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I tell her. “Why are you even doing this whole dorm room bullshit? We live twenty minutes down the road. You’d be so much happier at home and wouldn’t have to worry about locking your shit up.” 
 
    “I told you,” she groans. “I can’t handle living with my mom anymore. She’s such a controlling cow. I mean, the second the opportunity presented itself, I had no choice but to jump. And besides, you can’t tell me having a room right on campus hasn’t been beneficial. You’re here nearly every day.” 
 
    “Only because it’s convenient,” I say, grabbing the pillow from behind my head and throwing it clear across the room at her. “You’re the one who has to live here and I know you’re lying when you say how much you love it. You hate this place. It’s too cramped and you can deny it all you want but listening to your roommate having phone sex with her boyfriend is driving you insane.” 
 
    Her eyes flick away. “I love living here.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” she defends. 
 
    “Brooke,” I sigh, sitting up on her bed to give her the ‘look’. “How long have you been my best friend?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Clearly too long.” 
 
    “Exactly. Which is how I know you’re lying,” I say, giving her an infectious smile. “You can’t lie to me, Brookey Chookey.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groans, throwing the pillow back at me and hitting me square in the face. “Stop calling me that.” 
 
    “Then admit you’re a shitty liar.” 
 
    She sits up a little straighter. “No, I’m an amazing liar. I just can’t lie to you.” 
 
    “Damn straight, you can’t.” 
 
    She laughs to herself and shakes her head before turning her attention back to her laptop screen and saving her work. “Come on,” she says. “I’m starving. I overslept this morning and skipped breakfast.” 
 
    “What?” I groan as a yawn rips through my body. “Don’t you have food here?” 
 
    “I did,” she grunts. “Until you came and ate it all.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh, remembering how good those chocolate bars tasted swirling around my mouth and sitting in the bottom of my stomach. I mean, I can’t help it that Brooke likes the same food as me. It was just sitting there waiting to be eaten. What was I supposed to do? 
 
    “Come on,” she says again. “Get up. I’m thinking burgers.” 
 
    I pout out my bottom lip and pull up my phone in front of my face to check the time. If we leave now and eat quickly, I can come back and still get at least an hour sleep before I have to go to my afternoon lecture. “Fine,” I groan. “But I want fries with mine.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” she laughs, taking my hand and hauling me off her bed. 
 
    Brooke grabs her bag off her desk and we haul ass out of there. Brooke pulls the door closed behind her, making sure to lock it before looping her arm through mine and heading down the long hallway. 
 
    “So…” she starts, seeming a little shy as we break out into the fresh air and start heading towards the only café on campus that sells yummy, two-handed, filled-to-the-brim burgers. “I… was thinking that I’d like to start dating again.” 
 
    I look across at her. “Really?” I say as a slow grin begins to spread across my face. “Is the tiger ready to get back on the prowl?” 
 
    Brooke scoffs at my comment and rolls her eyes. “Yes,” she groans. “But… I don’t know. Max really screwed me over. I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “Weren’t you with that nerdy guy with the glasses a few nights ago?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “That’s just sex. I have no problem when it comes to finding someone to throw me up against a wall. But, I’m ready for more. I see you and Nate, and that’s what I want, except I think I can find myself a guy who isn’t so possessive and protective.” 
 
    “Hey,” I argue with a grin. “There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she says, not believing me. “There’s a thin line between being possessive and downright abusive.” 
 
    “Trust me, watching your man throw down because some loser thought he could grind up against you on the dance floor is the sexiest thing you’ll ever see. But what’s better than that is the beastly way he dominates your body afterward.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moans. “Yeah, that’s what I need.” 
 
    “Yeah, a toned down version of Nate would be perfect for you,” I agree, perking up as an idea flutters through my mind. My eyebrows shoot up in excitement. “Let me be your matchmaker.” 
 
    “What?” she scoffs, barking out a laugh. “No way. You’ll probably pick the worst guy on campus. You know, the one with three nipples, webbed toes, and a panty smelling fetish.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say, trying to hold in my laughter as I nudge her with my elbow, desperately wanting the gig. “I managed to win over Broken Hill’s ultimate bad boy and lock him down. I’ve got great taste in men.” 
 
    “First off,” she says. “Nate doesn’t count. He was in love with you since you were twelve. You didn’t win him over, he forced your hand and was relentless until you gave in. You got lucky, so you’re probably the worst person to try and set me up,” she laughs. “Do I need to remind you of your track record before Nate decided to ambush you?” 
 
    I think back over my terrible dating history and cringe. “For the record,” I remind her. “My dating life would have been a lot better if Nate hadn’t scared off every guy who ever looked at me.” 
 
    “I think ‘scared off’ is the wrong term to use,” she muses, pretending to be in deep thought. “I’d say ‘manipulated the situation to better suit his needs’.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and nudge her again. “Shut up.” 
 
    We walk into the café and put in our order before finding an empty table. I’m kind of surprised there is one as this place is one of the more popular places on campus and there’s usually a line out the door to get one of their delicious burgers. I guess we got lucky today. Either that, or there’s something else going on today that’s keeping everyone away and me and Brooke are obliviously too self-absorbed to realize. 
 
    My phone starts buzzing in my pocket and I scoot down in my chair to be able to slide it out of my skinny jeans. “Let me guess,” Brooke grins. “It’s your over-the-top, possessive man boss?” 
 
    I get the phone out and look down at the screen to see said man boss’s name. “Sure is,” I smile, knowing Brooke is just teasing about Nate’s possessiveness. He’s an incredible boyfriend and she knows it. I’d dare say she’s a little jealous. 
 
    I hit accept on the phone and bring it to my ear.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Nate gasps, feigning surprise. “You’re alive.” 
 
    “Ha, ha,” I grunt, rolling my eyes. “You’re so funny.” I mean, I know I’ve been crazy busy with all my college work and Nate has been busy building up his new business, but it hasn’t been that bad… has it? I kind of miss him though. We spent every day of the summer together and before that, we were together all the time too. This is the first time since our break up that we haven’t been spending every minute of every day together, and to be honest, it sucks, but knowing that I’ll see him at the end of the day always makes me feel better. 
 
    Nate isn’t the only one I’ve been missing though. I’ve hardly had a chance to see my parents over the last two weeks. I’m constantly driving back and forth from campus. I’m slipping out of the house early in the morning, hoping I can get a little reading done before my first class and then coming home to mom rushing around to get dinner on the table while dad works away in his study. After a quick dinner, I’m straight back in my room with my head in a textbook until Nate comes climbing in through my window and demands I put the book down. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he questions with a smile in his tone that makes me melt. 
 
    “Brooke and I are just having lunch,” I tell him. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re still on campus?” he asks as a suggestive tone seeps into his deep voice. “I thought you were heading home. I was going to come by and help you relax.” 
 
    A grin cuts across my face and I’m pretty damn sure I blush like a little school girl talking to her crush for the first time. “Damn,” I sigh, heavy with disappointment. “Are you coming by tonight? I’ll be home around five.” 
 
    “Just leave your window open.” 
 
    “You know my parents know you sneak in every night, right?” 
 
    “What?” he gasps. “Are you shitting me? I’ve been scaling the side of your big fucking house when I could be walking straight through the door?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “They think it’s funny the lengths you go to be with me.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” he grumbles under his breath. I can just imagine him shaking his head as a hand comes up and grips the back of his neck. “If they know I’m sneaking in, I may as well come early and have dinner.” 
 
    I suck in a breath and sit up a little straighter. “Really?” I question, hoping he’s not joking around. I mean, Nate and my dad don’t particularly get along so Nate sitting down to have dinner with my family is sort of a big deal. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, it’s about time I bury the hatchet with your dad, and besides, it means I get to see you a little while longer.” 
 
    “I don’t know how I went so long without you.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Brooke grumbles beside me. “You two make me sick.” 
 
    I roll my eyes but I can’t remove the smile off my face. “Alright, babe,” Nate says. “I’ll see you tonight. Is dinner still at seven?” 
 
    “Yeah. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too,” he says moments before ending the call. 
 
    I place my phone back down on the table and find myself lost inside my head, daydreaming about my man as little butterflies take flight in my stomach. Nate Ryder will never get old to me. No matter what happens in our lives, he’s is always going to give me ‘the feels’. 
 
    “Earth to Tora,” Brooke says, clicking in my face, breaking me out of my inner thoughts. “Your burger is getting cold.” 
 
    I look down and have to blink a few times. When the hell did that get there? My stomach growls at just how delicious it looks and I don’t waste another second before digging in and making sure there’s a bottle of ketchup on the table for when I’m ready to down my fries. 
 
    Geez, I should really be eating a salad or having something healthy. I mean, I’m not going to hold onto this body forever but today, I’m too exhausted to care. Maybe I’ll go for a run on the weekend. Oh, hell. Who am I kidding? I’ll be spending my weekend concentrating on that damn history project. 
 
    I let out a sigh as the thought of yet another project seems to drown me. Nope. Not going there. I want to enjoy this burger. I can concentrate on school work later. 
 
    I look up at the sound of Brooke slurping the last of her strawberry milkshake up her straw. “Crap, that was good,” she says, sitting back and placing her hands over her bulging, filled stomach while looking as though she desperately wants to let out a huge, earth shaking burp. 
 
    “I know,” I agree, popping another fry in my mouth. 
 
    “I think this shake was even better than the ones we had over summer.” 
 
    “No,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s not possible.” Summer was incredible. We spent days upon days at Broken Hill lake where Jesse finally got to put his new boat to proper use. He was like a kid in a candy store. Everyone was water skiing, the boys were running around shirtless making all the girls drool and the jet skis were brought along. So, no matter how good Brooke’s strawberry milkshake was, it could never compare to the ones we had over summer because those shakes came with the memories of the best summer of my life. 
 
    It was bittersweet though. It marked the fact that we were moving on with our lives and some of us weren’t going to be around for much longer. Brylee was going to Yale a million miles away, Jesse was going onto his senior year with Tyson and Kaylah, Nate was starting his business, and Brooke and I were going to be killing ourselves at college. Courtney was accepted into college about an hour away, and naturally, Puck followed her there. Elle is studying dance and has finally accepted the fact that she wants to be a world class choreographer while Jackson… unfortunately, we're still stuck with him. Jackson is now on the football team of Broken Hill University, just the way he had always wanted. 
 
    I guess, in the end, we all kind of got what we wanted, it’s just sad that for the most part, we’re all apart. I don’t get to see the same faces every single day. Though with Jesse, all I have to do is say his name and he somehow just appears. Speak of the devil and he shall appear. I’ve never heard a saying more appropriate for Jesse. He’s never far away. 
 
    I know it’s only two weeks into school but Jesse is absolutely loving senior year so far. He slipped straight into Nate’s role of being the boss man of Broken Hill High, and not that I’d ever admit it to him, but it suits him. He still doesn’t know what he wants to do with the rest of his life, but I can see him in a job where he has a whole lot of minions to boss around and kiss his feet. 
 
    “Come on,” I tell Brooke, grabbing my things off the table. “If I get back to your dorm now, I should still get an hour sleep so I don’t crash out during Political Science.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says, following my lead. “I have a bit of studying that I should get stuck into too.” 
 
    “K,” I murmur as she loops her arm through mine. We make our way back out into the fresh air, dragging our full stomachs along. 
 
    “So,” Brooke says as she excitedly drags my exhausted body along beside her. “For this guy I want to find, I was thinking of dark hair and light eyes with a rock hard body. But he has to be tall and give off that bad boy, alpha vibe, otherwise no deal.” 
 
    “You realize you just described Maxen, right?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. If I wanted a guy like Maxen, I would have added traits like douchebaggery and unfaithful tendencies.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “We’ll find you the perfect guy,” I say with a bounce of my shoulders.  
 
    “Who knows?” she says with an evil little smirk. “Maybe a guy even better than the famous Ryder brothers.” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “That’s just unrealistic. A guy better than Nate or Jesse simply doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “Geez,” she laughs. “I think you have Stockholm Syndrome.” 
 
    I shake my head as we barge our way into Brooke’s dorm room. We come screeching to a halt when we find her bitch of a roommate staring back at us. Though, staring is probably the wrong word. It’s a disgusted glare, letting us know just how unwelcome we are, especially me as I don’t actually live here. 
 
    I roll my eyes at the bitch and release my arm from Brooke’s. “Sorry,” I grin as I begin backing out of the room. “You’re on your own with this one.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Brooke laughs, stepping out of her dorm room and slamming the door behind her. “I am not in the mood to deal with that.” 
 
    We walk out into the common room and collapse down into the couch. I swivel around and put my feet up on Brooke’s lap as she props hers up on the coffee table and pulls out her phone. I guess there will be no sleeping for me this afternoon.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask as I squish my head into the cushion and pout about my missed sleeping opportunity. 
 
    “Downloading Tinder,” she grunts, flipping her phone around to show me the screen. 
 
    My whole body perks up and suddenly sleep is the last thing on my mind. “Hell, yeah,” I grin, snatching the phone from her and sitting up so we can both look at the screen. “Let’s find you the next best thing.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I sit back on the stool as I watch Nate lean over the hood of a… well, I have no idea what it is, but it looks old and I’m sure as hell he’s going to turn it into something that is going to become a collector’s most prized possession over the next few months. It’s just what he does and I’d dare say that even though he’s only nineteen, he’s probably one of the best in the business already.  
 
    Nate has such a sharp eye for detail. He has people constantly wanting to buy his Camaro and Mustang off him, but there’s no way in hell he’ll ever part with those two cars. They’re special, and besides, he hasn’t quite given up on the whole racing thing yet.  
 
    Jesse had his Camaro fixed for him when he had thought it was gone forever. It was a huge surprise, one that Nate can still hardly believe; which meant apart from spending our summer setting up this incredible space for Nate’s business and partying at Broken Hill lake, we spent it adding all the little extras back onto the Camaro that were destroyed in the crash. 
 
    I mean, watching Nate work… there are no words. It’s incredibly sexy. Especially as his muscles bulge and roll around beneath his skin as he tightens and loosens bolts. There’s nothing quite like it. His hands become covered in grease and I don’t know how but he always ends up with grease smeared over his face. 
 
    I can’t help but take in Nate’s shop. Not long after I showed him this old warehouse, he was sitting down with my dad and making him an offer for the space. Dad couldn’t resist. He’s been wanting to get rid of the warehouse since he first bought it. I honestly don’t know what he was thinking of buying the place in the first place. I mean, it’s not like he had the time to turn it into anything special, not the way that Nate did. Dad jumped at the chance to get rid of it without having to add realtors into the mix and pay them a commission for making the sale. This way, both of them get exactly what they wanted. 
 
    The second the sale was finalized, Nate was right here, making his dream come true. He hired carpenters, plumbers, and metal workers. You name it, Nate had them here working on this space. It took only a few weeks for the layout to start taking shape which is when he wanted to hire painters, but I convinced him that we should paint it ourselves. 
 
    It sounded like a great idea at the time, until about an hour in when my arms started aching. We got about a half day in when I gave up and allowed him to hire the professionals. Following that, all the tool benches and car lifts were brought in. The office and meeting room was set up. Security was installed and one hell of a gate was put out front. I mean, this place is locked down like Fort Knox. No one is getting in here to destroy all his hard work. I mean, I couldn’t even sneak in here to surprise him today. He knew the second my car pulled up outside. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate’s voice booms over the music he has playing. My eyes flick back towards him to find him smirking at me. “Are you just going to sit there looking pretty or are you going to help me?” 
 
    I shoot an eyebrow up and give him my best resting bitch face, but let’s be real, he’s not affected by it, if anything, it’s probably turning him on. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    I let out a groan and push myself off the stool. “Fine,” I say walking over to him. “But I better not get dirty. I’m going boyfriend surfing with Brooke later.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts, freezing on the spot as he watches me. 
 
    “Not for me,” I laugh. "For Brooke. She wants to start dating again. So, we’re going out to make it happen.” 
 
    “You’re going to walk around campus talking to random guys hoping to get Brooke laid?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don’t care,” he grunts, turning back to the old car as I come up beside him. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as I grab his large forearm and force him to look back at me. “She wants what we have,” I explain. “She was in her element when she was with Max. She never knew it before but being someone’s girlfriend means something to her and she wants that back.” 
 
    His eyes widen in shock. “With Max?” 
 
    “No, with someone else,” I laugh. “Come on, you know we’ll be careful. It’s not like we’re going to walk into the middle of a frat house and put her up on offer. We’ll probably end up at some coffeehouse, perving on random guys, and not actually talking to them.” 
 
    It’s Nate’s turn to let out a heavy breath. “Fine, but the second some loser starts hitting on you, I want you out.” 
 
    “I know you don’t believe it, but I can handle myself just fine.” 
 
    His greased up hand winds around my waist and I’m sure I have black smudges all over my white tank, though something tells me that he knows exactly what he’s doing, especially as he pulls me in tight and kisses me deeply. 
 
    Nate adjusts us so my light blue, ripped jeans are pressed up against the dirty old car as he pushes his solid body in hard against mine, letting me feel every single inch of his glorious body. He grinds his hips into mine before sliding his hands down my body and lifting me onto the edge of the open hood. He forces his hips in between my legs, letting me feel him right there against me.  
 
    “When those guys are trying to take what’s mine,” he murmurs against my lips, grinding himself against me and making me shudder with need. “Just remember what you’ve got here and what only I can do to your body. How only I know you well enough to know that when I do this,” he says, sliding his hand down my body and pressing his fingers against that bundle of nerves just the way I like it, making me gasp for more, “you want to scream.” 
 
    My hands curl around to his back and begin bunching up the fabric of his shirt, suddenly not giving a shit about how dirty I get. Hell, with Nate, I’ll be more than happy to get all kinds of dirty. I mean, he can’t touch me like that and not expect to screw me. Only an idiot would leave his girl needy like this before sending her out into the world of college guys.  
 
    But that’s my calculating boyfriend, always two steps ahead. He knew exactly what he was doing when he touched me, and he wanted to make sure my body was thoroughly satisfied before I go looking at the wide selection on offer at BHU. 
 
    Though, it’s not like he has anything to worry about. He’s my man and I wouldn’t dream of being with anyone else. He knows it, I know it, and every last person in Broken Hill knows it. He just likes playing games. 
 
    Nate helps me to pull his shirt over his head and my hands instantly come down on his strong body. I mean, I will never get enough of this. He’s a piece of artwork, carved from the most exquisite stone. The chest, abs, and shoulders are one thing, but add the deep ridges around his hips and the defined ‘V’ that points down to what every woman who knows Nate Ryder is desperately wanting. He’s just… wow. And he’s all mine. 
 
    His hands reach for the front of my jeans and I push my hips forward, needing him to hurry. 
 
    “Yo,” a frustratingly familiar voice calls out through the shop. “Where you at?” 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    Nate’s hands stop working my button as his head falls to my shoulder. “For fuck’s sake,” he groans, running his hand up my back and coming to a stop at the back of my neck. He pulls back and softly kisses me. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You owe me,” I murmur. 
 
    “You fucking bet I do.” 
 
    Jesse waltzes into the shop with Kaylah tucked under his arm and a grin plastered over his face. He falters for a second as he takes in our position up against the old car and the less than thrilled expression on Nate’s face. “Oh, shit,” he laughs. “Did we interrupt something?” 
 
    “You fucking know you did,” Nate growls, stepping out of my arms and grabbing his shirt off the floor, making my body shut down in utter disappointment. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jesse says as they continue walking over towards us. “Just wanted to see what you guys were doing. It’s Saturday afternoon. Shouldn’t you call it a day?” 
 
    “Nah,” Nate grunts. “Still got a bit to do.” 
 
    Jesse looks over the car as I jump down from the hood and meet Kaylah’s gaze. ‘Sorry,’ she mouths. 
 
    I shrug as I walk over to her. “Don’t be,” I say, watching how Nate instantly puts Jesse to work. “He’s all wound up which means a very exciting night for me.” 
 
    She laughs. “I should have known you’d find the good in Nate getting cockblocked.” 
 
    “There’s always good when it comes to Nate,” I smile.  
 
    We watch the boys work for a while as we chat about how Jesse is dominating Broken Hill High. Apparently, as Kaylah is putting it, he’s like Nate on steroids. Everything gets run by him and nothing happens in his school that he doesn’t know about. Tyson is loving all the added attention, not that he wasn’t getting it before, but now he’s getting attention from every female in the school, including the unavailable ones. More so than what he would have expected because Jesse is taken, leaving him as the only available bad boy for the girls to sink their claws into. After seeing the way Tyson likes to party, I can assure anyone that he’s in his element.  
 
    “So,” I say to Kaylah, realizing she’s taken over my position in the school. “You’re the top bitch to watch out for at Broken Hill High now.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she groans, pushing her blonde hair back over her shoulder. “I don’t know how you did it. I can’t stand all the attention.” 
 
    “Really? Didn’t you get all that attention at your old school?” 
 
    “No,” she scoffs. “I was a nobody at Haven Falls. Me and my friend, Henley, just blended in with everyone else. Here, it’s like a completely different world.” 
 
    “I bet,” I laugh as I check the time and realize that I should probably start heading out if I intend on getting a new outfit before meeting Brooke. “You’ll get used to it eventually. It’s only the second week in.” 
 
    “Hope so.” 
 
    I walk forward and intercept Nate as he reaches for some big ass looking tool. “I have to go,” I tell him. “I need to head back home and get redressed, thanks to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he grins, purposefully grabbing my ass to leave two greasy hand prints behind before ducking his head to kiss me once again. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    Nate winks and a flush starts rising on my cheeks. Mmmm, yeah, I really can’t wait. 
 
    I walk back out to my R8 and not half an hour later, Brooke and I are sitting out by the athletic buildings, watching all the man-meat pass by. We watch with interest as a few guys on the swim team pass before half the football team come barrelling out of the campus gym. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Jackson grins as he approaches us with a bunch of the guys on his team. “If it isn’t my two favorite girls. What are you guys doing over here? It’s a bit out of your league over here, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Whoa,” Brooke laughs, as we get to our feet. “Trust me, nothing on this campus is out of my league.” 
 
    “You’re feisty, aren’t you?” a voice to the right of Jackson say, instantly drawing Brooke’s attention. I mean, what better comment to make to draw in a girl like Brooke. She loves being the feisty girl and she loves it, even more, when that’s appreciated. 
 
    I look over at the guy and take him in as Jackson watches us with a heavy scowl. The guy is exactly Brooke’s type. Tall, muscled, into sports with that bad boy, I don’t give a fuck, demeanor. It’s like Maxen reborn.  
 
    Brooke falls into easy conversation with the guy as I turn back to Jackson to find his scowl sill heavy on Brooke and the guy. “Hey,” I say, drawing his attention as I feel the eyes of his other teammates raking up and down my body. “What’s going on? How was training?” 
 
    “Yeah, good,” he says, also noticing his friends openly leering at me. “Listen, I’ll catch up with you girls later,” he tells me, leaning in to murmur in my ear. “This really isn’t a great place for you girls to be hanging out if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say as my eyes flick over his shoulder to see one of his teammate’s give me one of those ‘I’m down if you’re down’ nods. “I get it.” 
 
    Jackson turns around and gives the guy a nudge. “Get the fuck out of here. She’s off limits.” 
 
    “What about you?” I hear the guy talking to Brooke question, making me look over at her. “Are you off limits?” 
 
    Her eyes rake up and down his body and she steps into him, placing her hand on his wide chest. “I’m not looking to be screwed over.” 
 
    His hand slides onto her waist and she sucks in a breath, clearly very taken by this meathead before her. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” he murmurs. “Let me take you out?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
    Brooke watches him for a moment before her eyes flick over to me, silently questioning if it’s ok for her to ditch me. I nod, hoping I’m doing the right thing. I mean, I don’t know a thing about this guy. “Alright,” she tells him. “But you better blow me the fuck away.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at the scene before me. I have no idea how she’s so damn confident when talking to guys. If that was me, I’d probably shit myself and start rocking in the corner. 
 
    The guy weaves his arm firmly around her waist and tugs on her, pulling her along beside him. Brooke looks back at me. “I’ll call you later.” 
 
    “K,” I murmur, giving her the ‘you better be safe or I’m going to kick your ass’ look. She nods and before I know it, Brooke and the footballer disappear out of sight. 
 
    I look at Jackson. “Do I need to be worried about her?” 
 
    “Nah,” he says. “That’s Lukas. She’s safe with him. He’s a bit intense but nothing Brooke can’t handle.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I sigh, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “I was worried I made a mistake just now.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re good. He’ll take care of her. What are you doing now?” Jackson asks, stepping to the left to block the other guys’ view of me.  
 
    “I guess I’m going home,” I tell him. “Brooke and I were supposed to spend the afternoon together, but clearly, those plans just went to shit.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll walk you to your car. I don’t want you walking around these douchebags by yourself,” he says, indicating with a nod of his head to the guy behind him. “Trust me, you don’t want to be left alone with that guy. I’ve seen him in action and it’s just one bad pick-up line after another. He’s relentless.” 
 
    “It couldn’t be any worse than the shit I used to get from you.” 
 
    “Come on,” he laughs making me realize just how far we’ve come over the past year. “You and I both know that was only to get under Nate’s skin.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “Until we broke up.” Jackson rolls his eyes and offers me his arm. “Ok,” I laugh gratefully before looking back over my shoulder and giving the guy an encouraging smile. “Chin up. Maybe next time.” 
 
    And just like that, Jackson leads me away from the group of footballers all staring at my ass, making me realize that maybe Nate had a point to be concerned after all. 
 
    Oh well. With the change of plans, that gives me so much more time for Nate to make up for our missed opportunity before. Imagine all the things we could get up to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    I sit cross-legged on my bed with my face buried deep into yet another textbook while my hundredth yawn in ten minutes pulls from deep within my body. This is getting ridiculous. I promised myself that I’d take Sunday off, but when I thought about all the work that was starting to build up, I couldn’t stop myself. I had no choice but to get some of this shit out of the way otherwise the next seven days are going to kill me.  
 
    I need to learn how to manage my time better. I don’t see other students with their heads constantly in textbooks like me. I mean, am I doing too much studying? I’m just trying to be perfectly prepared for each class. This is an opportunity I can’t afford to screw up. 
 
    This isn’t some stupid high school class that I can sleep my way through. This is college. College. I can’t be stuffing this up. These classes are preparing me for my future and I’ll be damned if I didn’t give it my absolute all. I mean, I don’t plan on failing my way through college only to not get into Harvard Law School at the end. I plan on killing it and having my Harvard application accepted in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Tora, honey?” I hear mom calling out from the bottom of the stairs. “Can you come down here for a minute?” 
 
    I groan and search my bed for my bookmark before slipping it in between the pages of my textbook. I scoot myself off the edge of my bed and plant my feet on the ground, hating how my head begins to spin when I stand up too fast. I’d like to blame it on the fact that I’ve been studying so much lately, but if I was honest with myself, it’s probably more of the fact that I haven’t been eating so great. I’ve been eating only when I remember and it’s probably not the best way to retain the information I’m trying to read through. 
 
    I trudge down the stairs, wishing mom could leave this until later. I could really do with a nap and a painkiller before getting started on my English essay while not having a life. I mean, I kind of miss Nate. He only left a few hours ago but I’m not used to spending my Sundays without him. Usually, Sunday’s are dedicated to lounging around the house in each other’s arms and taking advantage of one another’s body, but not now. When I told Nate I needed to study this morning, hurt flashed behind his eyes before he said that he wanted to go into the shop because a new part came in yesterday. 
 
    I know Jesse is feeling it too. He’s gone from having me and Nate constantly around to nothing, but Jesse is too filled with testosterone to admit it. 
 
    I get down to the main floor of my home and start searching out mom. She’s usually in the kitchen but when I cut through there and don’t find her, my brows come down. I grab an apple as I pass and take a big bite out of it before checking the den. Maybe she’s going to force me to take a break. 
 
    Nope. Den’s empty. No break for me. 
 
    “Where are you?” I call out, hoping she can hear me from wherever she is in this big house. 
 
    “Formal living room,” is called back. 
 
    Formal living room? What the hell? The last time we were in there was when dad wanted to chat and believe me, that did not go well. 
 
    I weave through the maze which is our home until I round the corner of the formal living room, only to find both mom and dad sitting side by side on the good couch, waiting expectantly for me, both sitting up straight with fake smiles across their faces. 
 
    Definitely suspicious. 
 
    I cautiously walk into the room, keeping my eyes on both of them as my mind takes me over every possible scenario, though I can’t for the life of me work out what the hell this is about. I’ve been the perfect daughter. Nate has been a good boy. I haven’t gotten in trouble and I’ve been studying every spare moment I’ve had. I’m literally the perfect child right now, so why the hell does it feel like I’m about to hear something I really don’t want to hear? 
 
    “Why don’t you take a seat, sweetie?” mom suggests as dad leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and looking as though he’s deep in thought.  
 
    “What’s this about?” I question, sliding around the front of the couch which sits directly in front of theirs. I slowly sit down, right at the very edge, making it easier if I need to make a quick escape. 
 
    Dad clears his throat. “Calm down,” he says, though it comes out more like an order. “Your mother and I just have some news, is all.” 
 
    My stomach drops as my heart begins to shatter. My whole body slumps down with devastation and I find I can’t even look at them. “You’re getting divorced, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?” mom shrieks, horrified by my assumption. “No, never.” 
 
    My eyes snap up to hers before looking between the two. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course,” dad laughs. “What would ever give you that impression? I know your mother drives me insane, but I could never divorce her. Could you imagine me trying to feed myself each night? It would never happen.” 
 
    “Oh,” I laugh, trying to force my heart to squish itself back inside my chest. “I, um… It’s just… we’re in the formal living room. Nothing good ever happens in here.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” mom says, getting up and crossing to my couch to sit beside me. She takes my hand in her and places them down on her lap. “I wish we had good news for you, but we don’t.” She pauses for a beat. “Your father is being sent back to the London office.” 
 
    My heart falls straight back out. 
 
    I flick my eyes back up at dad. “You’re going away again?” I whisper into the room that seems way too quiet. 
 
    “Yes, Tora,” he sighs, giving me an encouraging smile. “But that’s not all.” 
 
    Mom squeezes my hand, drawing my attention back to her. “With you being so busy with college, I’ve decided to go with him.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “You’re both leaving?” 
 
    Mom’s eyes begin to water. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I can’t just sit here twiddling my thumbs, waiting for you to come home every day. I’d be bored out of my mind and I missed your daddy too much last time.” 
 
    My eyes drop to my lap as millions of thoughts begin swirling through my mind. “But… what about me?” I question as dad gets up and crosses to us. He perches himself down on the armrest and places his hand down on my shoulder.  
 
    “Honey,” dad says. “You have Nate and Brooke to keep you company, not to mention, so much school work, you wouldn’t even realize we were gone.” 
 
    “And when I come home at the end of the day to an empty house?” 
 
    “What if you didn’t come home to an empty house?” dad suggests. 
 
    “What?” I grunt in confusion. “You’re sending me to live with the boys again?” 
 
    “Hardly,” dad scoffs. “How would you feel about having a house or maybe an apartment closer to campus? You mentioned to mom that Brooke isn’t liking living in the dorm rooms. She could move in with you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes across to dad, trying my damn hardest not to get excited about the idea. “It sounds like you’re trying to butter me up.” 
 
    “Is it working?” he questions as mom nods, trying to help me along with the decision. 
 
    “You’re just going to buy me a house near campus?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we?” mom questions. “You’re our only child and we want you to be happy.” 
 
    “You’re serious, right now?” 
 
    “Yes,” dad sighs, hating repeating himself. “Now, assuming that you’re on board with all of this. We’ve found a few properties we’d like you to take a look at.” 
 
    “So, you ship me off to live somewhere else, but what happens after college? When I go to Harvard?” 
 
    Dad smiles as though he has an answer for everything. “We either sell it at a profit or keep it as an investment. The place would get rented out in a heartbeat being so close to campus.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say. 
 
    “Ok?” mom repeats, making sure she’s understanding correctly. 
 
    “Yeah. Ok. I just have one question.” Dad’s lips pull into a tight line as he listens. “Can Nate move in with me?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he snaps. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Tobias,” Mom laughs. “You know they’re going to do it the second we step on that plane. At least she had the decency to ask first.” 
 
    I grin proudly at my mother before turning on my dad. “I know,” he sighs. “But I want my position stated for the record that I do not approve of it. Not for another few years at least. I don’t want any unplanned pregnancies until after law school.” 
 
    I shoot to my feet and slam my body into my father’s, rocking him back into the couch. “Hell to the mother effing yes,” I laugh, reaching across to pull mom into the mix. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. You won’t regret this.” 
 
    Dad scoffs, trying to pull himself free. “I already am.” 
 
    I ignore his comment and allow him to pull free. “Come on, you may as well look over these properties so I can contact the realtor first thing in the morning.” Dad grabs my hand and hauls me out of mom’s arms, and before I know it, we’re all crowded around dad’s computer screen going over the few options they deemed acceptable. 
 
    We cross out all the apartments off the list, coming to the realization that it’s probably not the best option for two eighteen year old girls to be living in an apartment complex, not knowing who could be living so close, learning our routines. 
 
    We’re left with three houses. All three beautiful in their own right. Certainly not the size of the home I have here, but appropriate for a home that a college student could afford to rent if need be. 
 
    Two are perfect brick homes, very cute with a double garage, four bedrooms, and little gardens out the front. The third is a three bedroom, cottage style house. It’s super cozy with a modern interior, but the exciting thing is the large backyards that all three possess; perfect if Brooke and I ever needed to have the spontaneous house party. Not to mention, they’re all a few minutes drive from campus. 
 
    “Can I let you know?” I grin as my mind starts to go over all the things I’m going to have to buy, not to mention all the new responsibilities I’ll have. 
 
    “Of course,” mom says. “Why don’t you go talk to Brooke about it and see if it’s even something she’d consider.” 
 
    “K,” I grumble, walking out of dad’s study. I stop in the doorway and look back at dad. “Can you email me the links?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll do it now.” 
 
    “Thanks, daddy,” I smile as I make my way back upstairs.  
 
    By the time I’m pushing through my bedroom door and ignoring all the textbooks on my bed, my phone is beeping with the incoming email from dad. I open it up and look over the pictures again. I know which one I’m leaning towards, but if Brooke is going to be living with me then she should get an opinion. 
 
    I attach the links for the three homes in a new text to Brooke and get busy typing. 
 
    Tora – If you had to live in one, which would you pick? 
 
    My phone lights up with an incoming call not a moment later and I grin as I answer the call, knowing exactly how she’s going to respond. “What the hell are you going on about?” she questions, not bothering to wait for a ‘hello’. 
 
    “Answer the question. Which one would you pick?” 
 
    “Hold on,” she groans. I hear background noise, telling me she’s put me on speaker and is probably looking at the pictures again. “Ummmmm,” she says, drawing it out. “I’d go with the cottage one. It has personality.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I say as my grin widens. “How would you like to live with me there?” 
 
    “What?” she grunts with a deep confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well,” I say slowly, making sure she hears every single word. “Mom and dad are both going to London and they didn’t want me to be alone in such a big house. So… they asked if I wanted to move into a home closer to campus with you.” 
 
    She gasps. “With me specifically?” 
 
    “Yes, you,” I laugh. “Who else? I told mom last week about your bitch roommate and how you’re hating it. You know, she thought two birds, one stone.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” she laughs. “Are you for real? We’re moving in together?” 
 
    “As long as you say ‘yes’ then we are.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” she repeats with a squeal as uncontrollable laughter takes over. “YES! Of course. Oh, my god. This is so awesome. We’re going to live together!” 
 
    “You sure?” I question. “Dad’s going to call the realtor tomorrow and put a deposit on it. we’ll have to go and check it out first, but yeah? You’re in?” 
 
    “Hell yes, I’m in,” she cheers. “I can’t believe this. We’ve talked about living together for years and now it’s actually happening.” 
 
    “I thought you’d be excited about this.” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” she chants. “I have to look at the pictures again.” I listen as she flicks through the pictures of our future home, daydreaming about all the things we could do with it. “When are your parents leaving?” she questions. 
 
    My eyes widen. “Shit,” I gasp. “Am I a bad daughter if I didn’t ask?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” she scoffs before bursting out in laughter. “But if I got offered my own place, I’d probably forget to be a decent human being as well.” 
 
    “Hey,” I defend as I remember her day yesterday. “How’d your date with Lukas go? Is he the one? Did he sweep you off your feet and give you butterflies while making you stutter over your words and blush like a school girl?” 
 
    “What?” she laughs. “First off. I’m not like you. I don’t have those issues when talking to guys. I’m confident and sexy and I know it. And secondly, yes. I think I’m in love. He’s taking me out again during the week.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at her comments as I know I get all those girly things every damn time I see Nate. In fact, I’m pretty sure the blushing is starting to become an issue. I don’t even realize I’m doing it, but Nate sees it every time he says something even remotely dirty, giving away my thoughts. The butterflies though, I wouldn’t trade those for the world. They remind me that no matter what, I’m human and the man I’m in love with can make me feel things that no other man ever has. 
 
    “Where did he take you?” I ask, excited for her. 
 
    “Well,” she gushes, “Because it was so spontaneous, he took me to one of those café’s on campus and bought me lunch, and then we made out beside his car for the rest of the afternoon.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “You didn’t screw him?” 
 
    “No, but don’t get me wrong, I felt his hard-on grinding up against me the whole time and let me tell you, it’s big. He’s hiding a beast between those legs,” she says. “But I told you, I want to date, for real. Like you and Nate. I’m not going to ruin it by jumping straight into bed with the guy. He’ll think I’m some kind of whore and run for the hills.” 
 
    “But you are a whore.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she laughs. “I really like this one. He was texting me all night and telling me all about his life. He’s taking me on a real date,” she continues to gush. “Like, Maxen never did that shit.” 
 
    “Maxen was a high school student when you guys dated. What did you expect?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she grunts. “More than screwing on his parent’s couch.” 
 
    “You don’t think Lukas wants to screw you on his parent’s couch?” I ask, trying to remain serious, but let’s be real, we’re discussing doing the horizontal mumbo jumbo on his parent’s couch. 
 
    “Of course, he does,” she admits. “What guy wouldn’t? I was putting off some pretty sexy vibes last night. If he doesn’t want to screw me on his parent’s couch, then he’s not a red blooded man.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. “We have to stop talking about parent’s couches.” 
 
    “Agreed,” she says. “Oh, mom’s calling. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “K,” I grunt, hanging up the call, knowing that within the next fifteen minutes, I’ll probably start getting multimedia texts from her filled with pictures of all the furniture and decorative pieces she wants to put throughout our new home. That is, if nobody steals it out from under us by tomorrow morning. 
 
    I let out a sigh and look down at the textbooks on my bed and realize there’s no way in hell I’ll be opening them again this afternoon, so with that in mind, I grab my keys and phone and hurry down the stairs.  
 
    I poke my head into dad’s home office and give him a beaming smile. “I think I’d like to go with the cottage style house.” 
 
    “Good choice,” he says. “I can see you in that one. I’ll call the realtor in the morning and organize an inspection for you girls. How’d Brooke take the news?” 
 
    “What?” I gasp in surprise. “You didn’t hear her squealing from here?” 
 
    “I take that as she liked the idea?” 
 
    “She sure did,” I tell him. “Um… when are you guys actually leaving? I realized I forgot to ask in all the excitement.” 
 
    A softness appears in his eyes. “We’re due to leave next weekend.” 
 
    “That soon?” I gasp. 
 
    “Yeah, you know how it is with my work. There’s never much notice. But your mother and I will be in touch all the time.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh before pausing a while. “I’m going to head out for a bit. I’ll be home for dinner.” 
 
    “Ok,” he says as his eyes move back to his laptop screen. “Drive safely.” 
 
    With that, I walk out the door with too many thoughts floating around in my head and no idea where to begin sorting them, though I know one thing that’s bound to help. 
 
    I drop down into my car and fifteen minutes later, I’m pulling up at Nate’s shop. I walk towards the entrance and lean against the wall, watching him work in nothing but a pair of lose hanging shorts. I don’t doubt he already knows I’m here, but watching him work is too damn good to interrupt. 
 
    “What’s going on, babe?” he says with his eyes still trained on the engine before him. 
 
    “Got some news,” I say, pushing off the wall and walking forward.  
 
    He turns and looks at me, and just like that, every last thought leaves my mind, and everything is suddenly right in the world. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I hurry out of my morning History lecture and race towards my car. I have all of about three minutes to get my ass in my car and get to the home inspection. I told dad to make it for half-past ten but nooooo, he had to go ahead and schedule it for ten o’clock on the dot. I mean, I get his work is important, but so are my classes. 
 
    I drop down into my R8 and bring her to life before peeling out of my parking space, hoping I manage to remember the directions to this place as I seriously don’t have a spare minute to look it up again. 
 
    Shit, he’s going to have the shits with me if I miss this appointment. I swear, he’d probably bail out of the whole thing just to teach me a lesson. I’m lucky Brooke is already there to save my ass. She wouldn’t let this slip through her fingers for anything. 
 
    I weave through the traffic, inwardly cursing my father for having such a tight schedule. Oh, man. He’s going to have the shits. I can just see it now, he’s going to give me ‘the look’ and it’s going to suck big time. It’ll be silent and terrifying at the same time while he somehow manages to look as though not a damn thing has happened to the people standing around us.  
 
    Mom has a pretty nasty ‘look’ as well, but dad takes me back to my childhood and has me wanting to grovel at his feet for forgiveness. I don’t know how he does it, but when I have Nate’s kids one day, I’m going to have to hope I have one hell of a terrifying ‘look’. After all, Nate’s kids are going to be more than a handful. They’ll keep me busier than I ever thought possible and I can’t freaking wait. 
 
    I turn left. Another left. Right. Then one last left. And finally, I see Brooke’s Mercedes up ahead and dad’s car parked on the other side of the road.  
 
    I pull up behind Brooke’s car to see dad, Brooke, and a guy in some fancy suit who I assume is the realtor, standing out the front of the beautiful little cottage. The second my eyes take in the home behind them, I find myself gawking while ignoring the fact that my father is busily glaring at me as Brooke is shooting me looks suggesting things are a little awkward and I better hurry the hell up. 
 
    With dad’s piercing stare, I quickly unbuckle and throw my door open before hurrying up to them. “Sorry,” I say towards the realtor, reaching out to offer him my hand while purposefully avoiding my father’s sharp glare. “I’m Tora. My lecture only just let out. I came as quickly as I could.” 
 
    “No problem at all,” he says, taking my hand and giving it a quick shake. “My name is Jacob. What do you say we get this show on the road?” 
 
    “With pleasure,” I smile moments before dad steps in and takes over. 
 
    Dad and Jacob lead the way in, however, it seems they’re both gentlemen and open the door for me and Brooke, allowing us to pass the threshold first. 
 
    Brooke latches onto my hand as we step into the empty home, each with a gasp sailing out of us. “Oh, my god,” she murmurs beside me, squeezing my hand impossibly tighter. “I love it already.” 
 
    “I know,” I gush, wide eyed. 
 
    Dad and the realtor practically have to push us forward out of the doorway to make room for themselves behind us. “Ok,” Jacob says. “As you can see the home opens into a quaint living room which possesses a fireplace and natural wood floorboards that flow throughout the entire home.” 
 
    Blah, blah, blah.  
 
    Brooke and I instantly zone out as Jacob sucks up to my father, hoping for the sale. We make our way through the home and while it’s clear that this place is older than the others on our list, it’s obvious the owner loved it enough to keep it modern. A brand new kitchen stands, sparkly and welcoming, begging for me to make a mess of it while the walls are freshly painted, ready for me to hang the blown up photo of my group of friends partying at Broken Hill lake. 
 
    The bathroom has been updated and the bedrooms are spacious and clean. While it’s tiny compared to the homes Brooke and I have grown up in, it’s absolutely perfect for what we need. 
 
    I look over at Brooke to find the same adoration in her eyes that’s shining through mine, and it’s clear that while this isn’t either of our forever homes, this will be our right now home. 
 
    Dad asks the realtor to give us a moment to discuss and the guy heads out the front while pulling out his phone. 
 
    “Well?” dad questions coming to stand by us. Brooke grins up at my dad as a beaming smile takes over my face. We haven’t said a word and yet dad already has his answer. “You’re sure?” He questions. “It’s suitable for you both, but did you want to inspect the others first?” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “This is the one.” 
 
    Dad looks at Brooke. 
 
    “Yep, I agree. This is home.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says, pulling out his checkbook. He starts writing out the check for the deposit and walks over to the window where he nods to the realtor. A moment later, Jacob makes his way back inside and walks straight up to my father with a cocky smile as though he already knows he has the sale in the bag. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    “We’ll take it,” dad says, reaching out his hand. Jacob takes it and gives it a firm shake. “How soon can we get things moving along?” 
 
    “Well,” Jacob says. “As you can see, the home is empty. The previous owners have already moved on and are hoping for a quick sale. They’re wanting to close as soon as possible. If you need, I’m sure I can arrange for early occupation of the property.” 
 
    Dad looks to me. “Girls?” 
 
    We both nod eagerly. 
 
    “Alright,” dad says with a firm nod as he hands over the check. “Get it done.” 
 
    “Will do.” Jacob takes the check and walks out the front, pulling his phone out once again, probably to call the previous owners and let them know the deal is done.  
 
    I turn to Brooke with wide, excited eyes. “Do we have a home?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, we do,” she laughs. 
 
    Dad clears his throat and pulls out his wallet before handing me over his credit card. “Take this,” he says. “Assuming Jacob can get us early occupation, I’d like to have you moved in before we leave so your mother won't fret about it. You’ll need to purchase everything to furnish a house including kitchenware, towels, and bed linen.” 
 
    “Ok,” I smile. “When should I arrange for it all to be delivered?” 
 
    Dad looks back over his shoulder at Jacob outside before turning back to me. “I’ll let you know,” he says. “For now, just start shopping. I’m going to head home and arrange new insurances.” 
 
    A beaming smile rips across my face and I launch myself at my father. “Thanks, daddy.” 
 
    He winds his arms around me and pats my back. “Don’t make me regret this,” he says. “Make sure you buy good, sturdy furniture in case you move out. That way we can rent it out fully furnished.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I smile. “Anything else?” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down before they shoot straight back up. “Yeah, actually. Buy your mother a gold chain. Our wedding anniversary is coming up. Make it a nice one. It’ll be twenty years.” 
 
    “You sure you want me picking it out?” I grunt, not really knowing too much about jewelry. I mean, I have that one necklace from Nate which I wear religiously and it’s absolutely beautiful, but apart from that, I don’t know much about the stuff. 
 
    Dad nods. “I trust you.”  
 
    “Ok,” I say.  
 
    Brooke and I follow dad out the front door still so excited we can hardly stop bouncing. We say thank you and goodbye to the realtor and I give a quick wave to dad who storms straight towards his car in a rush to get back to his office. 
 
    Brooke and I stand between our parked cars. “I have three hours to spare before I need to be back on campus,” I tell her. “What about you? Are you good to come shopping with me?” 
 
    “Yep,” she beams. “I have two hours.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I grin. 
 
    Before we know it, I’m following her down the street and pulling into a space beside her with dad’s magical credit card slipped into the safety of my jeans pocket. 
 
    We walk around the furniture store for a good hour, picking things out with the store assistant tagging along beside us, writing everything down. We bounce from one section to another, making sure to keep everything modern with neutral colors, as I know that’s what dad is going to approve of. 
 
    The only thing that takes us a while is when we get to the couches. You see, a lot goes into choosing a couch and I have a feeling we’re going to have quite a lot of people coming and crashing on it. It has to be big for when Jesse decides to pass out, and it has to be comfortable for when Brooke and I have movie night in our pajamas.  
 
    After fifteen minutes debating over the couch, we finally pick one that’s absolutely huge and screams comfort, only to groan when we get to the bedroom section. There’s nothing worse than having to pick out a mattress. I mean, so many things could go wrong here. 
 
    We get out of the store with half an hour to spare before Brooke has to be back on campus, so we stop for lunch on the way.  
 
    Brooke nibbles at a salad and I raise an eyebrow. It’s not like her to eat so carefully and sparingly. “What’s up?” I grunt. 
 
    “I have my date with Lukas tomorrow night. I’m trying not to pig out so I don’t look bloated.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’re tiny. No matter what you do you’d never look bloated.” 
 
    “No, that’s just the thing, being tiny is the problem. The second I eat anything my stomach pokes out. If I eat too much today, I’d probably look nine months pregnant tomorrow.” 
 
    I scoff at her reasoning. Never in a million years would she ever look like that. Not even if she were nine months pregnant. She’ll probably be one of those beautiful pregnant women who have a tiny, perfect little bump and she’ll probably pop out her baby by accidentally sneezing. Me, on the other hand, will most likely look like a cow about to explode and be stuck in a week long labor covered in sweat and growling like a bear. 
 
    “Do you know where he’s taking you yet?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she smiles, looking up from her salad. “You know that little Italian restaurant? It’s kind of right between here and home.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I smile. “I’ve been there a few times with Nate. They’re great, but you should get one of the booths in the back. It gets really busy and loud.” 
 
    “Ok,” she says as a beaming smile takes over her. She drops her fork into her salad and places her hands flat on the table. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she tells me. “I feel really nervous about this. I don’t get nervous, Tora. I’m so out of my depth here.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “Weren’t you the one saying how you don’t get affected by all this girly shit just yesterday?”  
 
    “Shut up,” she groans. “I didn’t feel nervous yesterday but the second he gave me a time and date, I just froze. I felt sick. Like, what if I screw this up? I really like this guy. He’s so perfect and he’s so damn sexy.” 
 
    “You’re not going to screw it up,” I tell her. “He’s going to see that you’re the most beautiful woman in the world, and if he can’t see that, then he’s not the guy you want in your life, and if that is the case, you screw him anyway, have a nasty, sweaty night, and send him on his way.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” she says, picking up her fork again. “I guess, I just really want this to work out. I hate being the single girl amongst a group of couples. Makes me feel like a loner.” 
 
    “You’re not a loner.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she grunts. “All summer, everyone was shacked up, making out with their boyfriend and I was left to dodge Tyson.” 
 
    “You know, I think you’d be good with Tyson.” 
 
    “What?” she sputters out, laughing. “No thanks. That kid is more of a whore than me and I’d like to date someone who hasn’t licked every single one of my friends’ pussies.” 
 
    “A simple ‘No’ would have done it,” I laugh. “And for the record, my pussy has not been licked by Tyson.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you wish it had,” she grumbles low. “I mean, I reckon that kid would be extremely talented in the bedroom. Can you imagine how good he’d get you off?” 
 
    “Ewww,” I laugh. “I don’t even want to think about that, but I have no doubt he’s good, especially if all the stories are true. He must be keeping every single one of those girls at Broken Hill High busy. All the other boys are gone and Jesse is taken which means it’s only him keeping the bad boy reputation alive, and so far, I haven’t heard any complaints.” 
 
    “Yuck,” she laughs. “He’s in his element.” 
 
    “He sure is.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I get home after an exhausting day and collapse down into my bed before the clock has even reached eight. My eyes are fighting to close but guilt sails through me. I wanted to do some reading up on my Psychology paper that’s due next week, but it might have to wait. I’m not sure I can handle that right now. 
 
    It’s been a huge day. We bought a fucking house today. That shit just doesn’t happen. I mean, eventually, it would have happened, but I always thought it would be years down the track after I’d finished law school. Nate and I would have been happily together for years and possibly talking about marriage and babies. We would have searched through all the houses, making sure to stay close to Broken Hill. It would have been a dream come true. In fact, I still believe that’s all going to happen. I just never thought I’d be experiencing it for the second time. Though, I guess this is kind of different. After all, this was my parents buying a home for me, not me and Nate building our future together. 
 
    I snuggle up in my bed and go to turn off the lamp on my bedside table when a figure appears, grinning at me on my window ledge. “What the hell?” I grunt, throwing the blankets back and hurrying to let the idiot in before he falls off the roof. I slide it open and can’t help but grin at him. “You know you can use the front door now?” I laugh. “They’re cool with you staying here.” 
 
    “First off,” Nate says, climbing through the window and coming to stand before me. His arms instantly slide around my waist. “They’re not cool with me staying here. They just accept it because they’d rather me sneaking in, than you sneaking out. And secondly, I like climbing through your window. I get to watch you before you realize I’m there, and by the way, I caught you picking out that wedgie.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh, swatting at his chest before crushing my face into it and inhaling his manly scent. It wraps around me, completely drawing me in as I listen to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. “You know these undies always ride up.” 
 
    His hand slides around my body before he finds the hem of my undies and flicks the elastic against my skin, making a sharp slapping sound. “Then take them off.” I’m too exhausted to look up at his face but I have no doubt there’s a cheeky grin sitting on his delicious lips as his eyes sparkle, absolutely loving the way he gets off by teasing me. 
 
    I bring my arms in against his warm chest and snuggle in, closing my eyes as I find unbelievable comfort with him. I shake my head against him. “Too tired.” 
 
    Nate ducks down and a second later, his arm is at the back of my legs and he scoops me up. He walks over to my bed and puts me down before I hear the familiar sound of his jeans dropping to the ground. He climbs in the other side of my bed and instantly pulls me against him. “How was work?” I mumble into his chest. 
 
    “Good,” he says with a tone that suggests it was way better than good. “I got my first real project.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grumble. “I thought you already had your first project. You know, the dirty old car.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “That’s more of a personal project. I’m doing that up to sell at auction to help get my name out, but this was an actual client seeking me out because he’d heard what a great job I’d done with the Mustang and Camaro. He wants me to rebuild his old Miura.” 
 
    “His what?” 
 
    “Miura. It’s a Lamborghini.” 
 
    “Really?” I question. “That’s awesome.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s going to be a huge job.” 
 
    “You can handle it,” I tell him. “And I bet you’d do a much better job than any of the other shops around here.” 
 
    His arms tighten around me. “I know,” he murmurs, pressing his lips to my hair. “How’d the inspection go today?” 
 
    I gasp as my eyes flick up to his. “Did I not tell you?” He shakes his head. “Mom and dad bought it and they want us to move in on Saturday so they can make sure we have everything we need before they go to London. Brooke is beside herself. She’s so excited.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle as he watches my excitement. “I’m assuming you need someone to help you move in?” 
 
    “A few someones would help. We bought a whole lot of furniture today,” I explain as my hand runs up his arm and I curl my fingers around his strong bicep and squeeze. “And I’m going to need someone with some of this to get it all inside and move it around a hundred times while Brooke and I decide how we want it to look.” 
 
    Nate grunts down at me. “I’m happy to bring it all in and set it up for you because I know you’re desperate to watch me do it, but I’m not moving it around the house a hundred times. That’s a bitch job and that’s what Jesse’s for.” 
 
    I tilt my chin and press my lips against his. “Deal.” 
 
    Nate kisses me back and it’s not long before he rolls us so he hovers above me with his hips pressed down on top of mine. “You tired?” he questions as he drops his lips to my neck. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I nod, closing my eyes as the satisfaction of his touch rockets through me. 
 
    Nate’s hand slides down my body until his fingers are hooked beneath the fabric of my underwear. He keeps sliding and removes them off my legs and once they’re gone, he pushes up off me and slowly peels open my legs before coming back down. “Let me help you sleep.” 
 
    I feel him there and a moment later, he slides inside as his hands travel back up my body. He weaves his fingers through mine while moving slow and setting my body alight.  
 
    His lips come down on mine and I’ve never felt anything quite so sensual and erotic as he makes love to me. 
 
    The only issue is that sleep is now the last thing on my mind. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Hot damn,” Brooke groans under her breath as we lean up against our new kitchen counter with Kaylah. Brooke makes a show of fanning herself as my eyes lock onto the scalding sight before me. 
 
    Nate walks through our new home with a huge box thrown over his shoulder as he makes his way down to my brand new bedroom. 
 
    It’s a stinking hot day and the sun is right in the middle of the sky, the very hottest part of the day so I’m not surprised to see that since the last time he walked through here, his tank top has been stripped off and is hanging out the back of his loose shorts, displaying every little ridge and bulge of his toned body. I mean, watching him walk in with his front on display and his strong arm holding the box up, balancing it on his shoulder is one thing. But to have him turn down the hall and give us the back view… he’s like a gift to womankind. The only problem is the cocky bastard knows it. 
 
    “Hey, Tora,” Jesse’s amused voice comes from the front door. “Careful. You’re drooling.” 
 
    Nate’s chuckle comes tearing up the hallway and I roll my eyes before flipping off Jesse. I love that little turd but he sure knows how to push my buttons. “Jealous?” I fire back. “Kaylah’s drooling too, but I don’t see her eyes on you.” 
 
    “Yeah, because if she looked this way, we’d be the ones christening your new place.” 
 
    “Too fucking late,” Nate calls from my bedroom. “We christened this place three fucking times already.” 
 
    Jesse laughs and shakes his head as he drops his box in the living room while Brooke elbows me. “Is that what you were doing when I was trying to get a hold of you this morning?” 
 
    “I’d say guilty but after the way he blew my mind, I certainly don’t feel any guilt about it.” 
 
    Nate returns back up the hallway, winks, and disappears out the front door again, prompting us to turn back to the box of kitchenware on the counter that we were sorting through. 
 
    Another box gets brought in and Brooke looks back over her shoulder. “Ugh,” she groans quietly. “I still don’t understand what he’s doing here.” 
 
    I look back and grin at the sight of Maxen walking through our new home. He’s been working his ass off this morning, helping us to get everything in. I mean, they all have been. They must be exhausted. All the boys are here, even Jackson put off a gym session to come and give us a hand, and to be honest, I’m surprised Tyson could manage to peel the girls off long enough to be helping.  
 
    With so many guys here, Brooke’s mom, and both my parents, we’re getting so much done. Both the moms are down in the bedrooms pulling linen on the newly installed beds and hanging up the thousands of clothes that came in boxes and bags. 
 
    Dad is going around putting little rubber footings under all the pieces of furniture so the floorboards don’t get scratched. He started by helping the boys carry everything in, but he’s not a spring chicken and quickly exhausted himself. I don’t doubt he’ll sleep the whole flight to London tomorrow. 
 
    As Maxen passes, his eyes flick up to Brooke, the same way they have been all day, but it’s different. It’s not the same leer he used to give her, there’s no pervy comment thrown in afterward, it’s pure longing and I know I shouldn’t, but my heart kind of breaks for him. He’s been a perfect gentleman today and hasn’t said a word to her out of respect for not wanting to annoy her in her new home.  
 
    It’s… strange. It’s as though he’s here purely to be helpful. 
 
    “Come on,” I say, hoping he can’t hear. “He’s been fine. He showed up at Nate’s place this morning not realizing we were moving today and as soon as Nate explained what was going on, he jumped at the opportunity. He’s just being helpful.” 
 
    “Since when are you team Maxen?” she scoffs as Kaylah presses her lips together and makes herself busy minding her own business. 
 
    “I’m not team Maxen, but I’m not going to ignore the fact that he’s been a perfect gentleman today. The least you could do is say thank you and offer him a glass of water.” 
 
    Brooke rolls her eyes and looks away. “Perfect gentleman?” she scoffs. “I don’t think so. He’s up to something and besides, I didn’t ask for his help, so why don’t you offer him a glass of water?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I scoff. 
 
    “Dead serious,” she snaps. “I don’t trust him and after what he did to me, I don’t owe him a damn thing.” 
 
    I let out a heavy breath. “Fine, I’ll do it,” I say, turning around and heading to the cupboard which we only just finished filling. I grab a few glasses before remembering mom brought a carton of bottled water with her.  
 
    I fill my arms and pockets with bottles and trudge outside, hoping I don’t drop any on the way. The second I step outside, I’m hit in the face with the scorching heat. I mean, who chose today to be moving day? That was stupid. 
 
    Bottles start slipping from my fingers and I’m thankful when Jesse catches me by the door. He takes a few from my hands and launches two across the front yard. “Yo, heads up,” he calls out. 
 
    Tyson looks up just in time to catch the bottle before it hits him in the face, but Nate isn’t so lucky with the massive box in his hand, choosing to get hit with a grunt rather than drop the massive box. 
 
    I hand another bottle to Jesse before going over and giving one to Max. He gives me a thankful nod and I continue on to Nate, picking up the bottle that lays at his feet as he carefully places the box down. 
 
    I hand him the water and he puts an arm around me before pulling me in tight against his body. “Ewww,” I shriek, trying to pull away. “You’re all sweaty.” 
 
    “Really?” he grins, holding me tighter. 
 
    “Yes,” I laugh. “Let me go.” 
 
    He brings his water bottle up and cracks it open with his teeth. “Do you think I need a shower?” 
 
    My eyes widen, realizing what he’s about to do. I squirm, desperately trying to get away but with the laughter pouring out of me and his steel grip around my waist, it’s near impossible. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, babe?” he grunts, bringing the bottle up above my head and then smirking as he brings it to his lips, teasing me. 
 
    “Don’t,” I warn him with a screech, still trying to get my hands upon his chest to force myself away. 
 
    “Don’t what?” he grins. “Don’t do this?” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he brings the water bottle up and tips it over my head, even going as far as to squeeze the bottle to make it empty faster. We both get drenched in the process and while I’m still screeching and shrieking, I’m also overcome with uncontrollable laughter. 
 
    The rest of the guys come and join in while Nate and Jesse do their best to hold me still. “I’m going to kick your asses.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on out here?” Brooke’s voice calls from the front door. 
 
    I manage to see through Tyson and Jesse’s arms to see Brooke and Kaylah, standing by the door, grinning at my misfortune. Only their grins are wiped away when Maxen turns around and locks eyes with Brooke. Her face falls and not a moment later, she’s screeching and running across our new yard, trying her best to get away from him as Kaylah steps back inside the safety of the house and discreetly locks the door. 
 
    The bottles quickly empty of water, but Brooke isn’t so lucky. Maxen catches her around the waist and I have to admit, it’s nice to see the look of pure enjoyment on her face, making me wonder what kind of feelings still linger there. 
 
    They go crashing down and Max protectively catches her so she doesn’t hit the ground too hard. They laugh along with everyone else, until silence.  
 
    Brooke looks up at him as he watches her with his heart on his sleeve.  
 
    A pause. 
 
    A breath. 
 
    His hand squeezes her waist 
 
    Maxen breaks his hold and looks away. “Sorry,” he murmurs low as he scrambles off her. He offers her a hand up and she reluctantly takes it as her eyes shoot to mine, silently telling me that we’ll be dissecting this very moment all night over a glass of wine. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” Jesse grunts for only me and Nate to hear. “That’s awkward.” 
 
    I can’t help the laugh that bubbles up my throat and turn my face into Nate’s chest to avoid Brooke tearing me apart later. After all, we live together now. If she caught me laughing at that, she would probably kill me in my sleep. 
 
    Brooke turns and starts heading for the house. I go to break away from Nate, figuring I need to go find a towel and see if I can somehow manage to salvage Brooke’s day when mom’s BMW pulls up on the curb, halting Brooke in her tracks.  
 
    I turn around and study her car for a moment, feeling slightly confused. I could have sworn she was inside helping with my wardrobe and lining my new bed. She climbs out of the car and pulls a box out from the passenger side. “Anyone hungry?” she calls out to the group of seven teenagers in the front yard. “I got Tacos.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Jackson cheers as Tyson grins at my mom in that same slutty way that Jesse used to, making me want to sever his manhood. He walks forward and takes the box of Tacos from my mom and puts it down on the grass, making it a free-for-all. 
 
    The boys flock towards the box, pulling food out and crashing down into the grass, while Brooke and I hang back, waiting patiently to avoid being mauled by the hungry tigers. 
 
    Mom passes by and gives me a funny look when I realize I’m still dripping wet. She shrugs it off and continues on inside with a bag tucked under her arm, probably a healthier option for the adults. 
 
    Nate drops down into the grass and I fall down beside him before he hands me one of his many tacos. Kaylah decides it’s safe enough to come outside while Brooke grabs herself a taco and sits on the opposite side of the yard from Maxen, as far as the yard will allow while studiously studying her lunch. 
 
    I can’t help but look up at Maxen to see him stealing a glance at Brooke, and once again, that flash of longing returns. “What the hell is going on with him?” I grunt quietly to Nate. 
 
    “Fucked if I know,” he shrugs, looking between the two with his own curiosity. “He seems… I don’t know, different. The second I said I was coming here he jumped at the chance to see her.” 
 
    “Maybe he just missed her,” I supply, hoping that’s it. After all, I couldn’t trust Maxen as far as I could throw him, especially after the shit he put Brooke through at the beginning of senior year, and if that little turd burger is planning on playing my best friend again, he’s about to get a rude shock. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Nate agrees, but from the look in his eye, I can tell he doesn’t really agree. He thinks it’s something more and the fact that he can’t work it out, pisses him off. 
 
    I let it go and get back to finishing off my lunch and take a drink of water, pleased to find my bottle didn’t get destroyed earlier. But then, I should really stop complaining about it, it’s freaking hot and the cool water went a long way in making my outdoor lunch a bit more bearable. 
 
    In fact, wouldn’t it be great if Nate got the chance to cool down too? 
 
    I watch him out of the corner of my eye as I take a sip of my water, trying my best not to raise his suspicions, but his eyes are still on his cousin as he finishes off a second taco. 
 
    I leave my bottle of water open and slowly stretch my hand out towards Nate. “Hey, Nate?” I grin. 
 
    He flicks his head towards me and I squeeze the bottle of water with everything I’ve got. Water comes spurting out the top of the bottle like a fountain and instantly covers his large frame.  
 
    He gaps as the cold water hits him but rights himself before flying at me. My laughter comes in so hard and fast that I can’t even force myself to run. 
 
    Nate pins me in the soft grass and as I look up at him, I completely melt. He doesn’t even give me a second to catch my breath before he presses his lips down on mine. “You’re in trouble, babe,” he tells me. 
 
    I smile against his lips, absolutely loving it when he’s this playful version of himself. I go to ask if that’s a promise when Jackson’s voice calls out across the yard. “Get a fucking room.” 
 
    Nate glances across at him. “If her mom wasn’t in there covering the room in family photos, I probably would.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, looking up at Nate. “Tell me you’re joking?” 
 
    He looks back down at me and softly presses his lips back to mine. “I wish I was,” he grins. “It’s going to be un-fucking-comfortable trying to fuck you while your father’s face is staring back at me.” 
 
    “Oh no,” I groan, trying to get up and fix it. 
 
    “Leave it,” Nate says, pulling me up with him. “Your parents will be gone tomorrow and your mom has put a lot of work into decorating your room. You don’t want to hurt her feelings by changing it. Just tell her it’s perfect and then you can fix it all tomorrow.” 
 
    “What would I do without you?” I smile. 
 
    “I seriously don’t know,” he laughs, indicating to Jesse to toss him another taco. “I don’t understand how you’ve managed to survive eighteen years on your own.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh, rolling my eyes and snatching his taco out of the air before quickly unwrapping it and taking a massive bite out of the very bottom. 
 
    By seven o’clock at night, the house is just about done. All the rooms have been completed, beds have been put together, couches have been arranged and then rearranged. Hell, even the DVD collection has been sorted into our most treasured favorites. 
 
    I throw my arms around my parents, hugging them both at the same time. “I’ll come by in the morning before you go,” I tell them, hating that this is going to be one of the last times I’ll see them before they disappear to London for who the hell knows how long. 
 
    “Ok,” mom says, squeezing me back. “Will you be alright here? Did the man come to give you new locks? And don’t forget to lock the windows as well. You’re not protected by a big gate and security system like you are at home. You have to be proactive about your safety here.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her, squeezing her again to help soothe her worries. “Brooke and I will be fine and if there’s a situation, the boys aren’t far away.” 
 
    Mom looks back over her shoulder and takes in the group of boys taking over our living room and cracking open a few beers. “No, they never seem to be far away, do they?” 
 
    “No,” I agree. “Never, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughs before dad gives me a few last instructions on caring for a home. 
 
    I send my parents on their way with a promise to text mom before I go to bed, letting her know that I’m safe. 
 
    I drop down onto the large couch, pleased that we made the decision to buy such a big one. Nate pulls me into him, and I can’t help but look around at all the bodies filing my new living room. This is for sure going to be the new ‘it’ place and I have no doubt that Nate is practically going to move in. He’s already so comfortable here. 
 
    Pizzas get ordered and beers are drunk and replaced, feet are propped up on every available surface, and everybody is having a great time while music plays softly in the background. 
 
    My body aches and I want nothing more than to have a huge sleep in tomorrow morning, but with my parents flying out, that’s not going to happen. 
 
    A knock sounds at the door and Jesse drags himself up off the couch. He walks the few steps towards the door with a little more bounce in his step than acceptable after such a huge day. He rips the door open in excitement, always ready and prepared for pizza, only his whole body slouches in disappointment when he sees who’s standing on the other side. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” he grunts, making the living room full of bodies turn to face the door to see what’s going on. 
 
    The guy hasn’t said a word when Brooke shoots to her feet. “Lukas,” she gasps in excitement. She hurries to the door, barges past Jesse and throws her arms around him before they start making out in the doorway. 
 
    Brooke eventually drags him in and introduces him to the room. Their date had gone amazingly on Tuesday night and she hasn’t been able to shut up about it. If I didn’t love her so much, I’d probably punch her the next time I heard about the guy. 
 
    Lukas goes around and formally introduces himself to the group while Brooke hurries into the kitchen to find him a beer. I watch in amusement as he gets to Maxen, offering him his hand. 
 
    Maxen shoots to his feet, takes the guys hand and gives it a swift shake before letting go as quickly as possible. “I, uh… I’m going get out of here,” Maxen announces to the room with a slight cringe mixed with an awkward grunt. 
 
    “K,” Nate says, giving him a slight nod of his head, hardly bothering to look up at the guy. “See you later, man.” 
 
    And just like that, Maxen is out the door. 
 
    Lukas drops down into the vacated seat Brooke had climbed out of earlier and gets himself comfortable while making small talk with my boys. Not two seconds later, Brooke returns from the kitchen with an open beer and hands it to Lukas before dropping down into his lap. 
 
    Once the pizza has gone down and I have enough wine in my system to last me a lifetime, Nate scoops me off the couch and carries me down to my brand new bedroom. “Come on,” he says. “You need to sleep today off so you have the energy to pretend to be happy for your parents tomorrow.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. “I don’t want them to go.” 
 
    Nate deposits me down in my bed and reaches for my shirt before pulling it up over my head. “I know,” he says. “But your dad has no choice and your mom wants to be with the man she loves. Just like I’d follow you to the ends of the earth to be with you.” 
 
    I let out a breath and wind my arms around him. “You’re the best. You know that, right?” 
 
    I raise my chin and he brings his lips down on mine before pushing me back into the softest bed I’ve ever laid on. He comes barreling down with me, pressing his hard body into mine. “I know,” he tells me as he grins against my lips. “You’re one hell of a lucky girl to be with all this.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and kiss him back before letting him finish this day off right.  
 
    Some things never change and I hope to God that they never will. As frustrating as it can be having a guy like Nate Ryder teasing you and constantly pushing your buttons, I can’t help but love it and love him for it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I push through the big double doors of my English class with a groan. Nate only just stepped out of his Business class and asked me to go to lunch with him, and instead of being there, gazing into the deepest eyes I’ve ever seen, I’m here, walking up the steps of yet another classroom. 
 
    I say a quick hello to a few of the girls I’ve met over the past few weeks and make my way up a few levels before crashing down into my seat. I let out a sigh as I dig through my bag and pull out my things before shooting a text off to Nate, apologizing for the millionth time for ditching him. 
 
    I mean, it’s not like it’s a bad thing. He supports me learning and bettering my future, but the disappointment behind his eyes killed me when I said I should go to class instead. I’ll have to make it up to him tonight. 
 
    I set up my laptop on my desk, ready to take notes for one of my hardest classes. I’m feeling pretty good about it though. Even with the big move over the weekend and spending time with my parents before they flew out, I still managed to get on top of all my work. I don’t know how I did it, but I did, and it feels great. I even handed in my English essay so today, I can give every single ounce of my concentration to my professor as he babbles on. 
 
     I look up from my laptop screen as Professor Harding walks through the door and straight over to his desk before placing his briefcase down beside it. He removes his coat, hangs it on the back of his chair, and does it all as though he hasn’t noticed the room full of students sitting behind him, patiently waiting for him to get the show on the road. 
 
    Finally, after a solid three minutes of going through his things and getting himself set up, he turns to the class, takes a step forward, and opens his mouth. 
 
    The door of the room barges open and my eyes instinctually flick across to take in the latecomer as Professor Harding shoots a nasty glare his way. 
 
    The guy is built like an athlete and walks forward with the swagger of an asshole, completely ignoring the Professor as he struts through the classroom without a care in the world. I instantly don’t like the guy, especially as he wears his hat low on his face, completely disrespecting the whole ‘don’t wear hats inside’ rulel.  
 
    As he begins slinking up the stairs, searching the rows for an available seat, something pulls at me that I know this guy. It’s like a strange familiarity, but I can’t figure out how the hell I’d know a big guy like that. If only the asshole would remove his hat and stop wasting everyone’s time. 
 
    It’s not until the guy is shuffling his way across the row before me that I get a glimpse of his face underneath the brim of his hat. My stomach sinks and I suck in a sharp breath. 
 
    No. It couldn’t be.  
 
    My palms begin to sweat as my heart rate picks up and threatens to beat right out of my chest. I don’t know if I want to fear the guy or barge my way down there and beat the ever loving shit out of him. 
 
    Josh Henderson makes his way through the students and I find myself sliding down in my chair, hiding my face behind my laptop screen. 
 
    Holy shit. How could I not have seen this coming? Of course, he goes here. He fucked up his chances of getting into a major league school. He fucked up his chances of playing college ball. He fucked up his shot of making anything of himself and the only logical thing for him to do is aim for his back-up plan – go to the local college, study some basic course, and hope to God he finds employment afterward. 
 
    This isn’t something I was expecting. Nate had dealt with him over and over again and promised me that I’d never have to see the guy again, but none of us considered the fact that he’d go to the same college in the same damn town. I thought we were done with him. 
 
    How could I have been so stupid?  
 
    Nate is going to lose his shit when he realizes Josh is here and in the same class as me. He’s going to force me to switch classes and screw up the flow I’ve got going with my schedule. But that’s still not going to solve the issue of being on the same campus as the guy. He’s eventually going to see me and he’s eventually going to come after me.  
 
    To me, he took away my innocence, but to him, I took away his bright future, and if I take all the past few times I’ve seen him, I’d dare say the guy holds a grudge with one hell of a big chip on his shoulder. A guy like Josh Henderson doesn’t just move on and admit fault, he shoots himself in the foot over and over again until there are no more bullets left. He backs himself into a corner and tries to bulldoze his way out, and no doubt, I’ll be the one bulldozed. 
 
    Crap. Crap. CRAP.  
 
    This is not what I wanted for my day. 
 
    I was supposed to have a good, interesting class, do a little study, go home to see Brooke, and spend my night rubbing my naked body up against Nate’s. Not fretting and panicking over something I should have seen coming. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I move my eyes off the back of Josh’s head and pay attention to Professor Harding droning on about something that I just can’t seem to concentrate on. My eyes keep flicking back to Josh and I work myself up so much that I feel like hurling, which would be stupid of me. The last thing I want is to draw attention to myself and let the prick know just who’s sitting in the row behind him. 
 
    When Josh leans back in his chair, I find myself also leaning back, instinctively needed to get as far from him as possible, but when his eyes flick across to the pretty blonde sitting beside him and leers at her as though she’s his next meal, flashbacks start rushing in. 
 
    His hand around my arm as he pulled me into the dark closet. The moment of confusion, thinking it might have been Nate wanting to fool around. The moment of undeniable terror as I realized what was happening. My heart racing. The tight grip on my body. The desperate need to get away. My head slamming against the hard wall. His lips on my body. 
 
    Tears spring to my eyes as a deep anger sets itself within me. How dare I shed a single tear over that rat bastard? I need to get out of here, but I wouldn’t dare risk making a move like that. It would be like a big red arrow pointing me out. I’ve done stupid things in my eighteen years, but I’m not that fucking stupid. I have no choice but to sit here quietly, hoping I can somehow manage to get myself under control and not throw myself across the desk and wrap my fingers around his throat. 
 
    As the class continues, my breathing becomes labored and I’ve bitten my bottom lip so much, I’m starting to taste blood. I can do this. My eyes flick to the clock for the umpteenth time, silently begging it to tick faster. 
 
    I focus on the screen before me.  
 
    I focus on the way Professor Harding’s dress shirt is slightly untucked at the side.  
 
    I focus on the engraved heart on my desk.  
 
    I focus on anything and everything to make the images in my mind stop haunting me.  
 
    My only saving grace is knowing that at the end of the day, I’ll be tucked safely under Nate’s arm. 
 
    The class finally comes to an end and I make a break for it before slamming my ass back down in the chair. I’ve waited this long, I can’t afford to be foolish now.  
 
    I watch as Josh drops a notebook and pen inside his bag before slamming his chair back into the desk behind him. The bag is slung over his shoulder and it doesn’t take him long to get to the bottom of the stairs, especially with the way he’s barging his way through the students, letting them know exactly what kind of asshole they’re dealing with. 
 
    I wait until he disappears out the door before packing up my laptop. Then I find myself waiting just a bit longer, terrified of walking out that door in case I was somehow seen over the past hour. 
 
    This is stupid. I can’t be afraid of walking around campus. I doubt if he saw me, he’d be bold enough to try anything in such a public setting.  
 
    I let out a deep breath and try to remember where I lost my balls. I throw my bag over my shoulder and join the rest of the students making their way down the cramped stairs. 
 
    As I poke my head out the door, I find myself quickly glancing around. The second I deem the area safe, I finally make my break for it. All I want is to get in my car and haul ass before locking myself in the safety of my home. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I pull myself out of my car and barge my way through the front door of my home. I stand in the doorway, gawking at Brooke on the floor of the living room. All the furniture has been pushed to the edges of the room while Brooke positions herself in the center of the room with her ass up in the air and a beginner’s yoga tutorial playing on the television screen. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I laugh, loving how just one ridiculous thing from my best friend somehow manages to help me forget the bullshit day I’ve been having. 
 
    “Go get dressed. You should try this shit. It’s so fucking hard,” she says in what I think is supposed to be a downward facing dog, yet it looks more like a downward facing pig.  
 
    Brooke looks at me from her position on the floor and I find myself shrugging before dumping my bag at the door. “Fuck it,” I laugh, skipping over to her and dropping down to the ground, accidentally bumping into her on the way down and making her fall out of her position. 
 
    Brooke shuffles down on her yoga mat and shares with me before instructing me on what to do. I get into the first position before collapsing back to the ground and wriggling out of my jeans. I mean, I’m all for woman power and that bullshit. We can do anything we put our minds to, but yoga in skinny jeans is simply not going to happen. 
 
    We get halfway through the tutorial before Brooke decides she wants to try the advanced stuff. You know, all the handstand crap which looks awesome, but let’s be real, it’s way out of our league. I mean, I’m still kind of struggling with the whole downward facing dog thing. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, my head is aching, but I’m really digging this meditation, relaxation thing going on at the end. Brooke and I lay with our heads together in the center of the room and our bodies stretched out across the floor. “That was fun,” she laughs. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree. “I really needed that. It’s been such a shit day.” 
 
    “Really?” she grunts. “What’s going on? Did Nate get his knickers in a twist when you forgot to remind him that he’s your number one, special guy?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I groan, rolling over and propping myself up on my elbow so I can look at her. “It’s just been shitty, is all,” I say, deciding to skip over the whole Josh thing. I mean, all that’s going to do is worry her, and then I’m going to have to put up with her demanding that I tell Nate about it over and over again until she eventually does it for me, which naturally, will end up with Nate having the shits with me. I mean, there’s no win for me here. “I’m ready to climb into bed and call it a day.” 
 
    “It’s like, three o’clock in the afternoon,” Brooke snorts. 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “But after you forced a whole bottle of wine down my throat last night, I’m sort of feeling like a little old lady with a killer hangover.” 
 
    Brooke grins as she pushes up and crosses her legs. She leans back against the couch and shrugs as though she doesn’t have a care in the world. “Not my fault you get hangovers like a little bitch.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and watch as she grabs her phone and starts texting, and if I know my Brookey Chookey, it would be a dirty message to Lukas. “Brooke,” I say after a beat. “It’s time to come clean.” 
 
    Her eyes don’t move from the screen. “Honey, I do all sorts of shit. Which thing do I specifically need to come clean about?” 
 
    “Maxen.” 
 
    Her eyes widen before flicking up to mine and widening just that bit more. She sucks in a breath. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Brooke,” I say, low and forgiving. “Something happened. I could see it in the way you were acting around each other, and besides, he couldn’t stop watching you. It was kind of creepy.” 
 
    Brooke watches me for a moment with determination in her eyes, making it clear she doesn’t want to say anything, but with a sigh, that determination fades away. “I slept with him over the summer.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt before splattering about as I choke on my own spit. “Please tell me you’re joking?” 
 
    “I wish I was,” she says with a cringe. “It’s just, you guys are all partnered up and I had nobody. All summer long, I turned up to parties by myself and watched everybody fornicating on the dance floor, so don’t judge me. I was lonely and drunk, and well… it just kind of happened.” 
 
    “Brooke,” I groan, not sure how to feel about this, but then, I guess I don’t get an opinion. It’s her body and heart to do whatever she pleases with. “I hope it was worth it.” 
 
    A grin splits her face in half. “Come on,” she laughs. “Max and I weren’t compatible when it came to love, but sex? We never had an issue with sex.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I laugh. “No wonder he couldn’t keep his eyes off you.” 
 
    “I know. It was a mistake and I’ve told him as much. It won’t be happening again, especially now that I’m with Lukas. You know he drives a Harley as well as his truck?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. She’s told me all this at least a hundred times now and while it’s getting really old, hearing about how defined Lukas’s body is, but it doesn’t get old for her. So, trying my best to keep that in mind, I smile and nod, letting her rave on about this guy that we honestly know nothing about. 
 
    Brooke finishes gushing about Lukas before getting up off the floor. “I better go get some studying done. I have an exam tomorrow and I want to kill it.” 
 
    “Yeah, alright,” I say, pushing myself up off the ground. “I better get some studying done too.” 
 
    Brooke walks down the hallway as I detour to the front door to scoop my bag up off the floor before walking down to my room. I open my bag and let my books spill out over the bed before finding my laptop under the mess. I open up to the few notes I had managed to get down while also hating on Josh and then open my English textbook, hoping I can somehow make sense of what I’ve written down. 
 
    My phone buzzes on the bed beside me and I look down to find mom’s name scrawled across the screen. “Shit,” I groan, remembering that I had promised to call at a certain time every day, and naturally, I’ve already broken that promise. 
 
    “Hey, mom,” I say, answering the call. 
 
    Her amused voice comes through the line. “It’s only been a day and you’ve already forgotten to call.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I cringe. “I’ve been studying and lost track of time.” 
 
    “Hmmm, well I guess I can’t complain about that.” 
 
    A smile takes over me, realizing I’ve gotten away with murder. “No, you can’t.” 
 
    I talk to mom for the next half hour and she tells me all about her flight while I let her know how awesome it is living in my own space with Brooke. I talk to dad for about three seconds before he promptly finishes the call, demanding I get back to my studies. I have to laugh. Some things never change. 
 
    I do just as I’ve been ordered and put the phone back down beside me before truly getting stuck into my work.  
 
    It’s after seven when my window scrapes open, jolting me out of my studying with a surprised gasp. I was so consumed with my work I hadn’t even noticed him sneaking up. Hell, I was so consumed, I didn’t even stop for dinner. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I shriek as Nate climbs through the window. 
 
    He grins at me, only halfway through before one sexy as hell wink comes my way. “Old habits die hard.” I roll my eyes as he lands inside my room and takes in the books on my bed. His features fall just a bit. “I’m assuming you didn’t take a break to eat?” 
 
    “Are you going to be mad if I say no?” 
 
    Nate sighs and reaches for my hand before pulling me up to my feet. “Come on,” he murmurs, weaving his fingers through mine. “I’ll make you dinner.” He pulls me down the hallway before looking back over his shoulder. “I guess this means Brooke hasn’t eaten either.” 
 
    I shake my head and he rolls his eyes. “Ok.” 
 
    A beaming smile cuts across my face and I tug on his hand, pulling him back to me. A smile pulls on his lips as he comes crashing into me and his arms securely wrap around me before those delicious lips come down on mine.  
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper, moving my lips against his. “I love you.” 
 
    “Damn straight you do, babe,” he says, bringing his hand around to grab my ass. “Now get yourself in the kitchen, wench. The spaghetti isn’t going to cook itself.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. I should have known it wasn’t going to be as easy as sitting back and watching the master work. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I sit at the kitchen table with my books spread out from one side to the other. It’s past eleven at night and it’s been another huge day, but I have an exam tomorrow afternoon which counts for a big part of my grade and I cannot afford to screw it up. 
 
    My eyes are heavy and has me reaching for my coffee. I’ve had about three of these bad boys tonight and they don’t seem to be helping. All I want is to go to bed but I need to get this done. I mean, I know I’m going to pass. I’m confident with what I’ve been learning, but I don’t want to just pass. I want to kill it. I want to blow my professors the fuck away because they’ve never seen anyone like me. I want to be a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Noise sounds down the hall and I groan to myself. Brooke has had her new boyfriend over tonight and all I’ve heard for the past few hours is them going at it like rabbits. I mean, it’s not like hearing Brooke getting screwed within an inch of her life is a new thing to me, but hearing his dirty talk is kind of off-putting. He seems… I don’t know. Off.  
 
    I really want to like him for her, but the more I see him the more fake he appears. He’s constantly all over her as though she’s a possession. Brooke loves that about him, but to me, it seems too much too fast. It’s almost like an act that she’s falling for.  
 
    I know Nate doesn’t like him. He’s hasn’t come right out and said it but I can tell by the way he closes down around him. It’s a simple ‘Hey, how are you doing?’ followed by watching him closely and that’s about it. I don’t know if he senses what I’m sensing or if he just doesn’t like the fact that it’s another guy getting around our home in the middle of the night. All I do know is that when Nate likes and accepts someone, he’s respectable. He’s welcoming and gives a shit about getting to know them, but this is certainly not that. I wouldn’t be surprised if he clocked the guy next time he saw him and said it was an accident. 
 
    Brooke’s bedroom door opens and I listen out as I hear someone walking to the bathroom. The light is flicked and a second later, I hear the sound of someone taking a piss with the door wide open. Huh, I guess there are no surprises who that is. I mean, Brooke is known for being a little wild but no way in hell would she be pissing with the door open for the rest of the house to hear.  
 
    Ugh. A chill run up my spine. That’s so gross. 
 
    I listen out with a cringe as the toilet is flushed and his hands are washed. Footsteps are heard and I wait anxiously, hoping they lead back to Brooke’s room, but when there’s an extra step, I groan. He’s coming out here. 
 
    How freaking lucky am I? 
 
    Lukas appears in the entryway for the kitchen and falters when he sees me sitting here, staring back at him. I mean, I have to be happy he at least has pants on, but the button is undone and they’re barely being held up, and I can tell you, there’s certainly no underwear under that. “Shit,” he grunts. “I wasn’t expecting to see you out here. What are you doing?” 
 
    I look down at the many books before me. I mean, is it not clear what I‘m doing? “Got an exam tomorrow,” I clarify, hoping that helps the guy just a little. 
 
    “Ahhh,” he says with a nod, walking forward and heading deeper into the kitchen. I track his movements as he helps himself to a bottle of water in the fridge. He cracks it open, drinks nearly the whole thing in one go and puts it down on the kitchen table, pushing some of my books aside as he leans over the top of the chair beside me.  
 
    I focus my attention back on my textbook, hoping he gets the hint that I’m not in the mood for a little chit chat. It’s past eleven at night and all I want to do is finish this shit so I can get myself to bed. 
 
    “So,” he says, trying to draw my attention back to him. “Where’s Nate tonight?” 
 
    I put my pen down and lean back in my chair. Maybe if I entertain him for a little while he’ll discover I haven’t got much to talk to him about and grow bored, then he can go back and chat to Brooke all night long, leaving me the hell alone. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say, trying to hold back a yawn. “Probably at home in bed.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” he says, flexing his muscles as though he’s trying to impress me. “So, you guys are pretty serious then?” 
 
    I look up at him to find his eyes on my body. They leisurely travel back up to my face and he smirks at being caught out. I push back out of my seat with a heavy scowl and step away from him. I guess I’ll be laying down the law early with this one. “Yeah, we’re solid so you can take your greedy eyes off me,” I tell him. “You don’t get to come over here, screw my best friend and then assume you’re going to get me in bed too. And believe me, after the shit I just heard you spouting to Brooke in there, I’m not interested. Now, please take your dirty little self out of my kitchen so I can finish studying.” 
 
    He stands there for a moment, leaning against the table before straightening out. The smirk never once leaves his face. He takes a step into me, making sure to look me up and down. “Come on, baby,” he says. “I’ll make it worth your while. Nate and Brooke never have to find out.” 
 
    “Was this your plan all along? To get us both in bed?” 
 
    “Well,” he grins. “I was kind of hoping to get you both at the same time.” 
 
    My face scrunches up in complete and utter disgust. “You’re a pig,” I tell him. “Get out of my kitchen.” 
 
    “Your loss, babe,” he says, grabbing his water bottle and walking away. He looks back over his shoulder and grins before disappearing down the hall. I hear his chuckle following behind him and absolutely hate that a guy like that is about to climb back into bed with my best friend. 
 
     “Damn it,” I growl to myself, flopping back down into my chair. I’m going to have to tell her and it’s going to break her heart. She hasn’t shut up about this douchebag, thinking he’s some sort of modern prince charming. Little does she know he’s a dirty swamp turd.  
 
    Nate was right not to like him and I was right to be cautious around him. Brooke is going to be devastated but it’s not like I’m going to do anything about it right now. I have to get through this study and Brooke is probably already asleep. I’ll sit her down first thing in the morning and break the news. She’ll have a shitty day but then I’ll get her drunk and all will be right in the world.  
 
    Maybe next time she’ll actually agree to let me help her find a guy. 
 
    By eleven thirty, I’m finally packing up my shit. About fucking time. I let out a deep sigh and jam the books I need for tomorrow into my bag while stacking the rest into a nice little pile that I can take back to my room in the morning. For now, they’re good to have a sleepover in the kitchen. 
 
    My phone starts buzzing against the wooden table and I look down to find Nate’s name scrawled across the screen. “Hey,” I yawn as I answer the phone and jam it between my ear and shoulder so I can keep getting things sorted for tomorrow. “What’s going on? Why are you calling so late?” 
 
    “I’m only just finishing work now,” he tells me. “I hadn’t heard from you. I was worried.” 
 
    A smile plays on my lips. “Why are you just finishing now?” I question, walking down the hall, not bothering to lower my voice, hoping I wake the fucker out of his peaceful, after sex sleep. 
 
    “I had college today,” he explains. “I wanted to get shit done because I have a shipment coming in tomorrow and I wanted to spend the day on that.” 
 
    “So, you stayed up all night working? That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Not as ridiculous as you staying up all night studying.” 
 
    “How’d you know?” I grin. 
 
    “I know you,” he shoots back. “You haven’t called or texted all night, meaning you were distracted and the only thing holding your attention lately are your books.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    “Don’t you forget it.” His chuckle comes down the line and I laugh as I close the door behind me and flick the lock, you know, just in case. I walk over to my bed and drop down into the welcoming sheets. “Do you want me to come over?” he questions. 
 
    “No, it’s ok,” I tell him. “You’re probably exhausted and I’m practically already asleep. Besides, I have an early class and when you’re here, we never sleep.” 
 
    “You sure?” he says with a smile in his voice. “I can keep my hands to myself.” 
 
    “No, you can’t,” I laugh, calling him on his bluff. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” he says. “I’ll come over tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Hey, Tora?” he murmurs. “I love you.” 
 
    My heart races as the butterflies swirl up in my stomach, giving me ‘the feels,’ but those feels are instantly replaced with guilt as I still haven’t told him about Josh, and I know for a fact I’m not going to tell him about Lukas either. “I love you, too, Nate.” 
 
    There’s a slight pause and I can practically hear his smile through the phone. “Night, babe.” Not a second later, he ends the call and I scoot down in my bed feeling like a piece of shit.  
 
    Nate has been incredible to me and I should be honest with him about Josh and Lukas, but all that’s going to do is cause problems. Punches will be thrown and feelings will be hurt. I can’t be the reason for all that bullshit again. We’ve done the drama and I’m finished with it. I just want to get through college without getting into any trouble and when I’m around other human beings, it seems to be something I can’t help but do. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I wake with a gasp and scramble around for my phone. My alarm never went off, or hell, maybe I forgot to set it after talking to Nate. My fingers curl around the cool metal and I light up the screen for the time. Shit. Nine thirty.  
 
    I’m fucked. 
 
    I throw myself out of bed and hurry around my room, searching for something to wear. I completely missed my early class and now I’m about to miss the second one. 
 
    As I pull on my jeans I try to remember if I even showered last night when I recall that I didn’t. Shit. Shit. Shit. It’s going to have to wait until I get back. I’ll race through a shower after class and shoot straight back out for my exam this afternoon. 
 
    I hurry out into the main part of the house, thankful that I packed my bag last night. Now, I just have to remember where the hell I put it. 
 
    I find it on the kitchen table and sling it over my shoulder before diving through the fridge and grabbing a muffin.  
 
    Shit. I have to brush my teeth. 
 
    I drop the bag, hurry down to the bathroom, and get shit done before looking at my hair and deciding it could really use a brush. I fly out of there and scoop my bag back up before realizing that the house seems way too quiet. 
 
    Brooke must already be out. I silently hate on her for not waking me up and cringe at the guilt that soars through me. I was supposed to wake up early and tell her about her douche canoe boyfriend, and now she’s going to be left in the dark for even longer. I doubt I’ll even see her before the end of the day, and there’s no way I’m going to do it over the phone. It needs to be in person. 
 
    Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. 
 
    Today is already shaping up to be a shit day. I should have just let Nate come over last night, that way I would have woken up in his arms and all the shit that followed wouldn’t have bothered me. I would still be able to smell him on me, but noooo, I had to go and adult, choosing sleep over hot sex.  
 
    Fuck me. I’m such an idiot. 
 
    With that final thought, I find my car keys on the entryway table and haul ass out the door, hoping I can somehow manage to salvage this day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I push my way through the door and all I want to do is collapse down onto the couch and fall asleep. My day has been huge and I honestly don’t know how I made it through it. I was able to track down one of the girls from my morning class which I missed and she agreed to email me her notes if I agreed to introduce her to some of my single friends. I agreed, realizing that Tyson and Max are the only single ones and know that both of them would only be interested in sex, but then, maybe that’s what she’s after. 
 
    I got to my second class just in time and managed to open my laptop as the professor started talking. Afterward, I raced home, had a shower, grabbed some lunch, and headed straight back to campus for my exam. I got there twenty minutes beforehand to look over my notes once again to realize the battery in my laptop was dead. Luckily, I was confident with everything I had gone over last night and I’m pretty sure I nailed it. But I guess, I’ll know for sure after it gets graded. It’s a waiting game now. 
 
    Following my crazy day, the alarm at my parents’ home was going off and I had to go over there to figure out what the hell was going on, only to find the neighbor's dog had escaped and was running around my backyard. I guess I was just lucky it wasn’t some crazy psycho breaking into my home again. Been there, done that. 
 
    Being home right now is some kind of miracle. The day just seemed to drag on and on and now my only plan is to collapse onto the couch and sleep there until Nate creeps through the door and carries me off to bed. 
 
    Hmmm, yeah, that sounds perfect. 
 
    Within seconds of my head hitting the cushion, I’m drifting off to sleep. 
 
    I startle awake as a fist pounds into the door. I blink back a few times into the dark room. What the hell is going on? 
 
    “Open the door already,” Jackson’s demanding voice comes shouting through the hard wooden door. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Brooke groans from somewhere in the house. I sit up on the couch and look over the top of the of it, watching Brooke come up the hallway. I must have really been out. I didn’t even realize she’d come home. “Oh, look,” Brooke cheers as she sees my head poking over the top of the couch. “You’re awake.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jackson demands. “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    Brooke ignores him and makes her way around to the couch and drops down beside me. “How was your sleep?” 
 
    “Good, I think,” I tell her as Jackson continues knocking on the door. “I was so tired, I just kind of crashed. It feels like I only just walked through the door.” 
 
    “Hey,” I hear Jackson whining. I look back over Brooke’s shoulder to see Jackson standing at the window, watching us on the couch. “Let me in.” 
 
    Brooke laughs as she takes him in, finally takes pity on the poor guy and gets up. She slinks over to the door and pulls it open.  
 
    Jackson barges his way through the door with a wide smile as he bounces on his toes. “You guys up for a party?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brooke cheers. 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “It’s Tuesday night.” 
 
    “It’s college,” Jackson cheers. “Every night is party night. Now, are you in? Or are you going to be a basic bitch and stay home, studying?” 
 
    “I’m in,” Brooke squeals, racing down to her room to start getting ready. 
 
    “What kind of party?” I question, leaning back against the couch. 
 
    “I don’t know. A house party. The football team is putting it on.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I laugh. “That couldn’t be good.” 
 
    “Come on,” Jackson says. “You haven’t had any fun since you started college. You’ve been working your ass off with your face constantly in your textbooks. It’s time to let loose and enjoy the other part of college life. Get a few drinks inside you.” 
 
    I let out a groan as I watch the smile slowly creep over his face. “Fine,” I groan, pulling myself off the couch. I mean, Brooke is going to need someone to watch her while she annihilates herself, and no doubt if it’s a football party, Lukas is going to be there and though she doesn’t know it, she’s going to need me to keep her away from him. It’s going to be one hell of a big challenge. 
 
    “Yes,” Jackson hollers through the house before he breaks into some ridiculous dance. 
 
    I trudge down the hall, still trying to wake myself up with Jackson following behind me. Brooke has already got music blasting from her room and Jackson stops on the way to poke his head in. She squeals out and Jackson hastily pulls his head back out. 
 
    “Shit,” he laughs as he makes his way down to my room. “Brooke has a nice ass.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I agree, pulling open my closet. I find my favorite pair of ripped jeans and a white crop before closing the door on Jackson’s face. I quickly change before opening it up again and allowing Jackson into my room as I fix my hair and pull on my combat boots. 
 
    Jackson lays back on my bed and looks around my room as he chats away about how he’s missing seeing Elle every day, but she’s not far and still talks to her every day. I roll my eyes, still a little too tired to truly be taking in a word he says. 
 
    Brooke appears in my doorway and practically hauls me out of my room. We walk up the hall, turning off lights and closing up the house as we go. Brooke allows me about two seconds to grab my phone off the edge of the couch before pulling me straight out the door and over to Jackson’s Charger. 
 
    We pull up at the party ten minutes later to find the street packed with bodies. There are red cups already littering the front yard and are seen halfway up the street. “Holy shit,” Brooke gasps as we take it all in. “This is huge.” 
 
    She’s not wrong. I’ve been to hundreds of parties over the past few years, most of them being over the past little while and none of them compares to this, not even Nate or Jesse’s parties. I mean, this is wild. There are bodies everywhere. Music is turned up. There’s a fight spilling on to the street. 
 
    “Welcome to a college party, ladies,” Jackson grins as though he’s just handed us the best night of our lives. 
 
    As Brooke hooks her arm around mine, I remember that Nate was planning on coming over tonight so pull my phone out and let him know. 
 
    Tora – Gone out with Brooke. 
 
    He responds instantly. 
 
    Nate – Alright, babe. Be safe. 
 
    I tuck my phone back into my pocket and decide I’m going to enjoy tonight. Jackson and Brooke are right, we’re in college and it’s about time I start exploring the other side of college life. 
 
    We squeeze our way through the bodies at the door and I instantly start looking around, searching out Lukas. The last thing I want for tonight is to have him coming and sweeping her away. I mean, her heart has already been broken by one player before, it doesn’t need to happen all over again. 
 
    I see a bunch of athletic guys dancing out the back and steer Brooke away towards the stack of red cups that take over the kitchen table. We help ourselves to a drink before exploring the house. We find a few girls that we used to go to school with and catch up before throwing back a few more drinks. 
 
    We meet new people and party with the old. We’ve probably only been here for an hour before Jackson grabs both our hands and starts leading us over to the dance floor. 
 
    We have a drink and then we have another. Those two are then replaced by some more and before we know it, we’re stumbling around the place with Jackson chasing after us, making sure we don’t run off into the arms of some stranger. For once, Jackson is doing something Nate will be happy about, though, he’d probably argue we were only here because of him. 
 
    The music drags us outside and we sway our hips with Jackson awkwardly dancing with us, probably not enjoying this party as much as he had hoped. Lil’ Jon and LMFAO’s song ‘Shots’ comes through the speakers and suddenly every single person in the place is out the back dancing and I have to laugh when the main part of the song comes on and everyone starts jumping while shouting at the top of their lungs, “Shots, shots, shots, shots, shots.” It goes on and on and I have to admit, even though Nate isn’t here, I’m having the best night of my life. 
 
    Brooke’s loud laughter draws the attention of Lukas and I groan to myself. How could I have forgotten that we weren’t supposed to come out here? She grins like an idiot as she sees him and her smile has my mind growing cloudy. What was I supposed to tell her about him? The thoughts can’t work themselves out and I shrug it off as she disappears with him, but as he looks back over his shoulder and winks my way, it all comes slamming right back. 
 
    “Shit,” I grunt, stomping my foot like a child. 
 
    “What?” Jackson questions, amused at my outburst. 
 
    I shake my head and the movement has me wobbling a bit. Jackson rights me as I search through the bodies for Brooke, wondering if I can get her back out of his man-whore hands. “Nothing,” I tell Jackson. “I just don’t like that guy.” 
 
    “What?” He laughs. “He’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Really?” I grunt, wanting to punch him in the throat for even suggesting it, though, I guess he doesn’t know what the guy was suggesting in my kitchen while his dick was still wet from being inside my best friend. “You’ve only known him for a few weeks. How do you know he’s not that bad?” 
 
    Jackson scrunches up his face as he thinks it over. “I guess, I don’t,” he admits. “But Brooke seems to like him and that’s all that matters.” I know he’s right on some level, but I can’t find the words to fight him on it. “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and hauling me off the dance floor with a suspicious sparkle in his eyes. “I want to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Trouble, you say?” I laugh with a ridiculously bad, old English accent. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Jackson groans. “This is going to be interesting.” 
 
    A few hours later, Jackson and I come stumbling out of the bathroom after making the three cheerleaders who have been in there all night think the place is haunted. 
 
    We crash into Brooke in the hallway, who’s jumping around like an idiot, busting to go to the toilet while Lukas stands right behind her. Naturally, I go with her and lead her to a different bathroom, far away from Lukas. 
 
    Once she’s done, I mumble something about going a different way. Brooke doesn’t question me and before we know it, we’re by the front door, squeezing our way through. People are lingering everywhere and my guess is that it’s well past midnight, but something has my eyes shooting up from the ground. 
 
    Josh Henderson stands right before me, looking at me as though I’m the last person he ever expected to see. 
 
    Crap. My eyes cut across to Brooke but she’s way too drunk to even notice what’s right in front of her face.  
 
    This is a football party and Josh used to play. Of course, he’d be here trying to get in with all of the players. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. 
 
    The shock quickly wears off his face and is soon replaced with a quickly spreading grin. He scoffs as he walks forward and every muscle in my body tenses, ready to either run or throw down, but it doesn’t come to that as Josh simply walks past me, looking as though all his Christmases just came at once. 
 
    Shit, I’m definitely going to have to tell Nate about this and he is not going to be happy that I’ve kept it from him. 
 
    Brooke nudges me, wondering why the hell I’ve stopped in the middle of the doorway and I stumble on through it. I take her out to the street and lead her down to Jackson’s Charger, hoping I can distract her enough that she doesn’t realize what the hell I’m doing. I grab my phone and see three missed calls from Nate and a few texts from Jesse wondering where the hell I am. I ignore them and shoot off a quick text to Jackson. 
 
    Tora – We’re out the front. Can you take us home? 
 
    Jackson – K. Give me a sec. 
 
    We wait for all of thirty seconds before Jackson comes jogging down the street, unlocking his car so we can start getting in. I open the door for Brooke and she groans, looking longingly back up at the party. “I’m not ready to go,” she demands. 
 
    “I want to get ice cream,” I tell her. 
 
    Her whole demeanor changes and she practically dives into the car with me cheering behind her for a job well done. 
 
    Jackson reaches us and I explain that we have to stop for ice cream and because this was all his idea, he’s shouting us. He rolls his eyes and eventually agrees. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Brooke is sitting happily in the car beside me, licking her ice cream when she realizes Jackson is driving back towards our place. “What are we doing?” she demands. “I want to go back. Lukas was going to take me back to his place.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that,” I groan. 
 
    “And why the hell not?” she argues, looking at me as though I’m the worst kind of traitor. 
 
    “Because he’s a douche. Just come home with me and we can talk about it tomorrow.” 
 
    “No,” she grunts. “I want to talk about it now.” 
 
    “Come on, Brooke,” I sigh as my eyes flick up to Jackson’s to see him watching us in his rearview mirror like a tennis match going back and forth. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” she asks. “Are you threatened by me having someone else in my life? Are you jealous?” 
 
    “What? No.” 
 
    “Then what is it? Why are you trying to keep me away from him? Don’t act like I don’t know what you were doing tonight. Every time he came close you pulled me away. I had to sneak off to see him most of the night.” 
 
    “Brooke,” I groan. “Please, let’s just talk about it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fuck, Tora. Grow some balls and just say it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, suddenly not feeling like eating this ice cream. “He hit on me in the kitchen last night right after he finished with you.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she snaps, fixing her lips into a tight, unimpressed line. “He went to pee and came straight to bed.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?” I gasp, wide eyed. “He peed, came out and got a bottle of water, asked me to screw him, and then went to bed.” 
 
    She shakes her head at me, watching me with nothing but a deep betrayal in her eyes. “You’re lying,” she says. “What we have is real. I feel it, Tora. Why can’t you let me be happy?” 
 
    “I do want you to be happy, just not with him. He’s a player, just like Max and you’re setting yourself up to get hurt,” I practically yell at her. “He said he wanted a threesome with us. Roommates and best friends. The ultimate fantasy.” 
 
    “Jackson, let me out,” she demands. 
 
    “Hell, no. It’s the middle of the fucking night. Just keep scowling at each other for two more minutes.” 
 
    “Jackson,” she yells. 
 
    “NO,” he yells back. “I’m not letting you get gang raped or jumped in the middle of the fucking street because you have the shits with your best friend. That won’t be on my conscience. Let me take you home and you two can have it out once I’m gone.” 
 
    She groans and sits back in her seat, just staring at her melting ice cream. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Brooke,” I say quietly. “I’m sorry, it’s just-” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it,” she snaps at me. “Just… leave me alone.” 
 
    I sigh and fall back against my chair, hating that this conversation has gone this way. Maybe I should have waited until tomorrow or maybe I should have just said nothing at all. All I know is that I feel even worse than when all this bullshit happened in the first place. 
 
    Jackson pulls up at our place and she storms inside while I hang back and apologize to Jackson for having to sit through all that. “Sorry you had to witness that,” I tell him with a cringe as I look after Brooke. 
 
    “It’s cool. I guess it’s the only way I was going to find out what was going on with you guys. You’re both always so secretive about yourselves.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and give him a tight smile. “I guess.” 
 
    “Look, did that really happen? The shit with Lukas in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him.  
 
    “Shit. Nate is going to kick his ass.” 
 
    “Yep,” I grunt. “Please don’t say anything. I haven’t told him yet and I don’t want him finding out through someone else.” 
 
    “Yeah, alright. Do you want me to get Lukas to back off?” 
 
    I look back to the house to where Brooke had disappeared and cringe. “Nah, that would just piss her off more.” 
 
    “Ok,” he says, reaching out and squeezing my shoulder. “Sorry your night went to shit,” he says. “I’ll see you around.” 
 
    “K,” I grumble, watching him go back to his Charger. As he pulls out of the driveway, I turn back to the house and make my way inside. The second I close the door behind me, Brooke slams her bedroom door, letting me know there’s no chance of speaking about this tonight. 
 
    With a sigh, I go down to my bedroom and get changed into my pajamas before grabbing my phone. Now it’s time to let Nate and Jesse know exactly what I was up to tonight, and let me tell you, they’re going to be pissed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I barge through my front door to find Jesse taking up residence on my couch. He’s laying down with his feet propped up on the armrest, completely making himself at home. “Geez,” I laugh, walking deeper into the house. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunts, watching my TV, probably using my Netflix account as well, though from the looks of it, he’s not really watching the TV, just has it on as background noise. He’s more interested in studying the coffee table. “Brooke let me in.” 
 
    I nod my head as I drop my bag down on the kitchen table before diving through it. My fingers curl around the packaged plastic and I pull it out before dropping down on the couch beside Jesse, making him groan and grunt as he adjusts him to get comfortable again. 
 
    “Here,” I say, dropping the packaged plastic into his lap and stealing the remote to put something better on. I prop my feet up against the coffee table and relax back into the couch. 
 
    He looks down at his lap before his eyes widen. “A slap band?” he shrieks in excitement before tearing into the packaging and ripping it open. “Where the hell did you get this?” 
 
    I smirk as I watch him with the child’s toy. “A store was giving them away and the second I saw it, I thought of you.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he leans forward and slams the slap band against my ankle. The sharp slap rings out through the living room as my skin instantly stings with the slap. “Shit,” I gasp as the slap band curls around my ankle.  
 
    My hand shoots out to retrieve it, but Jesse is already there, uncurling it from my ankle, probably so he can do it all again. I rub the sting on my ankle as Jesse chuckles to himself. “If I knew you were going to do that, I wouldn’t have gotten it for you.” 
 
    I feel his laughter rumble right through the back of the couch. “What did you think I was going to do with it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I groan. “Get your brother. Not me.” 
 
    “No way,” he sulks. “He’ll take my slap band away.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I think of the three of us growing up together and realize Jess is right. Nate would more than take it away. He’d take it, use it on Jess until his skin was red raw, and then hide it away somewhere he’d never find it. Growing up with them was always fun, but not once would Nate let you forget who was boss. Now at nineteen, not a damn thing has changed. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” I say as he straightens the band back out, preparing to use it again. I shuffle away just out of his reach. “Get Kaylah with it then. She’s not strong enough to steal it off you.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face but a moment later, it falters, making me think something’s up. I catch his eyes and give him a pointed look. I mean, this guy is one of my best friends and if something is going on his in life, I want to know about it. Hopefully, I’ll be able to fix it too. “Jess,” I say, reaching out and resting my hand on top of his. “What’s going on? It’s Saturday. Why are you here and not with Kaylah?” 
 
    He looks back down at the coffee table and I realize I wasn’t imagining it. Something is truly bothering him. He looks pained almost as though his heart is breaking and I swear to God, if Kaylah has hurt him, I’m going to rain down all sorts of hell on that girl. Friendship be damned. 
 
    Jess shrugs as he flips the slap band over between his fingers. “She-” 
 
    The front door is barged open and both our eyes snap across to it, knowing that with Brooke already down in her room, whoever coming through the door is certainly not someone who’s welcome. Except if it’s Nate, of course. Though he tends to use the window just to be a smartass. 
 
    Lukas stumbles into my home with the arrogance of an asshole. “Oh hey,” he grins with his eyes roaming over Jesse before coming to a stop of me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jess narrows his eyes on the guy as he doesn’t wait for a response, just walks through my house, into the kitchen and helps himself to the lasagna I made last night. The very lasagna I was going to reheat for my dinner. “Um…,” I grunt, getting to my feet and walking into the kitchen. “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    His eyes roam up and down my body before winking at me as though we have some dirty little secret. “What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    Jesse gets up off the couch and comes to stand directly behind me. I feel his wide chest on my back and realize he’s there as back up, ready and willing to step in if this shit goes south. I mean, I’ve made no secret of the fact that I can’t stand the guy. Something Brooke still can’t seem to see, which honestly has made living together the last few days a bit difficult. “What I mean is; what the hell do you think you’re doing barging into my house and eating my food?” 
 
    “I’m here to see my girlfriend,” he tells me as though he has every right in the world to be here. “And it’s Brooke’s house too.” 
 
    “Watch it,” Jesse growls from behind me. 
 
    I take a step forward but be careful not to get too close to the scumbag. “No,” I correct him. “This is my house. Brooke just lives here, so next time watch wh-” 
 
    “Really?” Brooke’s unimpressed voice questions from the hallway. “I just live here?” 
 
    Shiiiiiit. 
 
    I sigh as I turn towards Brooke. “I didn’t mean it like that.” 
 
    “No, of course not,” she scoffs as her eyes flick between me and Lukas. “Look, as far as I’m concerned, I do live here which means I should be entitled to have people over. I invited him so he has every right to be here.” 
 
    With that, she turns and storms straight back up the hallway. 
 
    I look back at Lukas with a scowl and he grins. He winks and follows Brooke up the hallway, taking my fucking lasagna with him. 
 
    “He’s an asshole, Brooke,” I call up the hallway. 
 
    “And so are you,” she yells back at me. 
 
    “Fuck, I hate that guy,” I fume, heading back to the couch and crashing down into it in a fit of rage. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jesse says. “He’s a fucking douchebag. Just say the word and I’ll get rid of him.” 
 
    I think it over for a second before dismissing the thought. “Nah, that will just cause more problems with Brooke. She already hates me as it is. I don’t want to make it worse.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he says, flopping down into the couch beside me and handing me the slap band. “She’ll see it eventually and when she does, she’ll come back to you.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan, cracking the slap band so it stays in a straight line before slapping it against the palm of my hand and letting it rebound into a tight circle. “I just hate the way it is right now.” 
 
    “Yeah. You know what you need?” he questions. “You need to go to the gym and beat the shit out of a punching bag. It always works for me.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. If I was going to work my frustrations out, then I’d be more inclined to find Nate and have angry, hot sex, rather than work up a sweat and hurt my knuckles. “What I need is for you to distract me. What’s going on with Kaylah?” 
 
    Jesse groans. “Do we really need to talk about this?” 
 
    “Yes. Something’s going on and you need to learn to talk about shit rather than keep it bottled up, and when it comes to Kaylah, who else can you talk to? Tyson would just tell you to try some BDSM shit on her and all would be right, but guess what? Girls don’t quite work like that, so out with it. What’s going on?” 
 
    Jesse sighs before lounging back in the couch and focusing on the coffee table, just as he was when I first walked in. “She thinks I’m cheating on her.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “What the hell would give her that impression?” 
 
    “Because some skank at school told her I was.” 
 
    “But… you’re not, right? You wouldn’t do that to her. You love her.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts in disgust. “How could you even ask me that? Of course, I’m not cheating on her.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I cringe. “But, why would that girl tell her that?” 
 
    “Because she’s trying to break us up, the same way all the bitches would do to you. She keeps getting in Kaylah’s ear and dropping little hints so she questions everything I tell her. Like we were at a party last night and I walked out of the bathroom. This girl walked out of the same hallway right behind me, making it look like we were in there together, then she went and licked her lips while Kaylah was watching.” 
 
    “Shit. Surely, Kaylah must know it’s all bullshit.” 
 
    “I don’t know. That’s just the thing. She’s not from Broken Hill. She comes from Haven Falls where guys cheat all the time. All her past boyfriends have cheated on her and with my past, she doesn’t really have any reason to trust me. She probably just assumes I’m like all the other dickheads who treated her like shit.” 
 
    “Have you talked to her about this?” 
 
    “No,” he sighs, scooting down on the couch even more. “I just… I don’t know. I wouldn’t know how to even broach the topic with her without it looking like I’m just trying to cover my ass.” 
 
    “You love her, Jess,” I murmur, squeezing his hand. “You have to give it a shot no matter the cost. You’re going to lose her if you don’t do anything about it. You have a much better chance of moving past this if you talk to her like you’re talking to me now. Bare your soul to her. She’ll see that you’re the real deal and learn that she can trust you.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “But listen, you can’t leave it at that. You have to do something about this girl because she won’t stop. You need to put her down and send a message to all the other girls to back off. I could handle the ones that came at me because Nate forced me to have a backbone, but Kaylah is soft-hearted, these girls will destroy her.” 
 
    Jesse leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees before hanging his head. “Shit,” he sighs. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say getting up from the couch and pulling him up behind me. “Why don’t you go talk to her? I’m going to get out of here because just the thought of being in the same house as that prick makes me want to strangle him.” 
 
    “Alright,” he chuckles, though it’s completely forced and fake. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He grabs his keys off the coffee table and walks towards the door. “I’m assuming you’re going to Nate’s shop? Do you want a lift?” 
 
    I think it over for a second before realizing it’s not a bad idea. It’s Saturday afternoon and I assume we’re going to spend the rest of the day together anyway. I haven’t heard from him all day and to risk sounding like a love sick moron, I really miss him. 
 
    I hurry into the kitchen and scrawl out a quick note for Brooke, letting her know I won’t be home and possibly won’t be back until tomorrow. She’ll most likely scrunch it up and toss it before reading it, but at least she can’t say that didn’t let her know.  
 
    I grab my bag off the table and hurry out the door after Jesse, making sure to lock it behind me, you know, just in case Brooke doesn’t emerge from her room for the rest of the day. I’m assuming if someone was to break in, Lukas would probably scram and leave her defenseless. So, at least this way, she’s safe. 
 
    Jess drives me the ten minutes to the shop and I jump out of his Range Rover before looking back at him one last time. The poor kid looks sick, but he shouldn’t. Kaylah loves him and if he’s honest with her and lets her know exactly what’s going on, he’ll be absolutely fine. 
 
    I close the door and hurry into Nate’s shop.  
 
    My eyebrows pull down as I walk through the door. There’s no loud music playing and no sound of metal clinking against metal. I walk through the shop and search him out, hoping he’s actually here. 
 
    I follow the sound of a bouncing ball and find him leaning back in a desk chair, facing the wall as he throws a tennis ball at the wall. It rebounds once, bounces on the ground, and comes to a stop in his hand. Then he throws it again, and again, and again. 
 
    I walk up behind him and place my hands on his tight shoulders. “Hey,” I murmur.  
 
    He jumps and sucks in a quick breath before realizing it’s just me. My eyebrows pull down, concerned about what the hell is going on with him. I’ve never got the jump on him. He’s known for always being so calculating and on the ball. It’s like an unspoken rule, no one can sneak up on this guy, but I guess that’s not true after all.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” he questions, letting the ball fall from his fingers and roll across the floor until it comes to a stop under the Miura. He spins his desk chair around until he’s facing me and pulls me in between his legs, taking my waist in his hands. 
 
    “Just wanted to see you,” I tell him. “It’s been a while since we just… did nothing.” A softness creeps into his eyes as he watches me. “What’s going on?” I question. “Something’s on your mind.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he says. “I just miss you.” 
 
    I sit down on his lap and twine my arm around his neck, leaning into him and pressing my lips against his warm cheek. “I’m right here.” 
 
    “I know,” he says, running his fingers up and down my back. “It’s… it’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    He holds me a little tighter and presses his lips into a firm line. “I don’t like how things are between us at the moment,” he says, making me sit a little straighter as I begin to panic. He notices instantly and rushes to soothe me. “No, no,” he says. “I don’t mean it like that. It’s just, I’m always busy here and you’re always studying or in class.” 
 
    “I can’t help that,” I tell him. 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I’m not asking you to. I just… I think we need to find somewhere in between.” 
 
    I nod my head. “I’m not going to lie. I’ve been feeling it too,” I tell him. “If I didn’t have you sneaking through my window at night, I’d probably be a mess.” 
 
    “Not possible,” he says, running his fingers through my hair. 
 
    “I promise,” I whisper. “We’ll make this work. We always do.” 
 
    He watches me with those soft eyes for a beat before pulling me back into him. He rests his forehead against mine. “You know, I love you, right?” 
 
     A beaming smile cuts my face in two. “Oh, I have a slight inkling,” I tease. “Are you finished here?” 
 
    He looks around and I see from the cringe that rips across his face that the answer is no, but he goes and surprises me anyway. “It can wait,” he tells me. “I’d rather take you home. Mom is out with John for the weekend.” 
 
    “So, we’d have the place all to ourselves?” 
 
    “Well, apart from Jesse,” he says. “We could go back to your place?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Jesse is having girl problems. He’s with Kaylah and my place is a hard pass. Lukas is there, testing my self-control.” 
 
    “That guy is such a douche.” 
 
    “You can say that again.” 
 
    Nate gets up from his chair and places me down on my feet as he goes around and closes up his shop. He flicks the internal locks for the office and meeting room while flicking off the light and turning off the massive industrial fan above our heads. 
 
    A few minutes pass as we stand before both the Camaro and Mustang, playing a game of eeny, meeny, miny, moe. “I mean, which one are we supposed to take?” I ask him, feeling completely torn. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “Is this what it feels like when someone asks a parent to choose which is their favorite kid?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess,” I wonder out loud. “I’m an only child.” 
 
    I dive under the Miura and search out the tennis ball as Nate continues studying his choices. “Hey, Nate,” I call. As his head whips around, I throw the ball as hard as I can between the two cars and watch his reaction. 
 
    His eyes widen as though he can’t believe I just threw a ball at his babies, but then he shuffles his body towards the Camaro, leaving the Mustang defenseless as he catches the ball. 
 
    “What the hell?” he grunts. 
 
    “We’re taking the Camaro,” I tell him. 
 
    “Huh?” he questions, scrunching up his face. 
 
    “You stepped in front of the Camaro,” I explain. “The Camaro is your favorite child.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes as he pulls the keys for the Camaro out of his pocket and starts heading for the driver’s door. “For the record,” he says. “I stepped in front of it because your aim sucked and the ball was going straight for the windscreen.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I murmur, rolling my eyes. I mean, he’s just saying that out of respect for the Mustang. My aim was perfect and we both know it, but I let it go. Today isn’t about teasing his favorite child syndrome, it’s about making the most of being close with him until our two different worlds tear us apart again. 
 
    Nate pulls out of the shop parking lot and onto the road before he reaches over and weaves his fingers through mine. I look across at him to find his sparkling eyes staring back at me. “Just so you know, I’m still pissed you allowed Jackson to take you to another party.” 
 
    Shit. I should have known this was bound to come up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    We pull up at the races on Friday night and I have to smile to myself. We’re in the Camaro… again. I mean, Nate can deny it all he wants, be he certainly has a favorite, and if I have to be honest, I’m glad it’s the Camaro. It holds so many memories for us, both good and bad. I still can’t believe Jesse had it rebuilt for him. 
 
    But I want it stated for the record that if in a few years when Nate and I have little dark-haired children running around, causing havoc, and he chooses a favorite, I’m going to be pissed. 
 
    I push my way out of Nate’s car and walk around the front to meet him. We haven’t been coming here as often as we used to. We used to come every Friday night for Nate to race, but after school finished and summer happened, it became more of a ‘for fun’ kind of thing, which just happens to be the reason we’re here tonight. 
 
    Nate finished everything he wanted to finish for the week, giving him the night and the whole weekend off. And I, well, as usual, I still have a shitload of studying to get through, but Nate convinced me to live a little, so here we are. 
 
    The sound of two cars on the track echoes throughout the whole property but I don’t bother looking down at them. Racing isn’t really my thing. It doesn’t get me hot the way it does for all the boys. I’m just here for Nate. Now, watching him on the racetrack is definitely something that gets me hot. Being in the car with him when he’s driving is even better, though it’s scary as hell. 
 
    Nate takes my hand and we walk towards our group of friends who have probably been here all night. Jesse catches me out the corner of his eye as we approach, and that eye becomes dangerously mischievous. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    He breaks away from the group and starts towards us with his eyes locked on mine as I try to work out his game plan. He steps up before us and if already knowing what he’s going to do, my bastard boyfriend releases my hand. 
 
    Jesse bends and my eyes widen in fear. I start to backtrack, but the kid is too quick. “Noooo,” I scream for everyone to hear as Jesse’s shoulder rams into my hips and lifts. His piercing cackle vibrates his whole body as I slam my fists down into his back. “Put me down, you big turd.” 
 
    “No way,” he laughs before slapping my ass and jogging back to the group. He spins me around while everyone else ignores my pleas for help, knowing just as well as I do that when Jesse is in one of these annoying moods, it’s best to just let him go. Even Nate steps up beside Puck and starts up a conversation while his beloved girlfriend is desperate for a way out. 
 
    That prick. 
 
    Jesse finally puts me down, but only because he’s laughing too hard that he literally has no choice or he risks dropping me. Jesse knows exactly what Nate would do to him if he actually dropped me, and let me tell you, it would not be pretty. It’s not a risk anyone in their right mind would be dumb enough to take. 
 
    I say hi to all the guys and wrap my arms around Courtney and Elle. These two have become a lot closer over the past few weeks with Brylee away at Yale. It’s clear in Courtney’s eyes that she’s still devastated over her not being here, but she’s torn because a part of her is so damn happy that Brylee is doing what she wants to be doing. 
 
    God, even though Brooke’s being a super moron at the moment, I’m so damn happy she applied to the same college as me. I don’t know what I would do without her. Through all the shit I’ve been through with Nate and the fire, she was my rock. Always has been and always will be. I swear, I’ll never find another best friend who knows me the way she does. 
 
    I come back to stand beside Nate and his arm curls around my waist, holding me close. I don’t even think he realizes he does it anymore. It’s more of a natural instinct to reach out and touch me in the same way that my body naturally curves into his. It’s as though we’re drawn to one another in the best, magical way. I wouldn’t change it for anything. 
 
    I look across at Jesse who has made himself comfortable beside Kaylah. I haven’t seen him all week, not since he told me about the whole ‘cheating’ issues. Though I’d say, from the way his arm is over her shoulder and she’s smiling up at him as though he’s the only guy in the world, it looks as though those issues are way in the past.  
 
    Jesse catches my eye and I raise my eyebrows, secretly questioning how things are going and the way he smirks and bounces his eyebrows, tells me exactly what I need to know. 
 
    I roll my eyes and watch as Jackson sneaks up behind Elle. He’s been MIA all night and Elle was starting to get worried. She hates that they’re apart so much, but what do you expect when your boyfriend plays college ball. Not that I know a damn thing about football, but I’d assume the season will start soon and that will eat up every last bit of his spare time. Those two are strong enough though, they’ll make it. 
 
    Courtney walks through our group and hands me a drink. “Thanks,” I smile as she pushes in beside me. “Where’s Brooke? She told me she was going to come tonight.” 
 
    At the mention of her name, a dark pair of eyes shoot our way. I don’t get why though, it’s not like anything Brooke does is any of his business anymore. I meet Maxen’s stare and his eyes instantly drop, reminding me of what he and Brooke did over the summer. 
 
    I put it to the back of my mind and turn back to Courtney. “I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “Brooke hasn’t exactly been speaking to me.” 
 
    “What?” she questions, scrunching her face up in confusion. “How is that even possible? You guys are tied at the hip, and not to mention, you live together.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” I grin. “I don’t approve of her new boyfriend.” 
 
    Understanding dawns on her face. “Ahhhhh,” she says. “Suddenly it all makes sense. You’re in shit. Remember when I kissed that guy she was crushing on in our sophomore year? She didn’t talk to me for like, two months, but I mean, how the hell was I supposed to know she liked the guy? She never told me.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “That’s Brooke for you.” 
 
    “Why don’t you approve of his guy anyway?” she asks. “From what I’ve heard, she really likes him. She told me the other night she thinks she could fall for him. Hell, she might already be there.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “Don’t tell me that. The guy is a serious loser.” 
 
    “Why?” comes a sharp demand from the other side of the group. “What did he do to her?” I look across at Maxen, a little pissed off that he’s listening in on our conversation but ignore him. It’s none of his damn business, and why does he care anyway? He had his chance and screwed it up. Big time. 
 
    Courtney ignores Maxen just as I do and steals back my attention “He couldn’t be that bad.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her. “The guy cornered me in my kitchen in the middle of the night and asked me to sleep with him just minutes after being with Brooke. You know, like a two for one special.” 
 
    Nate’s hand tightens on my waist as Courtney’s eyes widen in surprise. She’s about to say something, but my mind is swirling as I suck in a horrified breath, realizing what I just did.  
 
    Shit. I knew I forgot to tell him something and here I am, blabbing about it to anyone who would listen. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Nate questions, sounding strangely calm as he turns me to face him. 
 
    I swallow as I look up at him with a cringe. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” he demands, looking at me as though I’ve just grown another head. “The guy came into your house in the middle of the night and tried to get you in bed, and you didn’t think it was necessary to mention that?” 
 
    “No, I did. I just… forgot. I was going to tell you.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he argues. “You’ve been telling me all week how you’re upset about Brooke not talking to you and telling me what a douchebag the guy is. You didn’t forget, you just didn’t want to tell me.” 
 
    I cringe and just like that, he knows he’s right.  
 
    I let out a sigh and rest my hand up against his chest, feeling that rapid rise and fall which helps to fuel his rage. “I’m sorry,” I tell him honestly, “It’s just that I knew you weren’t going to like it and you’d probably try to beat the shit out of the guy which would make things worse between me and Brooke.” 
 
    “So?” he scoffs. “The guy deserves to have his face kicked in.” 
 
    “I’m not denying that.” 
 
    “So, why keep it from me?” 
 
    “Because you can’t beat the shit out of him without making Brooke hate me, and besides, you have a business now and you’re in college. You’ll be risking it all by hitting him and I won’t allow you to destroy everything you’ve worked for before you’ve even had a chance to make yourself shine.” 
 
    “Tora,” he groans. 
 
    “No, Nate. You need to be careful. I can handle this on my own.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and shakes his head, trying to calm himself down, but let’s be real, nothing on this green earth could possibly calm him down right now. He looks down at me with a firm, no bullshit expression. “I don’t want the guy in your house.” 
 
    “And how am I supposed to do that?” I snap. “I don’t want him there any more than you do, but he’s Brooke’s boyfriend and I won’t destroy our relationship over this guy. She already hates me. I’m not about to tell her she can’t have her boyfriend come over.” 
 
    “Then tell her what he did.” 
 
    “I did,” I yell, getting frustrated with him. “She didn’t believe me. What do you think the whole fight was about in the first place? She said I was jealous and didn’t want her to be happy.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he groans, starting to pace. I watch him which is when I realize we’ve been arguing in front of everyone. We usually keep our more heated arguments to ourselves, but right now, every single eye in the group is on us, wondering if their king and queen are about to take a trip back to Splitsville. 
 
    I ignore them as best I can as I watch Nate pace. He stops abruptly and turns back to me without even a hint of emotion on his face. “I’m moving in with you.” 
 
    I pull back. “No,” I snap at him. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he demands. 
 
    “Because when you move in with me, it’s going to be because you love me not because you want to keep some scumbag from trying to get in my pants.” 
 
    “Tora,” he groans again, getting increasingly frustrated with the situation. He steps into me and grabs my waist, forcing me into him. I brace myself against his hard chest to avoid smacking my head into it. “I do fucking love you and I’m practically living with you now anyway. What’s the difference if I keep all my fucking clothes there?” 
 
    “The difference is that you didn’t want to move all your fucking clothes before you found out about Lukas.” 
 
    “Babe,” he says a little softer as he forces me backward. We walk, squished up against one another until he has me leaning back against the door of his Camaro and right away from the greedy ears listening in. His eyes soften as he leans down and gently presses his lips to mine. “I am telling you that I love you and whether or not this Lukas bullshit was happening, I would have moved in with you anyway.” 
 
    “Are you just trying to butter me up to get your way?” 
 
    A grin splits across his handsome face. “Is it working?” 
 
    “Keep going and find out.” 
 
    “Whether it’s about keeping you safe or not, I’m going to be waking up next to you every fucking morning and sinking into you just the way you like it because I want to be there, starting a fucking life with you. You’re it for me, Tora Roberts and I’m not taking ‘no’ as an answer.” 
 
    I keep my eyes trained on his dark ones. “You mean it? It’s got nothing to do with the Lukas stuff?” 
 
    “No, babe. That’s just a bonus.” 
 
    “But what about your mom and Jesse?” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” he tells me. “Mom is getting pretty serious with John and Jesse is always with Kaylah. I’m hardly there as it is. They wouldn’t even notice I was gone.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, babe. Besides, Jesse is at your place all the time anyway.” 
 
    I study him for a moment and start thinking about just how amazing it would be spending every single day with the guy I’m disgustingly in love with. I mean, it’s bound to happen sooner or later, I even pre-warned my parents about it. I let out a sigh and let him have it. “Ok.” 
 
    “Ok?” he straightens a little and looks down at me with every ounce of concentration he possesses, making sure he hears me correctly. 
 
    “Yeah, ok, but it better include breakfast in bed every Sunday morning.” 
 
    His face lights up like the Fourth of July as he grabs me even tighter and crushes his lips down on mine. “Fuck yeah,” he cheers between kisses and I swear, I’ve never seen him look so giddy in my life. Not even as kids when he got his first kiss. “I assure you, babe. You’re going to be getting so much more than breakfast in bed on Sunday mornings.” 
 
    Oh, hell. Everything below the waist clenches. 
 
    Nate’s lips linger on mine as his hold on my body softens. Our kisses turn from the excited, celebratory ones to more of a deep, 'I’m so damn in love with you' type of kiss and has me excited about spending the rest of my life with him. 
 
    “Any more secrets you feel like spilling tonight?” 
 
    My mind instantly takes me to Josh, but I can’t… not tonight. “No,” I smile up at him. 
 
    “Come on,” he tells me, pulling back slightly and rolling his eyes. “I’m racing next and I want you with me.” 
 
    “Nate,” I sigh. I mean, he knows how I feel about being in the car when he’s racing. It’s hot, but holy hell, it scares the shit out of me. I swear, my heart races faster than when we’re in bed together. 
 
    Nate’s fingers come up and run down the side of my face. “Please?” he murmurs. “This one’s important. It’s my last race here.” 
 
    My brows come down as I study his face. “What?” I question. 
 
    He ignores my question as he reaches around me and opens the door. “Come on,” he says again. “Get in.” 
 
    I let out a breath and search deep within me for the balls I know I’m hiding somewhere. “Fine,” I say. His face lightens up with excitement as he helps me in and closes the door behind me. I watch him hurry around the front of the car and the next thing I know, he’s starting it up and pushing his way through the crowd to get down to the track. 
 
    What the hell did he mean it was his last race here? 
 
    We get down to the track and when a black Charger with Elle in the passenger’s seat pulls up beside him, every thought wipes from my mind. “You’re racing Jackson?” I shriek. 
 
    “Yep,” Nate grins proudly. “Finally get to prove to the fucker who’s a better racer.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Don’t stress,” he tells me. “I don’t know how or when it happened, but I think I trust the guy, and besides, he’s not going to pull any stupid shit with Elle in the car.” 
 
     I groan and skip straight past the whole ‘Nate possibly trusting Jackson’ thing as that’s too big of a conversation to be having right now and focus my attention on the girl walking up between the two cars. “Fine, but I swear, Nathaniel Ryder, if this douchebag tries to kill you with me in the car, I’m going to kill you myself.” 
 
    Nate barks out a sharp laugh. “Deal.” 
 
    I glance across at Jackson sitting behind the steering wheel and distantly notice that Elle looks like she’s about to hurl. I can’t help but smile. This whole racing thing scares me, but I don’t think I’ve ever looked that bad.  
 
    Jackson notices me watching and grins. He winks as though we have some sort of secret, and turns his attention back to the track, just in time for the skank wearing a black string bikini to drop her handkerchief.  
 
    Nate hits the gas and shoots forward with his big hand expertly working the stick and doing all sorts of things to me. 
 
    I look across to see Jackson right beside us, keeping up with Nate’s confidence and speed, challenging him like no one else before. 
 
    Nate pushes on as we approach the first corner. 
 
    I grip the handle on the door and clench my eyes closed as he speeds around the corner with such grace that I hardly even feel the dirt track beneath the tires. Hearing Nate’s chuckle and feeling the corner is done, I risk opening my eyes.  
 
    I look across at the smug asshole while I work on calming myself. I mean, we’re not dead yet and Jackson seems to be keeping to his own side of the track. “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “Believe me, babe. It is.” 
 
    With that, he drifts right around the next corner, not even giving me a second warning to grip the handlebar again. My body flies to the side with the momentum before the seatbelt catches me. “Hold on, Tora,” Nate says, all traces of humor gone from his voice. 
 
    I do as I’m told and instead of focusing on the blurry road before me, I turn and watch Nate. I watch how he shifts through the gears like a professional. I watch his cool, calm, and collected vibe as he attempts one of the most dangerous corners of the track and eases through it. I watch the corners of his lips lift as he loves my eyes on him. I watch the fire in his eyes, telling me how much he loves this. 
 
    Jackson pushes up beside us and I watch Nate back off just a bit when it occurs to me what the hell he’s doing. “You’re going to let him win.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” he says, hitting the next corner. “I’m going to let him think he has a chance before leaving him in a cloud of dust.” 
 
    Ahhhh. That’s more like the Nate I know and love. I roll my eyes and get ready for the show. 
 
    The hundreds of people standing around the track start scrambling and taking off in all different directions and I sit up straighter in my seat wondering what the hell is going on when I see blue and red flashing lights pouring in through the dirt entrance. “Fuck,” I curse, wide-eyed. “The police are here.” 
 
    Nate doesn’t even lift his eyes from the track. “Yep.”  
 
    I blanch for a second. He said it so damn casual, almost as though he knew about it. But then I recall his comments before the race. He said this was his last race on this track. “Did you know about this?” I question as he continues racing around the track, still with Jackson right beside him.  
 
    “Of course, I knew about it,” he scoffs. “I know everything that goes down in Broken Hill.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be leaving?” I question, watching as the cops continue pouring in and start spreading out. I mean, it looks like a freaking mess. There are cops everywhere. Boys are grabbing their girlfriends and hauling ass to their cars. Engines are starting up and cars are spitting up dirt behind their tires in their desperate need to get out of here.  
 
    “Hell, no,” Nate laughs. “I’m going to finish this.” 
 
    I look across at Jackson to see him still pushing forward, just as determined as Nate. Elle looks frantic and panicked in the front seat and I wish there was something I could do to help calm her, but it’s all up to Jackson now. 
 
    We sail through the final corner as I watch Jesse’s Range Rover disappear and hope that everyone is in there with him, though I shouldn’t doubt him. Jesse wouldn’t leave anyone behind. It’s simply not in his nature. 
 
    Knowing they’re safe, I focus on the ending of this race. We complete the final corner and I realize I have one hand on the door and the other latching onto the center console with my nails digging in. I retract the claws, hoping Nate doesn’t pick up on it, but who am I kidding, he notices everything. He’s just choosing not to pick me up on it right now. 
 
    We reach the final straight and Nate is just slightly in front on Jackson, but from the curl in his lips, he’s still got a lot more to give.  
 
    Nate hits the gas and not a second later, his Camaro shoots forward and leaves Jackson behind in a cloud of dust, just as Nate had said. 
 
    I laugh as we cross the finish line where he would usually slam on the brakes with dust spilling up behind him, but not today. Nate shoots off the track, hardly bothering to slow down with Jackson right on his tail. Cops are everywhere and we desperately need to get out of here. If the cops are going to aim for anyone, it’s going to be the two they would have seen actually participating in illegal racing. 
 
    Nate cuts across and slips behind a row of bushes to a different exit, one that I didn’t even know existed and shoots forward, getting us the hell out of here.  
 
    Ten minutes later, we’re safe out on the highway where we find Jesse’s Range Rover pulled off to the side of the road. We pass and in the blink of an eye, he’s right there behind us, barging his way in front of Jackson’s Charger and all I can say is – Holy shit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Nate slips his hand into mine and we walk back from the Chinese restaurant that sits just beside the college campus. We both had an early class this morning and then he took me out to lunch like the gentleman we both know he isn’t. He’s got to work the rest of the day and probably well into the night, but at least we got a chance to spend part of the day together.  
 
    I absolutely love these little stolen moments we have with each other. It’s the little things that complete my heart and remind me how damn lucky I am to have him in my life. I mean, those two months where we were apart sucked and missing out on these little moments with him tore me to shreds. I’m so glad that we were able to move past that. I like to think it’s made us stronger, both as individuals and as a couple, no matter how bad it sucked at the time. 
 
    He’s officially been living with me for about three days and they have been absolutely perfect. Well, more than perfect if you consider the fact that he kept his promise about Sunday mornings. 
 
    It’s nothing short of incredible. Just the way I had always imagined it would be. Apart from the fact that we had Brooke glaring at us and Lukas walking through the door as though he owned the place. We’re just lucky that with Nate here, Lukas just kept walking as though he didn’t even notice we were there. Hopefully, the news of Nate living with us would help him keep his distance. 
 
    I hate that Brooke still isn’t talking to me. It’s been just over two weeks. We’ve never gone this long without talking before. Well, there was that one time in freshman year, but that doesn’t count. This is real. We’re adults now, not children fighting over clothes and parties. 
 
    Nate’s thumb runs over the top of my knuckles, drawing my attention. “What’s going on?” he questions. “You’re lost inside that head of yours.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “Sorry, I was just thinking about Brooke.” 
 
    “She’ll come around,” he promises. “It doesn’t take long for dickheads like that to fuck up a good thing.” 
 
    “You mean like Maxen did?” 
 
    “Exactly,” he says. “He’ll do or say something wrong and when she sees it, she’ll come back to you. She’ll probably be embarrassed and hurting because she didn’t believe you, but she’ll need you more than anything.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, falling into his side as he wraps his arm around me. 
 
    “Just give me a little warning when it happens because I don’t want to be there when she’s a sobbing mess.” 
 
    “You have to be,” I laugh. “I’ll need someone to go out and buy trashy magazines, chocolate, and ice cream.” 
 
    “I’m your boyfriend, not your errand boy. If you wanted a bitch then you should have dated Jesse instead.” 
 
    “Hey,” I laugh, swatting his arm. “Leave Jesse alone. Only I’m allowed to make fun of him.” 
 
    “No way,” he grins. “He’s my brother.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s my… I don’t actually know what to call him, but whatever it is, he’s mine.” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes and leads me towards his Camaro and just when I think he’s about to open the door for me, he grabs me by the waist and slams me up against the door, blocking me in with his large body. “Skip your afternoon class,” he tells me. 
 
    I shake my head as a smile begins to spread across my face. “Can’t,” I tell him. “I have a test. One that I should be studying for right now instead of going out to lunch with the sexiest man in Broken Hill.” 
 
    “Really?” he questions, pressing his body more firmly up against mine and touching me in all the right places. “Just the sexiest?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groan as his lips touch down on my neck. “Sexiest. Roughest. Baddest… Biggest.” 
 
    “That’s more like it.” 
 
    I smile against his lips as they touch down on mine, giving me exactly what I need. I close my eyes and melt into him, fearing he’s got exactly what it takes to convince me to go home and spend the day between the sheets than return later for my test. Nate just has it, whatever it is, he’s got it in spades and I absolutely love it. 
 
    Nate pulls down and grins at me as he reaches for my door handle, but someone walking on the sidewalk behind us has my attention snapping back. My body tenses as Josh Henderson walks up the path with his head buried in his phone and a cap pulled down low, covering his eyes. 
 
    Nate notices my tense body first before looking up with his brows pulled down in concern. My eyes flick away from Josh, hoping Nate doesn’t feel the need to follow my gaze, but I should have known better. When Nate feels something is wrong, he’s going to pick at it until he gets his answers, and right now, he’s looking for whatever has me so wound up. 
 
    His eyes land on Josh a second later and I watch as the familiarity hits, the same way it had with me those few weeks ago. With that same cap pulled down low on his face, it takes Nate a second to work it out, and when he does, the fury radiates out of him. 
 
    His eyes flick back to mine in alarm before it dawns on him. I already knew. That alarm quickly morphs into rage as we silently stand here staring at one another, hoping Josh doesn’t take a moment to look up from his phone. 
 
    Nate reaches around me and opens the door of his Camaro before raising a brow at me, telling me to hurry the fuck up and get my ass in the car. I do just that, preferring to have it out with Nate than Josh and get my ass down into the car, pulling the door closed behind me and making sure to hit the lock. 
 
    Nate hurries around and drops into the driver’s seat before slamming the key into the ignition and giving it a swift flick of his wrist. The Camaro comes to life and I cringe at the deafening sound as I keep my eyes locked on Josh. 
 
    His head snaps up at the sound and in an instant is taking in the matte black Camaro parked on the side of the street. I mean, there’s no denying whose car this is. His eyes widen as a few different emotions flick through his eyes. Surprise. Fear. Hatred. Revenge.  
 
    Not even a second must pass before he’s searching out my eyes through the passenger window, trying to see who’s sitting inside. He makes out my features and I get that same look of hatred before a grin starts lifting the side of his lips, making me want to slide down in the seat and hide.  
 
    “Fuck,” Nate growls as he shoots off the side of the street and into the traffic, desperate to keep me away. Once he’s got the Camaro far enough away from Josh’s lingering eyes, he turns on me. “What the fuck was that? You knew he went here.” 
 
    I cringe, absolutely hating this. “I…” I let out a sigh. There’s no point lying, he can see straight through me. “Yes, I knew.” 
 
    “What the fuck, Tora? Did you forget what that fucker did to you because I sure as hell didn’t.” 
 
    “Of course, not,” I defend. 
 
    “How long have you known?” 
 
    Cringe. “I don’t know… a few weeks maybe. He’s in my English class.” 
 
    His eyes widen as the rage from earlier bubbles right to the top, morphing into complete fury. “A few fucking weeks?” he roars. “You better have a good fucking excuse for not telling me about this.” 
 
    Shit. This is not good. So not good. 
 
    “He didn’t see me,” I tell him as he speeds through the streets, ignoring nearly every single traffic law. “He didn’t know that I went to BHU, so I didn’t want to worry you.” 
 
    “How the hell am I supposed to protect you from that dickhead if I have no fucking idea that I needed to?” I shrug my shoulders and glance away. I can’t bear the look in his eyes. “Fuck,” he roars, slamming his hands against the steering wheel. “This is fucking Lukas all over again. No. It’s fucking worse than Lukas.” 
 
    “Nate, calm down.” 
 
    “Calm down?” he snaps. “Why the fuck should I calm down? Josh fucking Henderson goes to this school and you didn’t tell me. He tried to rape you in a broom closet and film it for the world to see. How long did you think you’d get before he realized you were here? Did you think he was just going to forget what happened? That we beat the fucking shit out of him every time he looked your way? Because I can guarantee you, he didn’t. That fucker is going to come after you with everything he’s got.” 
 
    Tears spring to my eyes as I turn back to him. “I just…” 
 
    “What? What fucked up excuse did you tell yourself to make it easier for you to sleep at night?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t talk to me like that.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, should I be happy about all this?” 
 
    He pulls up out the front of my place, having gotten here quicker than I ever could. I turn and glare at him. “I did this for you,” I yell back at him. “This isn’t high school where you can beat the shit out of someone and have mommy and daddy pay your way out of it. This is college. You hit someone and you’re not just out, you’ll be fucking sued. You’re going to end up losing everything before you even get started. It’s the same as Lukas,” I tell him, pushing my way out of the car. I turn back to face him. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it. You have your fucked up way of protecting me, and this is my way of protecting you.” 
 
    With that, I slam the door and turn away as the sound of Nate’s Camaro screeching up the road echoes loudly through my quiet little street. 
 
    Tears stream down my face by the time I get to the front door. My vision goes blurry and I have to wipe them away to be able to get the key in the lock. 
 
    I walk in and collapse down onto the couch and cry. Nate was right, I should have told him the second I saw him. It was stupid for me not to, but Nate’s future is just as important as mine and now I can’t guarantee the safety of that. Hell, now I can’t guarantee my own damn safety. 
 
    Josh knows I’m here and nothing is going to stop him looking for me, and now that Nate knows, there’s nothing stopping him going after Josh. 
 
    What the hell do I do? How do I make this go away? 
 
    How did I get myself in this situation? 
 
    The door opens and when I look up, I find Brooke pushing her way through. It’s clear she hadn’t expected me to be here, but when she sees the tears in my eyes, she pauses. There’s a need within her to come to me but the anger is still rising high. Her eyes cut away from me and she heads down the hallway, making another round of tears fall from my already sore eyes. 
 
    I get up off the couch and go down to my room. I lock the door, close the blinds, and get changed into my pajamas.  
 
    Fuck the test. I’ll catch up or do extra credit, besides, if I go now, there’s no way in hell I’ll be able to concentrate, not after the way Nate let loose on me. I completely deserved it, but he’s never yelled at me like that before. I mean, we’ve had plenty of arguments over stupid shit, but nothing ever like this. Just thinking about it has me pulling the blankets up tight around my body, hoping to keep myself from breaking down. 
 
    I just… I need him to come home and tell me it’s all ok. Tell me that he understands why I kept it from him and that he forgives me. I need him to take this torment inside my mind away. I need this to be ok. 
 
    I don’t emerge from my room for the whole afternoon, I don’t study, and I sure as hell don’t bother checking in with Nate. I don’t respond to texts from Jesse and I don’t try talking to Brooke like I have every other day. 
 
    It’s dark outside and I start to wonder if Nate is coming back here tonight or if he’s still too pissed off to bother. Maybe he’ll go back home and… no, he wouldn’t, not with the threat of Lukas possibly coming over. Nate will be here and he’ll be moody as all hell. 
 
    Shit, he can sleep out on the couch if that’s the case. 
 
    My door handle wiggles before whoever on the other side realizes it’s locked. A low sigh follows by the sound of someone trying to pick it. Yeah, definitely Nate. Brooke would have just given up. Hell, she wouldn’t have tried at all.  
 
    Ha, let Nate try. It’s locked and there’s no way he’s getting in. 
 
    The door flies open and my mouth hangs open. How the hell did he learn how to pick a lock? More importantly, what the hell is about to go down here? 
 
    I wriggle back up the bed until I’m sitting as Nate walks across the room and leans against the opposite wall, just watching me. His hands and clothes are covered in grease and oil from working on the cars, but he doesn’t seem to care. 
 
    “Do you hate me?” I murmur into the too quiet room. 
 
    His eyes never leave mine as he slowly shakes his head. 
 
    “Are we ok?” 
 
    Again, he shakes his head, splitting my heart in two, right down the center. “You should have told me,” is all he says. 
 
    I hang my head as the tears slowly begin again. “I know.” 
 
    “He could have hurt you.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Nate closes his eyes and walks forward. He doesn’t touch me and I don’t know if that’s because he’s still too angry with me or because he doesn’t want to get my room dirty. “I don’t need you to protect me, Tora. You should know that when it comes to you, I’m going to do anything and everything it takes to keep you safe and I don’t give a shit if that means losing everything or going away. I can rebuild what I’ve already started, but there’s only one of you and I’ll be damned if I ever let anything happen to you.” 
 
    My eyes catch his and I find that I don’t know what to say, but nothing needs to be said. He knows I feel him and he knows I’m hurting.  
 
    Without another word on the topic, Nate holds out his hand to me. “Come on,” he says. “I need to shower.” 
 
    I take his hand, despite the grease covering his fingers. I need his touch more than anything, and right now, just having his fingers woven through mine isn’t enough. I need to feel him close. I need his skin against mine. 
 
    We get halfway up the hallway when Brooke throws her door open. She rushes out into the hallway with wide, frantic eyes. I assume she’s about to come and yell at me for something, but when she jams her finger into Nate’s chest, my eyes widen in surprise. “Why’d you do it?” she demands, getting in his face. “He didn’t do anything to you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nate questions with a snap, not really in the mood to be interrogated by my best friend, especially one who hasn’t been acting like a friend at all. 
 
    “Lukas,” she demands. “He was jumped today and I know it was you.” 
 
    “I didn’t do shit,” he growls. “I was in class all morning and then working in the shop.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” she yells at him. “It was you. I knew something like this would happen the second Tora started accusing him of messing around.” 
 
    I push past Nate and get in her face. “I’m not lying,” I yell at her. “Your boyfriend is a scumbag and you’re an idiot for not seeing it. He deserved to be jumped, but it wasn’t Nate.” 
 
    She ignores me and steps back to Nate. “Show me your hands.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffs as I push her away from him. 
 
    “Show me them,” she yells. 
 
    Nate groans and holds up his hands for her to see. They’re filthy, but there isn’t a single sign of a fight. Her eyes study his hands as though they hold the secrets to the world. She looks confused and unsure as she takes a few steps backward. 
 
    “Now,” I tell her, taking another step to get to the bathroom. I push open the door and look back at her. “If you’re finished interrogating my boyfriend, then leave us the hell alone. Lukas most likely fooled around with the wrong girl and got the shit beat out of him by her boyfriend. Congratulations, Brooke. You sure know how to pick ‘em.” 
 
    I walk into the bathroom and Nate follows, closing the door behind him as we hear the sound of Brooke out in the main part of the house before the front door slams closed, telling me she’s most likely gone to visit her pathetic excuse of a boyfriend.  
 
    I collapse down onto the side of the bath. How did my day become this awful? I’m supposed to be making things better with Brooke. 
 
    Nate starts pulling off his grease stained clothes before he walks over to me. I’m not particularly in the mood to shower right now, not like I was a few minutes ago, but Nate has other plans. He reaches for my pajama top and starts pulling it up over my head. I help him get it off before I stand up and lose my pants. 
 
    We step into the warm stream of the shower, barely touching. I look up at him to find his eyes already on mine. “Did you do it?” I question, desperately needing to know. 
 
    He shakes his head. “No,” he tells me, reaching out and curling his fingers around my waist before pulling me in. “I had my mind stuck on a different dickhead.” 
 
    I nod and rest my head against his chest. “Ok.” 
 
    Nate’s fingers find my chin and he lifts until our eyes connect. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs as the water cascades down over our bodies. “I should have handled today different.” 
 
    I nod, completely agreeing with him. “Yeah, you should have, but I should have told you before it got to that point. We were both wrong.” 
 
    “I want you out of that class.” 
 
    “I thought that much,” I tell him. “I’ll do it tomorrow.” 
 
    Relief shines through his eyes, but it’s not much. It’s a small win with a massive loss. “How was your test?” 
 
    My eyes cut back to his chest as I shake my head. “I didn’t go.” 
 
    He lets out a heavy sigh, filled with disappointment, and instead of cursing me out like he usually would, he just takes the soap and starts cleaning off the grease before holding me close. “Come on,” he says as he turns off the taps. “Let me get you some dinner and take you to bed.” 
 
    I smile up at him as I let him pull me out of the shower. I’ve never heard of anything so good in my life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Out of all the days I’ve suffered through over the past year, today is that day that can go and suck my balls. You know, if I had any. Today has been awful. I mean, I’ve suffered through all sorts of shit. Fire? Check. Excruciating heartache? Check. Broken bone and appendicitis? Check. Not to mention, I’ve stood by and watched my boyfriend flip his car three times before coming to a devastating stop, and with all that, nothing sucks more than today, though, it’s a different kind of suck. 
 
    I have spent my whole morning trying to rearrange my schedule at the student office, but with all the classes I’ve been taking. It wasn’t easy. At all. To put it mildly – it fucking sucked. After suffering through that for nearly two hours, I spent the next hour in with my History professor trying to convince him that I deserve a chance to take the test which I skipped out on yesterday, but apparently, after an hour of discussion, I got myself nowhere. A big fat NO.  
 
    Some criminal lawyer I’ll make. I can’t even convince an old guy in a suit to give me a second chance. I guess I have no other choice but to take that one on the chin. After all, to him, I’m a nobody. Why should he give a shit about some random girl who had something better to do than turn up to the test that she had plenty of warning about? This one is on me and I deserve it. He at least is going to think about giving me extra credit work to make up for it. You know, if I can somehow prove that I deserve it. 
 
    I mean, I knew college was going to be difficult, but never in a million years did I expect it to exhaust me the way it does. Especially after dealing with all that crap this morning and going to my afternoon lecture. I now have a killer headache and a shitload of studying to do. 
 
    Why did I have to go and prove a point to myself and take on so much work? This is killing me. All I want to do is crawl into my bed and stay there for the next seven years, hoping I can wake up at the end with my Harvard Law Diploma in my hand and skip through all the in between bullshit. 
 
     I guess my only saving grace is knowing that Nate will be home when he finishes work. I’m kind of hoping he’s already there as I want nothing more than to fall down into his arms and go straight to sleep, but I haven’t had that kind of luck today. Besides, he’s been so excited about his projects that he’s been working like crazy on them. I don’t doubt they’ll be done soon and then he’ll be looking for the next one, and then the next.  
 
    I love his dedication. It’s so damn sexy. 
 
    He’s been living with me for only a few days and so far, I’m loving it. It’s not like it’s a big difference from what we were doing before. We were already together every night and waking up in each other’s arms. We’d go off to college or Nate would go to work, then come night, we’d do it all again. But knowing in my heart that it’s official, that we're moving forward to the next step of our lives is something that has my heart so full of love. It’s a feeling I never want to lose. 
 
    I pull up at home and it must be well past seven o’clock at night. I’ve spent the last few hours in the library trying to get through as much work as possible, not wanting to come home and think about Brooke and her jackass boyfriend in the next room. The only reason I gave in and came home was that too many people were in the library and my stomach was starting to grumble. Having no painkillers in my bag might have also contributed to that. 
 
    I sit in my car and look around the street with a groan. Jesse’s car is here, Brooke’s car is here, Jackson’s car is here, and so is Puck’s. Great. Just fucking great. 
 
    I open my car door and I instantly hear the loud thumping coming from the speakers within my home. There aren’t people spilling out onto the street, but if Jesse has invited people over for a party in my home, I’m going to fucking kill him. Any day but today. 
 
    With each step I take toward my front door, the angrier I get. Maybe it’s the headache wanting to turn into a migraine, or maybe it’s all the bullshit from the last few days wanting to catch up with me. Whatever it is, I’m a bomb ready to explode. 
 
    I slam my way through my front door to hear a chorus of uninvited people yelling out my name, holding up beers with their feet all over my expensive coffee table.  
 
    Fuck no. Not tonight. 
 
    Jesse jumps up and launches himself over the back of the couch, clearly in a very good mood. Unfortunately for him, I’m not. “Hey, hey,” he grins, jogging up to me. I see it in his eyes that he’s ready to throw me over his shoulder and throw me into the middle of the party. 
 
    I step back from him with my hand out, halting his advance. “What the fuck is all this?” I question as Brooke looks back over her shoulder to scrunch her face up at me. I know I was originally trying to be the bigger person in all this because she was upset and in denial, but fuck that. After she accused Nate of beating up Lukas and has treated me like shit in my own home, I scrunch my face right back at her. That bitch. 
 
    “Woah,” Jesse laughs, stepping into me and throwing his heavy arm over my shoulder. “What crawled up your ass?” 
 
    “Don’t,” I warn him, shrugging off his arm and walking into the house. Jesse follows me in as I dump my shit down on the table. “I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    Jess grabs me and tugs me towards the couch. “Come on,” he tells me. “Get yourself a drink and relax. You’re so wound up.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I snap, ripping my arm out of his hold and making every eye in the room turn my way. “What are you even doing here?” 
 
    “We came to chill out with you. You’re always so busy with school work. I thought you could use some friends,” he says, looking back over his shoulder at the room full of people. I mean, I know I only saw the three cars outside, but all those cars seem to have been filled to the brim. There are way too many people sitting in my living room right now. 
 
    “I don’t want to chill,” I snap again. “I’m sorry, Jess, but I want to be left the fuck alone. I’ve got shit to get done.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he laughs. “We’re going to order pizza.” 
 
    “Jesse, stop,” I demand with a loud groan as the headache really starts to pound against my temples. “You’re not ordering anything. This is my home, not a fucking frat house. You can’t just come over and have a party whenever the hell you want.” 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” he questions, hating being called on his bullshit in front of a room full of people. “Brooke said it was cool if we chill.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Stay if you want,” I say with a sigh, giving up. “I’ll study in my room instead. Just turn the music down.” 
 
    Jesse watches me for a second as I turn back and grab my bag off the table. As I go to make my way down the hall, I can’t help but look up at him and see hurt beneath his eyes, instantly making me feel like shit. “Are you serious, right now?” he grunts. 
 
    Great. I’m a fucking bitch now too. “Yes,” I sigh. “I’ve had a fucking shitty day and I just need quiet.” 
 
    Jess shakes his head as though he’s disappointed with me before turning back to the group. “Yo,” he says, addressing everyone. “Let’s bounce. McKellar’s having a party.” 
 
    With that, Jesse walks straight out the door, not looking back for a single second as the group of our friends follow behind him.  
 
    I walk to the door as Brooke watches me from the couch with a scowl. “Jess?” I call after him. I watch him climb up into his Range Rover and slam the door closed without even raising his eyes to me, knowing he would have heard me loud and clear. 
 
    Fuck. I’m going to be hearing about this later. 
 
    Kaylah climbs in his passenger's side and gives me a tight smile and a discrete little wave before Jesse pulls away from the curb and shoots down the street. Next up, Elle and Jackson, quickly followed by Puck and Court. 
 
    I mean, any other night this would have been incredible. I’m usually down for a night in with all my friends, and it’s even better that it was here. I could have drunk as much as I wanted and not had to worry about getting myself home. It would have been a perfect night if only I didn’t have such an awful day. 
 
    Where is Nate? I could really use him about now. 
 
    As the cars disappear from the street, I close the door and make my way back inside with a sigh to see Brooke huffing around the kitchen, cleaning up the empty beer bottles and potato chip packets. She dumps them in the trash before turning back to me. “You couldn’t just let us have one fun night?” she accuses. 
 
    “By all means,” I say, waving my hand towards the door. “Go with them.” 
 
    Her eyes narrow on me. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt, grabbing my bag from the table and pulling out my books to get stuck into my studying. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    She huffs again, grabs her phone off the couch, and storms down the hallway before slamming her door. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    This night is not going how I had planned. Not even close. 
 
    I grab myself a drink of water and wash down a few painkillers before finding something to eat and taking a seat at the table. I open my books, wishing I could be climbing in bed rather than getting ready to spend the night at this damn table. 
 
    The painkillers start to dull the ache in my head and I find myself finally able to concentrate on the work in front of me.  
 
    Thank God. How could this night have gone from bad to worse? I’ve literally just pushed away the only people I have at the moment, and most likely hurt Jesse’s feelings in the process. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. Jesse is a marshmallow. He’s soft and gooey on the inside and I don’t doubt I’m going to have to worm my way back in after what I just did. 
 
    Brooke, on the other hand, is hard as a rock. She’ll bounce back in no time and as soon as all this Lukas bullshit has passed, we’ll go straight back to normal. That’s the good thing about having a best friend like Brooke. We get each other, except for right now, of course. 
 
    My phone rings on the table and I look down to find mom calling. I let out a relieved sigh as taking this call would serve as a great excuse to stop studying for a while. I answer the call and push up from the table before making my way over to the couch. 
 
    Mom drones on about the new club she’s joined and from the sound of it, it’s just as pretentious as the one she belongs to here. I ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ at all the right times as I relax down into the couch and close my eyes. 
 
    I tell her about my shitty day and she reminds me to keep my chin up before calling me out for acting like a bitch. 
 
    The door opens and my heart starts to race as I sit up. Nate’s due to be home any time now and I don’t doubt it’s him walking through the door. I can just see it now, he’d walk forward, lean over the couch and kiss me before walking over to the fridge and helping himself to a drink. 
 
    I peer over the top of the couch as I hear his footsteps by the door before it closes behind him. My heart falls flat. It’s not Nate. It’s Lukas. 
 
    Fuck me. Could this day get any worse? I mean, did Brooke invite him here just to piss me off? The timing seems a little too convenient. 
 
    I groan and fall back down onto the couch, ignoring him as he walks by. I expect to hear him walking across the back of the couch before turning down the hallway, but when the sound stops right behind the couch, I end the call with mom. 
 
    I look up to find Lukas leaning over the back of the couch, looking down at me with a hungry smirk as he takes in my body. The only good thing about this is seeing the black eye and cut lip which someone so thankfully gave him. “Is there something you need?” I grunt, calling on my inner bitch once again. 
 
    His smirk becomes amused. He doesn’t reply, just simply watches me, making me uncomfortable.  
 
    I groan and go to get up off the couch when Lukas presses a hand down on my shoulder, keeping me in place. “Don’t go,” he says, dropping his hand and walking around the front of the couch. 
 
    I watch him as he takes a seat beside me and throws his arm over the back of the couch while propping his feet up on my coffee table. “What do you want?” I question, desperately wanting to keep my distance. 
 
    “Relax,” he laughs. “I’m trying to apologize.” 
 
    “Really?” I laugh. “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    “Come on,” he says. “You’re so uptight.” 
 
    “I have a perfectly good reason for that,” I remind him. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind fucking off, I have stuff to do.” 
 
    “Look,” he says. “I’m going to be hanging around for a while. Don’t you think things would be easier if we put that shit to bed.” 
 
    “Interesting choice of words.” 
 
    His lips raise into a proud grin. “Come on, Tora. It was just a joke.” 
 
    I stand up and look down at the turd relaxing on my couch with my eyes narrowed to slits. “It wasn’t a joke and you know it. You came into my home with the intention of trying to get me into bed. Two for the price of one, remember? You don’t care about Brooke. She’s easy ass and I see right through you.” 
 
    Lukas pushes up from the couch and steps into me, towering over me with a sick grin. I want nothing more than to shrink away, but I’ve been in this position a million times before with Nate growing up and backing down simply isn’t an option. I will not appear weak. Not in front of this pig. 
 
    Lukas raises his hand to my cheek and curls his big fingers around the back of my neck, making me want to hurl with the touch. “You think you’ve got me all worked out,” he says, showing his true colors. 
 
    “Scumbag,” I spit. “You are not welcome in my home. I want you out.” 
 
    Lukas barks out a laugh and a moment later, his lips are crushing down on mine. I squirm, trying to break his hold, but his hand around the back of my neck is holding me still as he forces his tongue inside my mouth. 
 
    I bring my hands up to his chest and go to give him a hard shove away when I hear a familiar gasp coming from the hallway. “I fucking knew it,” Brooke cries. 
 
    I rear back and this time Lukas lets me go before bringing up his arm and wiping it across his face in disgust as he glares down at me. “I’m with Brooke,” he demands. “Stay the fuck away from me, you little home wrecker.” 
 
    My eyes widen in disbelief. “You’re fucking insane,” I tell him. “Get the fuck out of my house.” 
 
    “How could you?” comes a broken voice from the hallway. I turn to Brooke, knowing she’s about to be heartbroken over what she just saw, but her glare isn’t on Lukas, it’s on me. “You’re supposed to be my best friend.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I gasp, wide-eyed. “You can’t possibly believe this shit?” 
 
    “I know what I saw,” she demands, shaking her head. “Why can’t you just let me have this? Are you that fucking jealous of me? Or is it that you just don’t want me to find happiness? Either way, you’re an awful friend. Actually,” she says. “I don’t even think I can consider you that.” 
 
    My heart shatters at her words and I watch as she walks away. Lukas chuckles at her back and goes to follow her, but a second later, she returns with her bag in hand and heads straight for the front door. 
 
    Lukas follows her out the door and all I can do is watch. 
 
    I mean, what the fuck just happened? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “You better fucking hope that what Brooke is accusing you of is bullshit,” Nate demands as he barges his way through the front door, making sure to give it a good slam behind him. 
 
    I sit on the couch with my knees pulled up into my chest and my face buried in my knees. I’ve hardly been able to breathe since Brooke stormed out of here. I still can’t believe what the hell is going on right now. 
 
    It’s only been about ten minutes since she left and I was hoping that I’d be able to get myself under control before he came home, but as I raise my eyes to his, all the emotions of my shitty day catch up with me. 
 
    Tears spring from my eyes and I break in a way that I’ve never broken before.  
 
    Nate’s face falls. “Shit.” 
 
    It’s clear that when he walked through that door, he was expecting me to be fired up just the way he is as I rarely let this bullshit actually get to me, but right now, I’ve hit breaking point and I can’t manage to see past the next few hours. 
 
    Nate turns off the light and walks around the front of the couch. He reaches down and scoops me up into his strong arms before laying down with me on top of him. His arms curl around me, holding me tight as I cry into his chest, letting my tears soak into his shirt.  
 
    Nate runs his fingers over my hair and down my back, giving me that closeness I’ve been desperately needing from him all day. “What happened?” he murmurs, pressing his lips to my forehead. “What did he do?” 
 
    “What makes you think he did something?” I mumble into his chest. 
 
    “Babe,” he says softly. “You never react like this. Something definitely happened, and besides, I got a pretty angry message from Brooke.” 
 
    “Really?” I groan. “What did she say?” 
 
    He shuffles around beneath me and pulls out his phone before bringing up the message. Nate holds it up for me to see and I read over it with a cringe. 
 
    Brooke – Keep your skank ass GF away from Lukas. 
 
    I groan again and drop my head back to his chest as he reaches out and puts his phone on the coffee table. “She hates me,” I tell him, hating how those words feel coming out of my mouth. 
 
    “She doesn’t hate you,” Nate soothes. “She’s confused and wants to believe that what she has with that loser is real. She said so herself. She wants what we have and she’s going to give it her all until she makes that happen.” 
 
    “But she’s wrong,” I cry. “He’s no good for her.” 
 
    “We know that, and anyone else with a set of eyes knows that, but she needs to work it out for herself. Now, I know you’re all cut up about Brooke, but if you don’t tell me what the hell went down with that dickhead tonight, I’m going to lose my shit in a big fucking way.” 
 
    I don’t know how he manages to sound so damn threatening and intimidating while also continuing to soothe me. His fingers never once let up running down my back, giving me every ounce of comfort he possesses.  
 
    I let out a sigh and push up until I’m straddling his hips. I run my hand across my face, trying to get rid of as many tears as possible, knowing Nate hates the sight of them, but it’s useless, more instantly take their place. 
 
    Nate places his hand on my waist, stilling rubbing his thumbs back and forth as he patiently waits, and I want to hate myself for what I’m about to tell him. I don’t doubt he isn’t going to take this well. Hell, I’m probably going to have to hold him down so he doesn’t go and find the guy. 
 
    I take a deep breath and try to even out my voice. “I was here, on the couch when he came in,” sniffle, “and instead of going down to Brooke, he stayed here and started giving me this shit about wanting to apologize, but it was fake cause he kept looking me up and down like he wanted to eat me.” Nate’s fingers tighten on my waist and I try to ignore it as I continue. “I got up and was in the middle of telling him to go and fuck himself,” a shudder runs through me and I cringe with the next words that are about to come out of my mouth. 
 
    “Just say it,” Nate says, his voice low and threatening. 
 
    I swallow and meet his eyes. “He grabbed me around the back of my neck and held me still while he forced his tongue down my throat.” Nate’s fingers clench down into my flesh and I don’t doubt it’ll leave a bruise, but to be honest, he doesn’t even realize he’s doing it. “I… I shoved against his chest to get him off me and that’s when Brooke walked in. He made it look like I was coming onto him, and of course, Brooke believed him.” 
 
     Nate sits up, putting us face to face. His eyes roam over me, searching for any signs of injury. “Are you ok?” he murmurs, pushing hair back behind my ear. I nod my head, even though the torturous mental image is ingrained inside my head. “I’m going to fucking kill him.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I say, latching onto his arms to keep him rooted to the couch as I search his eyes. “Don’t go. At least, not now. I don’t want you to leave.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and I watch as he visibly allows the rage to leave his body. He relaxes down on the couch, pulling me back down with him. “I should have been here,” he says. “The whole point of me moving in was to stop that dickhead from touching you.” 
 
    “I thought it was so you could be with me.” 
 
    His chuckle vibrates up through his chest. “You know it was,” he tells me softly, going back to running his hands down the length of my back. 
 
    I let out a shaky breath as the last of the tears finally disappear. I nuzzle my face into his wet shirt, needing more from him. Nate tightens his hold around me and I sigh in satisfaction. “Tell me something to get my mind off it.” 
 
    “I got a call from Jess,” he says with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan. “Tell me something else.” 
 
    “I think you hurt his feelings.” 
 
    “I know,” I sigh. “I just had a shitty day with a headache and having to deal with transferring classes and rearranging my schedule. Then to top it all off, my History professor was an asshole. I just needed to come home to a quiet house, and I know he meant well by having everyone over, but he just picked the wrong day to do it.” 
 
    “Nah, I get it,” he says. “This is your home and it wasn’t how you needed it when you got here, but you know how Jesse is…” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him, finding his hand and sliding my fingers between his. “I’ll make it up to him.” 
 
    Nate smiles and although he likes to tease his brother and give him shit, he also loves him fiercely and hates that he’s hurting. He probably hates it even more that I was the one who caused that pain, but I promise myself that I will do anything and everything I can to make it right. Just not now. After a good sleep and a few more painkillers for this damn headache.  
 
    “You know,” Nate says, giving my hand a squeeze. “You can’t keep up with all this work. You’re going to kill yourself.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m managing.” 
 
    “You’re not, babe,” he tells me. “You’re staying up past midnight every night with your head stuck in textbooks, you’re skipping meals, you’re cracking the shits with all your friends. Where does it end? You can’t keep this up.” 
 
    “I can,” I argue, hating where he’s going with this. 
 
    “You can’t, you’re wearing yourself down and forgetting to live,” he says smoothly. “You need to cut back. You have the next few years to do all this. Why don’t you pick a few classes that you’re enjoying and put off the rest? You can pick them up again when your workload isn’t quite so crazy.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” he questions. “No one is going to think you’re weak. Hell, no one even has to know.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I tell him. “I just… I want to be the best. What kind of lawyer am I going to make if I can’t manage a few extra classes?” 
 
    “You’re going to make an incredible one because you’re going to be able to focus properly on each class you take, rather than rushing through your studying.” I let out a sigh and drop my eyes away from him.  
 
    Nate squeezes my hand again. “Will you at least think about it?” he asks quietly. “I’d hate myself if something happened to you because you were overworking yourself.” 
 
    How could I possibly say no to him? “Ok,” I murmur, closing my eyes and relaxing into his chest, the one place I know I can always find peace.  
 
    “Ok, you’ll cut back? Or, ok, you’ll think about it?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “I guess that’s a win in my book.” 
 
    I smile against his shirt and breathe him in, content to lay here in complete silence. 
 
    “Is your headache gone?” Nate questions, somehow managing to make his voice soothe my head rather than poke at it like everyone else’s voice seems to do. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “The pain illers were helping for a while until all that Lukas bullshit happened.” 
 
    Nate adjusts himself under me and before I know it, he’s carrying me down the hallway with me safely in his arms. He pushes into my room and places me down on my feet before him.  
 
    He reaches for my shirt and slides it up over my head before reaching around me and unclasping my bra. It falls from my arms and I look down as it falls to the floor. “Nate,” I sigh with a cringe as he goes for the button of my jeans, not really feeling in the mood. 
 
    As if sensing what I’m feeling, he catches my eyes. “Trust me, ok?” he says. “This is all about you.” 
 
    Butterflies take flight in my stomach as I slowly nod. I watch Nate as his eyes flame with need. He takes the button between his fingers and easily undoes it before slipping his thumbs into the waistband on either side of my hips. 
 
    Nate draws my jeans down my legs like some kind of erotic dance, letting his fingers tickle my legs on the way down. I suck in a breath as he looks back up at me. He looks so damn hungry for me that I’m already feeling it. 
 
    I step out of my jeans and Nate straightens himself up. He slides one arm around my waist and lifts me as though I weigh nothing at all. I curl my legs around his waist as he steps back into the bed and lays me down. 
 
    He comes down on top of me, bringing his lips to mine in the same instance as his hands begin exploring my body with feather soft touches. It’s a tease. It’s almost as though he’s giving me exactly what I want while leaving me desperate for more.  
 
    I need to be touched and what’s more, I need my hands on him. 
 
    He moves his lips down to my neck and I reach for his shirt, needing to feel his warm skin pressed against mine. Nate catches my hands and shakes his head. “This is about you, babe.” 
 
    I look into his inviting eyes. “I need to feel you against me.” 
 
    Love shines out through his eyes as he takes in my words and not a second later, he’s helping me remove his shirt over his head. My hand comes down on his strong back, roaming over the tight ridges of muscle. Up over his wide shoulder and down the dip of his spine to his narrow, enticing waist.  
 
    He’s simply perfect. 
 
    Nate pushes himself back until he’s sitting between my legs, looking down at my naked body. His eyes roam over me just as his hands do, tracing patterns over my skin and leaving a trail of goosebumps behind. 
 
    I close my eyes in pure satisfaction as his finger trails over my breast and across my nipple, leaving me desperately wishing he’d suck it into his mouth and do that thing with his tongue that he knows I love. 
 
    His finger continues down between my breasts and he trails it down my stomach, making me gasp at the light touch. But when he moves across my hip, I become a squirming mess, needing him to touch me and relieve the ache that’s been constantly building since the second he touched me. “Nate,” I beg. 
 
    “Patience,” he whispers into the dimly lit room. 
 
    His eyes are heated with desire and I realize taking this slow is killing him but it’s so damn good. I don’t know if I want him to continue slowly torturing the pleasure from my body or to dive in and screw me within an inch of my life. Either one is very welcome right now. I also wouldn’t mind if this torture went on, and on, and on until my dying days. 
 
    Nate’s finger moves from my hip and finds my center. He slips it between my folds and smiles down at me, finding me more than ready for whatever he’s planning on giving me. 
 
    He presses against my clit and I gasp as he starts to move. His other hand comes up and cups my breast before finding my nipple between his fingers and giving it a firm squeeze. I gasp and arch my body up, wanting him to do it again. No, needing him to do it again. 
 
    Nate gives me what I want, but this time, buries two large fingers deep within me, working me from top to bottom. 
 
    Holy hell. 
 
    He licks his lips as he watches my body’s reaction, and I swear, I’ve never seen anything so erotic. Not until he adjusts himself between my legs so he’s laying down with his head right there. 
 
    I can’t look away. Not from the heat in his eyes and certainly not from the way his lips come down on me. 
 
    How the hell does he do this?  
 
    One hand on my breast, squeezing and shooting pleasure right through my body, another hand between my legs with his fingers slowly pushing in and out, rubbing and massaging against every wall I have, and his tongue. Oh, dear god, his tongue running over my clit as though he’s never going to have my body again.  
 
    Pure ecstasy.  
 
    But nothing, nothing, is better than watching the heated desire within his eyes combined with the way he’s working my body. 
 
    I haven’t even come yet and I’m ready to reward him with a medal or two. No. He deserves more than that. An island? A jet? No, that still doesn’t seem enough. I’ll settle for just giving him me. Every ounce of my pleasure is all his. Whatever he wants, it’s his. 
 
    My body begins to shudder beneath him and I curl my fingers into his hair, letting him know I’m close, but I don’t need to, he knows my body. With one more trace of his tongue over that sensitive bundle of nerves, I scream out his name.  
 
    I feel his smile against me but he doesn’t stop there. He lets me ride out my orgasm until I’m completely out of breath. 
 
    And just when I think it’s all over, he starts the process again, but this time, I can’t resist his body. After all, my man deserves to be rewarded for his hard work. 
 
    Nate ducks back down to my lady bits and I sit up, stopping him from entering the promised land. I put my fingers under his chin and lift. He comes up before me with a question in his eyes, wondering what it is that I need, but when I press my hand into his chest and push him onto the bed, it becomes startlingly clear. 
 
    “You had your fun,” I tell him, licking my lips. “Now, it’s my turn.” 
 
    Three orgasms and an hour later, we crash down to the bed, both of us completely and utterly exhausted. “Shit,” he gasps, grabbing me around the waist and pulling me into his side.  
 
    My head comes down on his chest and I hear the heavy thump of his racing heart. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate agrees, twining his arm around my body until he has a firm grip on my ass. He gives it a good squeeze. “How’s that headache now?” 
 
    I grin up at him. “What headache?” 
 
    He laughs and I rub a hand over my eyes. I should really have a shower, but Nate hasn’t left me a shred of energy to move, not after all that. I mean he rocked my body in ways that I’ve never even imagined before. 
 
    A yawn rips from my body and I snuggle in tighter. “Go to sleep, babe,” he murmurs. “You’ve had a big day.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “No. You can catch up on your studying over the weekend. For now, sleep.” 
 
    I let out a sigh. I don’t know how he does it, but one second, I’m ready to fight him tooth and nail, and the next, my eyes are closing as I drift into the most peaceful sleep I’ve had all week. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I pull up at Jackson’s place and look up at the big house with a cringe. This is classified as one of the many football houses that the team rents from the college. Parties are held here nearly every week and I, to be honest, I am a little terrified of what could be found inside this house. I mean, the floors would be sticky with spilled alcohol, there would be DNA splashed over every available surface, and depending on what kind of guys there are on the team, there’s probably the occasional drug here and there. 
 
    I mean, you wouldn’t want to walk into this place with a blue light. 
 
    A shiver runs through me just thinking about it. 
 
    It’s a Sunday afternoon so I’m pretty confident that everyone who was partying here last night should be gone. Jackson is an early riser after a big party, especially when he has a hangover so I don’t doubt he’ll be up. I can’t guarantee what kind of state he’ll be in though. 
 
    But then, I guess it doesn’t matter. After all, I’m not here to see him. 
 
    I get out of my car and make my way up to the big house, hoping I’m not about to walk into an orgy. You know, you can never be too prepared for what you could see in a place like this. Though, I guess it would be worse in a frat house. At least the football team has something to lose if they get caught doing stupid shit. 
 
    I don’t bother knocking, knowing that no matter how long I stand here, nobody is going to bother coming to open the door. 
 
    I push my way through and the room opens up into the living area where the sounds of grunts and laughs echo throughout the house. I walk forward and lean on the back of the couch, watching the screen as Jackson absolutely gets annihilated by Jesse on the PlayStation. 
 
    I curl my arm around Jesse as he continues watching the screen, not prepared to take his eyes off it for even one second. “I thought you’d be here,” I tell him, pulling him into me and giving him a tight squeeze. 
 
    My hair falls down in front of his face and he ducks down, trying to see around it as Jackson laughs. “How’d you know I was here?” Jesse grunts, getting Jackson back for whatever it is he did to him. 
 
    “Because you’re always here now,” I laugh, releasing him so he can play his game properly. “I swear, ever since that whole baby project thing, you two have started a little bromance.” 
 
    “Have not,” Jackson grunts in denial. 
 
    “Yeah, you have,” Kaylah scoffs from the other side of the room. I look up and give her a beaming smile, feeling a tad guilty. I didn’t even realize she was here. 
 
    Jesse rolls his eyes. “So, what if we have?” he questions. “You jealous you’re not my BFF anymore?” 
 
    I grin down at the little turd, knowing he’s only saying that to get under my skin after I kicked him out of my place the other day. “I’m so not jealous about this,” I laugh, waving my hand between the two. “More like relieved, you two can annoy each other rather than annoying me. It’s perfect. Besides, I think it’s sweet that you guys put aside your differences to wipe each other’s asses now.” 
 
    Jesse hits pause on the game and the boys give each other a sideways glance. 
 
    My stomach drops. You’d think I would have learned not to tease these boys by now. Teasing them individually is risky, but teasing them as a team… I’m fucked. 
 
    I go to make a run for it, but Jesse is too quick. His arm snaps out and before I know it, he’s hauling me over the side of the couch.  
 
    I squeal out but their laughs completely drown out my cry for help. I search out Kaylah to watch her sitting back with a wicked grin. “Do you know how good this is that it’s you and not me for a change?” 
 
    I can imagine, but I don’t have a chance to tell her as Jesse’s fat ass squishes down on me. Jackson gets comfortable too and I find myself used as a seat with Jesse sitting on my back and Jackson sitting on my legs, completely holding me down with their big bodies as they laugh and chuckle between themselves. “Let me go,” I demand with my face squished into the couch that is probably covered in all sorts of shit. 
 
    Jesse grunts. “Do you hear something?” 
 
    Jackson pretends to listen out as I call them every disgraceful name under the sun. “Not me. I don’t hear a thing,” he says as they pick up their PlayStation remotes and continue their game. 
 
    “You big, fat, turds. Let me up.” 
 
    “You know,” Jesse muses. “I’ve been holding on to this massive fart all afternoon, and I think it’s about time I let it free.” 
 
    My eyes widen in pure panic. “I swear to God, Jess, if you fart on me right now, I’m going to punch you in the balls.” 
 
    “You’d have to catch me first.” 
 
    I start wriggling around and squirming, desperately trying to get myself free. I kick the part of my legs that can actually move and manage to hit Jackson in the arm. “Let me go. Let me go. Let me go,” I start repeating it over and over again until the boys move, purely for the fact that I’m being too annoying for their hangovers. 
 
    “What the hell is all this noise?” a familiar voice asks, walking down the stairs. 
 
    I look over the back of the couch to find Lukas walking down with Brooke right behind him, their hands held between them. My eyebrows pull down when I remember that at least five of the guys from the team live here. I shouldn’t be so surprised to see him. 
 
    Lukas' eyes lock on mine and a smirk instantly lifts his lips. Jesse tenses beside me and I latch onto his forearm, holding him in place. ”Cool your jets,” I murmur for only him to hear. 
 
    He grunts beside me and I watch as Brooke blatantly ignores me and walks to the front door. Lukas kisses her and sends her on her way before walking back in and heading to the kitchen. “Wow,” I grunt to the boys. “Funny how just one person can just suck all the fun out of a room.” 
 
    Jesse laughs as Jackson remains quiet. I know Jackson thinks the guy is a douche and seriously wants to beat the shit out of him for what he did to me, but he’s also on a team with the guy and is doing his best to be Switzerland. 
 
    I let out a sigh and collapse back into the couch, this time actually sitting on it and not being used as Jesse’s play toy. I listen to the sound of Brooke’s car taking off out the front and roll my eyes. How could I have missed that her car was out the front? 
 
    “She’ll come around,” Jesse tells me, throwing his arm over my shoulder and pulling me into his side as I make myself busy sulking. 
 
    “I know. It’s just taking longer than I thought,” I whine. I let out another sigh. “I better get going. I told Nate I’d be home when he gets back. You guys want to come?” 
 
    Jesse scoffs. “And watch you and Nate fucking on the couch? No thank you.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulder as I push up off the couch. “Your loss,” I tell him. 
 
    I walk out the door and get myself back home just in time to see Nate’s Mustang pulling up behind me. “Where have you been?” he asks, meeting me on the path and walking with me towards the house. 
 
    “Reminding you brother that he’s still my favorite little guy.” 
 
    “Is he all good?” he questions. 
 
    “He held me down and threatened to fart on me.” 
 
    Nate laughs as he opens the door for me. “He’s good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say so,” I agree.  
 
    “Is he coming over?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “He doesn’t want to watch us screwing on the couch.” 
 
    “His loss,” Nate grins. “I was going to screw you on the counter.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I walk I through the house, quickly realizing that Brooke isn’t here, though I have no idea where she would have gone. Home to visit her mom, perhaps? “Have you eaten?” I ask Nate as I open the fridge and start looking around. 
 
    “Depends,” he says, coming up behind me and taking my hips. “Are you going to cook for me?” 
 
    I turn in his arms. “If you were hoping for the perfect little housewife to cook and clean up after you all the time, you’ve picked the wrong girl,” I tell him. “But, if you ask nicely, I’ll cook for you. I can’t guarantee it will be any good though.” 
 
    He lets out a sigh as he watches me with sparkling eyes. “How about I cook?” 
 
    “That sounds like a smart plan.” 
 
    He laughs and moves me out of the fridge before diving in and pulling out ingredients that I didn’t even know we had. “Where’d all this shit come from?” I question, sitting down on the stool to watch him work. 
 
    “I bought them.” 
 
    “You mean, you brought them from your mom’s house?” 
 
    “No,” he grins. “I bought them from the store.” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise. “Nate Ryder went to the store himself? No. Not possible. Tell me, did you push your little shopping cart around and chat amongst the stay at home moms? I bet they would have had some great recipes to share.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he laughs before pulling out some pots and pans and getting started on whatever the hell he’s cooking. He fills up a pot with water and puts it on to boil. “Are you just going to sit there and watch or are you going to help?” he questions, looking over his shoulder to peer at me. 
 
    “You said you’d cook.” 
 
    “I say a lot of things,” he laughs. “Now, get that sweet ass over here and start stirring.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and get over there before he decides to take it into his own hands. We work side by side, teasing each other the whole way through, reminding me over and over again just how damn happy I am. You know, even though other things seem to be screwed up for me right now, I’ll always have Nate right by my side, constantly pushing me to be the best possible version of myself. 
 
    We dish up some food and I make sure to make an extra for Brooke when she comes home later, just in case she’s hungry. 
 
    Nate leads me over to the table and we sit down to eat. “Did you get your studying done this morning?” Nate questions as he fills me a glass of water. 
 
    “Sure did,” I tell him. 
 
    “Really?” he says, raising a suspicious eyebrow at me. “You had shitloads to get through.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “I kind of gave up after the first few hours. I can do the rest tomorrow.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile. “I’d rather spend the rest of the day with you. After all, I wouldn’t want anyone to accuse me of forgetting to live my life.” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes. “I’m just trying to look out for your best interests.” 
 
    “I know, and I love you for it.” 
 
    “Speaking of your best interests,” he says, making me look up at him suspiciously. “Have you seen Josh?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, and I don’t want to.” 
 
    Nate takes a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “I feel fucking helpless,” he tells me. “You’re on campus every day, from sunrise to sunset, and I’m at work. He could get to you at any time and there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.” 
 
    “Relax,” I tell him. “He’s known I’ve been here for a while now. If he was going to do something, don’t you think he would have tried already?” 
 
    “No,” he grunts. “He knows we’re on edge. He’ll wait until we think it’s blown over and then he’ll come at you.” 
 
    “I don’t think he has the brains for that.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Nate says. “While he’s the biggest fucking moron either of us has ever met, he knows he can’t get at you. He’s tried over and over again and failed every time. To him, this is his last shot and he’s going to be smart about it.” 
 
    “I think you’re overthinking this.” 
 
    “I’d rather overthink it than not think about it at all.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Nate lets out a heavy sigh as he watches me. “Just… play it safe ok?” he begs. “I’ll keep dropping you off as much as possible, but if I can’t be there, find Jackson and make him walk you to class. Don’t be on your own. Have lunch away from campus. Study at home, not in the library.” 
 
    I cut him off before he can keep going. “If I do all that would it make you feel better about it?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “I’m not going to feel better until the fucker has been sent packing. I don’t want him anywhere near you, and this is where you want to be so it’s up to him to leave.” 
 
    “Couldn’t I just get a restraining order?” 
 
    “You could,” he says. “But do you honestly think a bastard like Josh is going to respect that?” 
 
    “No,” I sigh. 
 
    “So, we have a plan?” he questions. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not going to last being a hermit for too long.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” he tells me. “I’ll sort it out. Have I ever let you down before?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrows and smirk. “Well… there was that one time you broke up with me, and that time you shattered me after taking my virginity, and then, of course, the time when-” 
 
    “Alright,” he rushes in. “You don’t need to list all the times I’ve fucked up. And for the record, I didn’t know you were a virgin.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders and smile innocently. “I’m just trying to keep you well informed.” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m well informed of everything I’ve ever done to hurt you. I don’t need the reminder. I already feel like shit about it.” 
 
    “Well then,” I smile, leaning across the table and kissing him. “Think of all the lovey-dovey, gooey shit you could do to make it up to me.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he groans. “This is going to be a long ass night.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “You bet it is.” 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes and wisely changes the topic. “You want to hear something I heard today?” 
 
    I shake my head and look at him in mock horror. “You’re not indulging in childish gossip, are you?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, this shit is juicy.” 
 
    “Fine, tell me,” I laugh. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think I will now.” 
 
    “Nate,” I yell. 
 
    He laughs and I melt at the smile that brightens his dark features. “After the races were raided last week, it’s officially been closed down. Out of business for good.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, wide-eyed, unable to believe him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep,” he says, proudly. “It’s illegal. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but… wait. Why do you seem so happy about it?” 
 
    He grins and pauses as though he’s trying to build some kind of suspense, but all it does is annoy me. I want an answer and the more he holds it back from me, the more I want to throat punch him. “Well, Maxen and I were talking and he’s planning on starting a new one on his property.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” I grunt. “He’ll get caught.” 
 
    “How?” Nate questions. “I mean, yeah, it’s a risk, but his parents hardly ever go there and when they do, they only stay in the main house, never out the back on the actual property.” 
 
    “I thought his parents lived there.” 
 
    "No,” Nate explains. "They live around the corner from my parents. The property is more of a place for Maxen to fuck around. They bought it when Max got into dirt bikes as a kid and wanted to avoid him riding on the road. We used to do such stupid shit on that property.” 
 
    “I can imagine, but I still don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I know,” he tells me. “Max knows the risks and he’s still keen to go ahead with it. Who knows? It could be a pretty awesome track. He has the money to make something good of it.” 
 
    “Aaron’s wasn’t?” I question. 
 
    “It was alright. It served its purpose, but it could have been better.” 
 
    “And Maxen’s going to make it better?” 
 
    “Much better.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as a vision of Maxen being carted off in handcuffs rolls through my mind. I mean, at least it would give the guy something to do. He didn’t want to do the whole college thing and he still hasn’t sorted out what to do with his life. He’s been helping Nate at the shop when he needs it but Max needs something to give himself to. Maybe this would be that.  
 
    He could make a legitimate business out of it. Well, mostly legitimate, you know, apart from the whole ‘illegal’ aspect of it. He could charge entry and sell shit. It wouldn’t last forever. He’ll be caught sooner or later, but until he does, he could build something great. 
 
    “He’s going to end up in jail,” I tell Nate as a warning, knowing no matter what my thoughts are on it, Maxen is going to go ahead and do it anyway. 
 
    “Nah, not Maxen,” he tells me. “That bastard is too damn sneaky. You’ll see, he’ll be a fucking star.” 
 
    All I can do is roll my eyes as I raise my fork to my mouth and take another bite. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    I sit on my bed which is covered top to bottom in books while I giggle away like a love-sick puppy, chatting to Nate on the phone. I don’t know how he does it, but he somehow manages to pull these emotions from my body that I didn’t even know existed. 
 
    My bedroom door is barged in and I jump at the sudden intrusion. “What the hell?” I gasp as I stare at Brooke in my doorway. It takes me a moment to notice the tears streaked down her face and I let out a heartbroken sigh. "Shit.” 
 
    “What?” Nate demands through the phone. 
 
    I drop the phone on my bed, not bothering to hang up as I race across my room and pull Brooke into my arms. “What happened?” I ask, holding her tight. 
 
    The sobs take over and she struggles to get the words out. I lead her back to my bed and remember my phone. I grab it and shove it between my ear and shoulder. "Hey,” I say to Nate. “I got to go.” 
 
    “What happened?” he snaps, needing answers, most likely thinking the worst.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I say as I watch Brooke. “But I’d assume she just figured out that Lukas is a piece of shit.” 
 
    Brooke nods and I take her hand. "Shit,” Nate sighs. “Do you want me to come around.” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. "That’s probably the last thing she needs, but when you come home later, make sure to bring some Ben & Jerry’s, preferably the chocolate kind.” 
 
    I can practically hear his eyes rolling. "Alright, message me if you need me.” 
 
    “K, love you,” I say before ending the call. 
 
    I drop the phone down in my lap and pull Brooke down on my bed before snuggling into the warm blankets. “What happened?” 
 
    She wipes her eyes on the back of her hand, smudging mascara all over her face, reminding me that I should probably go and buy her a waterproof one, but then, this is going to be the last time she cries over a douchebag boy. “I went over to his place to surprise him,” she starts. 
 
    “Oh no,” I sigh. I mean, surprising a lowlife is never a good plan.  
 
    I latch onto her hands and hold tight while she tries to compose herself for the rest of her story. “He was with someone else. Like, not just had some girl over, I walked in to see him giving it to her in a big fucking way. I mean, she was bent over, propping herself up against the wall while he slammed into her from behind. He even had her hair wrapped around his hand, forcing her head back like they do in those BDSM pornos.” 
 
    “Ok, that’s way too many details,” I tell her, cringing at the mental image circling my mind. “And for the record, I can’t say that I know anything about BDSM pornos. I’ve never watched one.” 
 
    She wipes her eyes. “You have to. They’re super kinky.” 
 
    “Hard pass.” 
 
    Brooke just lays there watching me with a heart-breaking pout across her face. “I’m sorry,” she finally says. “I thought… I don’t know. I thought there was something special there. I really felt it.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I tell her.  
 
    “It’s not ok. You warned me and I should have believed you. I should have trusted you. You’re my best friend and instead of acting like a friend, I tore you down.” 
 
    “Brooke,” I say, stopping her as I wipe a tear from her face, hoping my pillows aren’t getting too wet. “It’s ok. I get it. You’re looking for something special and you want it so bad that you forced yourself to feel something incredible, it was just with the wrong guy. Besides, you warned me about Nate in the beginning, so it was only fair.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Nate turned out to be a good guy.” 
 
    “Well,” I shrug. “We can’t all be right.”  
 
    Her bottom lip pouts out again. “I thought he really meant it. I thought I was falling for him.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, trying to soothe her. “That’s what these guys do. They draw you in and wait until you fall. It’s part of their sick game. They don’t give a shit that your heart gets broken for their entertainment.” 
 
    Her eyes flick away from mine and it’s almost as though she looks ashamed of herself, but she’s doing a good job of covering the emotion. “So, he really tried to get you in bed the other week?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sigh. “He was hoping for a threesome.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groans. “I love you, but I don’t love you enough to screw you.” 
 
    “Ditto,” I laugh. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sighs, repeating herself. “Do you know how hard it was to try and hate you when you kept doing things to make me love you?” 
 
    I grin, knowing exactly what she’s talking about. “You noticed that, did you?” 
 
    “You’re not supposed to make dinner for the person who’s been a bitch to you for the past few weeks, you know? I’ll have to teach you how to hold a grudge.” 
 
    “Nate actually cooked that,” I laugh. “But I can’t help it. You’re my best friend and whether you think I was lying to you or not, I couldn’t bring myself to be mean. You know, except for that one time, but you deserved it. “ 
 
    “I know, I just wanted to hate you. I thought you were trying to take him away, and then you were kissing him.” 
 
    “Trust me, I wasn’t kissing him. He was assaulting my face and it was disgusting. I mean, that guy does not know how to kiss a girl.” 
 
    “No,” she laughs. “I was trying to train him. He was getting better.” 
 
    “You weren’t training hard enough,” I laugh. “Why don’t you let me pick the next guy?” 
 
    “Deal,” she laughs. “But I don’t want a pansy who thinks roses and chocolates are the way to a girl’s heart.” 
 
    “Aren’t they?” 
 
    “Not this girl,” she declares. 
 
    “That’s right,” I grin. “You prefer a guy who’s going to throw you down and treat you like shit.” 
 
    “No, I prefer a guy who’s going to throw me against a wall and screw me until my eyes are rolling back, but treat me like a queen outside the bedroom.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I laugh. “Nate’s taken.” 
 
    “Damn, and he can cook too.” 
 
    “Imagine all the other things he can do,” I tell her suggestively before throwing the blanket back and declaring she’s mostly ok. I drag her out of bed and walk down to the living room. “Come on,” I tell her. “I’ll watch ‘The Walking Dead’ with you and pretend it’s my favorite show.” 
 
    Her eyes widen in excitement. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.” 
 
    She stops in the middle of the living room and squeezes my hand. “Thank you,” she says. “Without you, I’d probably be a sobbing mess in my old dorm room.” 
 
    I wink and grin. “And don’t you forget it. Now, do you want to set up the TV or get the popcorn.” 
 
    “Popcorn,” she declares with a knowing grin as she has a theory that I always burn it, which in my opinion is bullshit. I cook popcorn to perfection. 
 
    Brooke sashays off to the kitchen and I grab a blanket from the cupboard, not doubting for a second that we’ll be needing it. As I walk over to grab the remote, a knock sounds on our door. 
 
    I put on my bitch face, assuming it’s Lukas coming to grovel and prepare myself to tell the fucker to get lost. I walk over, feeling proud and ready, making sure to put on my best ‘you’re a loser’ smirk. I reach the handle and rip the door open, only to grunt in confusion at the person on the other side. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I question, looking at Maxen who leans forward onto the doorframe with a cringe on his face. 
 
    “I… uh. Shit.” he sighs. “Can I see her?” 
 
    “What? No.” I blink. “Why?” 
 
    “I was with Nate when you guys were talking. I just want to check she’s alright.” 
 
    I study him for a moment when I notice his cracked and bruised knuckles. Realization hits me like a freight train. Maxen was the one who jumped Lukas. 
 
    He notices what’s caught my attention and a silent message passes between us. “I can’t guarantee that she’ll be happy to see you.” 
 
    “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breath. “It’s your funeral.” 
 
    I open the door wider and allow him to pass with a cringe of my own, hoping this is going to be better for Brooke than worse, but I seriously doubt it. Seeing the guy who originally hurt her is probably just going to piss her off and I’m going to be the one to get the blame. Great. At least she loves me again. If I did this yesterday, she would have bitten my head off. Hell, she’ll probably bite my head off now. 
 
    I close the door behind us and walk with Max towards the kitchen. Brooke has her back to us and when she hears the door closing, she calls out over her shoulder, “Who was it?” 
 
    Maxen clears his throat as his eyes nervously flick towards me, making me wonder if he’s having second thoughts. I wave him forward like I said, it’s his funeral. “Hey, Brooke,” he murmurs, cautiously. 
 
    Brooke spins around with her mouth hanging open. She looks between me and Max for a slight moment before focusing on him, making me wonder what the hell is going through her mind. She doesn’t say anything, but her bottom lip pouts out ever so slightly as her eyes fill with tears. 
 
    A determination sets itself behind her eyes and I watch with an intense curiosity. She puffs out her chest and stands taller. 
 
    Oh no. This isn’t good. 
 
    I should warn him to run… or maybe I shouldn’t. 
 
    I wish she was done with the popcorn already, I could really use it right now. 
 
    Just when I think she’s about to let him have it, she breaks. The tears spring free and the determination is ripped away, replaced with nothing but pain. Max watches for a second before rushing in. He wraps her in his arms and I expect Brooke to push him away, only she doesn’t, she curls into him as though his touch is giving her life. 
 
    What the fuck is happening right now? 
 
    “Come on,” Max murmurs. He scoops her up and walks down to her room before I hear the familiar sound of them crashing down onto her bed.. 
 
    All I can do is stare after them as I try to work out what’s going on. 
 
    I mean, the way she looked at him and the way she talks about him doesn’t match up. She’s always telling me what a rat bastard he is and how he tore her to shreds, but just now, she looked at him as though he was the sun in the sky. Not to mention, the whole sleeping with each other thing over summer. 
 
    I shake my head to myself. Brooke and I are going to have to talk about this. 
 
    I turn back to the living room and look at the TV with a cringe before sighing. If I’m not spending the night watching people trying to kill each other, and Nate’s not home, I might as well work on a little extra credit for my stupid history professor.  
 
    I lock up the house, not knowing if anyone will be emerging from any bedrooms for the rest of the night and make my way down to my room. As I pass Brooke’s bedroom, I can’t help but take a quick glance. I know I shouldn’t, but what can I say? I’m human and to be curious is only natural. 
 
    For the quick second that I’m walking past, I take in Brooke and Max, wrapped in each other’s arms. Brooke silently cries into his chest as he runs his fingers through her hair.  
 
    I do a double take.  
 
    Then a third. 
 
    This is not the Maxen from high school. The guy I used to know would be taking advantage of her vulnerability and trying to get between her legs, but this, what I’m seeing is pure. It’s one person trying to help another through pain and torment. 
 
    I don’t know what to make of it. I want to hate it, knowing it couldn’t be good for her heart, but on the other hand, I want to let it happen as she clearly needs this moment to heal. Hell, maybe this is what she needs to help her finally move on. 
 
    I try my best to ignore it and make my way down to my room. I leave the door open in case she comes to her senses and needs me to shoo him away and I get back into my work, but the murmurs of voices through the wall steals my attention.  
 
    Crap. I do not need to be hearing this conversation. It’s clearly private between the two. 
 
    I do what I can not to listen in. I focus on my work and shove my head right into the book but their voices are literally the only sound in the whole house with paper thin walls and no closed doors between us. I have no choice but to hear it. 
 
    “I could fucking kill him,” Maxen’s low voice travels through the house. 
 
    “Don’t,” she replies. “I… just, why? Why are you even here?” 
 
    “How could I not?” he questions. “I was at Nate’s shop and I kind of overheard what happened. I don’t know what possessed me to get in the car and come to you, but before I even knew what was happening, I was at the front door about to bowl Tora out of the fucking way.” 
 
    “She’s a bitch for letting you pass.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, take that up with her.” 
 
    There’s silence for a moment and I wonder if I should start searching all my drawers and cupboards for my iPod and headphones which I haven’t used in forever. Actually, they could very well still be in my old bedroom at home. 
 
    “Max,” Brooke sighs. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Max doesn’t respond for a while and I wonder if he’s shutting down, refusing to give her any answers, or maybe he’s reverted back to his old ways and has her held down with his tongue down her throat making it impossible to call for help.  
 
    No. Brooke is strong, even when she’s hurting, she’d still be able to beat his ass. That woman can certainly handle herself. 
 
    I’m about to get up and close my door when his low murmurs come through the wall, making me feel like an absolute bitch for listening. I mean, I should be punished. Surely this is some sort of crime, right? No matter how innocent it started out. 
 
    “I can’t get past what I did to you,” he finally tells her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I treated you like shit when we were together. You were the best thing that ever happened to me and I took it for granted. I hurt you in a big way and I’ll never forgive myself for it.” 
 
    “I… I’m confused. Why are you telling me this now? It’s nearly been a year.” 
 
    “Honestly, I wasn’t planning on telling you at all,” he says. “I just wanted to move on and let you go, but then summer happened.” 
 
    “Summer?” she questions with a strange tone in her voice. “You don’t mean?” 
 
    “What? Oh. no… no. Not that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Max?” 
 
    He lets out a sigh, one I can even hear through the walls, making it clear that whatever he’s trying to say isn’t too easy. “My cousin. You remember Ryan?” he questions, there’s a slight pause before he continues. “He was in a car accident. A drunk driver ran a red light and took him out.” 
 
    Brooke gasps as my heart rate picks up and I feel myself straining to hear a little better.  
 
    Shit. I should get up and close the door right now.  
 
    Damn it. I can’t. My curiosity is too much and I doubt I’ll get all this out of Brooke. Hell, the fact that I haven’t heard this from Nate tells me he doesn’t even know about it. 
 
    “Is he alright?” Brooke questions as I wonder if Ryan is also one of Nate’s cousins or if he’s on Maxen’s other side of the family. 
 
    “No,” Maxen says, softly. “He’ll never walk again. His pelvis and legs were crushed beneath the dash. He’s lucky to be alive, but if you asked him, he’d say otherwise.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brooke cries. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not here to get your sympathy or pity,” Max tells her. “I just wanted to let you know that his accident has sort of put life into perspective for me and has had me thinking about all the things I’ve fucked up in my life. Yet the only thing I regret is how I treated you.” 
 
    “What about all the other girls you fucked around on?” 
 
    “None of them meant what you meant to me. You’re the only one who I let inside and when things started to get real, I panicked.” Brooke sighs and he continues. “I really did love you, Brooke, and I hate that I hurt you. I hate it even more that this prick was willing to do the same. You don’t deserve that, especially after what I’ve already put you through.” 
 
    “No, and I didn’t deserve it when you did it to me either.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” he tells her. “I don’t think I’ve ever apologized for it.” 
 
    “I’ve never given you a chance to get that close.” 
 
    “No,” he laughs. “You sure as hell haven’t.” 
 
    With that, my eavesdropping guilt becomes too much and I silently get up and close the door as gently as I can. I can’t keep listening to this. I’m sure Brooke will talk to me about it when she’s ready, and if she doesn’t, I’ll force it out of her. But this seems too personal. 
 
    Though, one thing I do know is that what he was saying wasn’t a game. Nobody could lie like that. This was pure and right from the bottom of his heart. He bore his soul to her and I just hope she has the strength to accept his apology and move on. 
 
    I bring up my studying playlist on my phone and turn up the speaker as loud as it will go before hitting play. It’s time to focus. I have a few hours before Nate gets home and when he does, I want to be all his. Not one bit of studying left to get in our way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “How am I watching this?” I groan as I look at the TV with a cringe. 
 
    Brooke’s face brightens with absolute pleasure as she watches some old vampire guy tear the head off some other guy who is apparently the bad guy. “Don’t act like you don’t love it,” she tells me. “You watch ‘Game of Thrones’ like it’s a religion. If you’re obsessed with that, then surely, you must like this too.” 
 
    “How dare you compare ‘Game of Thrones’ to this crap. This is completely make-believe. At least the characters in my show are actually real.” 
 
    “Ha,” she scoffs. “Correct me if I’m wrong but doesn’t the hot blonde have a few dragon babies? And I swear, I saw an episode with some kind of creepy spirit. ‘Game of Thrones’ is just as make-believe as this is. It’s fantasy.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I laugh, completely giving in. I mean, she has a point. I have no argument left to give without making myself look like a complete idiot. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll watch this stupid show if you cook all weekend.” 
 
    “When was the last time you cooked on a weekend?” she questions, raising a smug eyebrow my way. 
 
    Damn. She has a point. I should have come up with something better. 
 
    “How about this,” she continues. “You watch this show with me and I won’t make you help me cook all weekend.” 
 
    I hold my hand out with a proud grin. “Deal.” 
 
    Brooke rolls her eyes and laughs and I have to admit, I love the sound of it. It’s been a few days since the whole Lukas thing came out and then the whole Maxen thing which followed it up, and so far, the little cow has left me in the dark. I’m desperately in need of some answers and I have a plan to get them tonight. I haven’t pushed her on it yet, but I’m hoping after opening a bottle of wine or two, she might get a little chatty. 
 
    She’ll probably just tell me if I asked, but she’d be reserved with her answers. With a little liquid courage floating through her system, she’s sure to give me all the juicy details, and probably the details I really don’t want to hear. Either way, talking with my best friend is always a blast when we’re both too drunk to remember it the next morning. 
 
    I keep my eyes trained on the screen, pretending that I’m taking in whatever rubbish it’s spouting and secretly cheer when the screen goes black, though it’s not just the screen, the whole house plunges into darkness. “What?” Brooke questions, watching the blackness for a little longer. “What happened?” 
 
    “I think the power went out,” I murmur as she reaches the remote and tries pressing every single button, knowing that it’s not going to turn back on, not unless one of us trudges outside to check the power box. “I guess neither of us are watching this stupid show.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’re still helping me cook.” 
 
    “Damn it.” I look to Brooke with a cringe, really not wanting to be the one to go out in the dark. “Scissors, paper, rock?” 
 
    She laughs and naturally, two seconds later, I lose. 
 
    I go to get up when a creaking coming from the back door has my blood running cold. My eyes flick to Brooke, wide and alert. “Did you hear that?” I whisper. 
 
    Her eyes are just as wide as mine as she silently nods her head. “Is someone in our house?” 
 
    I reach for her hand and pull her up before putting a finger against my lips, silently begging her to keep quiet. My heart races. I need to get to my phone. I need to call Nate. Or the police. 
 
    Holy shit, I need the police. 
 
    I indicate with a jerk of my head towards the door. If anything, we need to get out of here. The fucker can do whatever he wants to the house as long as me and Brooke are safe. That's all that matters. 
 
    Brooke nods and I avoid looking at the tears of fear pooling in her eyes. She's usually so strong but the overwhelming emotions of the last week has drained that strength out of her. Right now, she's just as terrified as I am. I need her to hold it together just a little while longer. 
 
    We start tiptoeing towards the front door as we hear another creak coming from the back with the familiar sound of the door clicking into place.  
 
    Shit. This is really happening.  
 
    We take another step when I hear what sounds like claws on glass. My head whips up to the window and in the dark all I can make out is a hooded shadow on the other side, looking straight at us. 
 
    Fuck me. I’m frozen to the spot. 
 
    Someone is watching us while someone else is creeping in through the back of the house. This is not a good situation to be in. I would never wish this upon anyone, but I'm so fucking glad I'm not alone right now. 
 
    A hand slams down on the glass and I jump, holding back a scream. Heavy footfalls start creeping through the house, getting louder and faster. 
 
    Brooke squeezes down on my hand, threatening to break the bones within. 
 
    My heart can't take anymore. My breath is coming in hard and uneven gasps. My palms sweat and my eyes flick around the darkness, terrified this could be the end. 
 
    Has Josh found me? Or maybe this is Lukas getting payback for putting doubt in Brooke's mind. 
 
    I consider running for it but I don't want to risk losing Brooke to the chance she doesn't run with me. 
 
    What do we do? 
 
    My sense of time loses me. I don't know if we have been standing here for only a few seconds or if we've wasted valuable time freaking out when we could have made an escape. 
 
    All I know is that when the handle of the front door begins to turn, it's all I can handle. 
 
    A scream rips out of me as tears spring from my eyes. 
 
    I don't want to die. Not now. Not without living a full life with Nate first. 
 
    My scream pulls a terrified shriek out of Brooke and I tighten my grip on her hand before hauling ass into the kitchen. These people are coming for us whether we want them to or not, and I'll be damned if this goes down without us defending ourselves. 
 
    I look back over my shoulder and keep an eye on the door. Watching as it slowly opens, revealing the hooded figure. 
 
    Holy fuck. Fuck. FUCK. 
 
    I grab a knife and force it into Brooke's hand. I scramble around for another, but all I can reach is a frypan. It will have to do. 
 
    I have no idea where the other person is, all I know is that he's in the house somewhere. 
 
    The hooded figure steps across the threshold and in the blink of an eye, the lights come flickering back on, blinding me with the suddenness before unbelievable laughter fills the dead silence. 
 
    I stand beside Brooke, holding onto her with a deep confusion. The laughter is familiar but my mind is too scrambled to place it. 
 
    A girl appears in the hallway with a smile as the hood is pushed back from the figure in the doorway. 
 
    "Surprise," Brylee calls, throwing her hands up in the sky as Courtney laughs in the hallway. 
 
    I grip harder on the frypan. 
 
    "Bry?" Brooke questions, bringing her hand up to wipe the tears from her confused face. 
 
    I snap into action and grab hold of her wrist, forcing it back down, realizing she's completely forgotten the knife I put in her delicate hand. 
 
    "Fuck," she grunts, looking down at the knife. 
 
    I turn my glare on the girls. "What the hell was that?" I demand, throwing the frypan in the sink as Puck waltzes through the door behind Bry. 
 
    "Cutting the power was a good touch, huh?" He howls, slapping his thigh as he tries to gain control of his laughter. 
 
    "Fucking stupid, is what it is," I growl. "I was about ready to beat the shit out of you guys with a frypan. Brooke has a fucking knife in her hands. Are you morons?" 
 
    "Shit, Tora," Courtney grumbles. "It's a joke. Calm down." 
 
    "Yeah, funny joke," Brooke scoffs, releasing my other hand and walking out of the kitchen. "I nearly wet my fucking pants." 
 
    "Sorry," Bry mumbles, pressing her lips together and trying her hardest not to laugh anymore. "It originally wasn't our intention to scare you but when Puck suggested it, well... we couldn't resist." 
 
    I turn on Puck. "Nate is going to pulverize you for this." 
 
    His face falls. "Fuck," he grunts as his eyes widen. Pure panic seeps into his features. "I didn't even think about that," he gasps. "Shit, I'll make it up to you. Don't tell him. My face is too pretty to be broken into a hundred pieces." 
 
    I shrug my shoulder and wink. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Shiiiit,” he groans before turning to Courtney. “I told you, I wanted to stay home and fuck all day, but nooooo, we just had to leave the house. Are you happy now? I’m going to look like a fucking gorilla.” With that, he turns and stalks out the door as Courtney chuckles at his back. 
 
    I let out a deep breath and focus on Brylee as I walk towards her. “I’d really like to say it’s great to see you, but I’m not feeling it just yet. Give me a few minutes and I’m sure I’ll be ecstatic.” 
 
    “Understandable,” she laughs, throwing her arms around me and pulling me in tight. “How are you?” 
 
    “Exhausted,” I tell her honestly as Brooke comes forward too. “What are you doing here? Did Yale kick you out already?” 
 
    “No,” she scoffs. “I happen to be killing it. I’m at the top of most my classes. It’s just this damn Suzie McFuckface who keeps besting me.” 
 
    “You’re such a nerd,” Brooke says, barging me out of the way to give Bry a hug. “But seriously, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “It’s my aunt’s wedding on Sunday, so I thought I’d come down a few days early and see you all first.” 
 
    “Well then,” Brooke smiles, looking across at me, making me realize exactly what my night is going to hold. “I guess we better call Elle.” 
 
    An hour later, my home is packed with bodies I’ve never seen before and I have a feeling if Nate knew about this, I’d be sent straight to the naughty corner for a good spanking. I mean, what better way to welcome Josh into my home. It’s as though I’m calling from the rooftops ‘Hey Josh, this is where I live. Come and get me. I dare you.’ But when my girl is back in town and we only have a limited time together to get our group back together, you better believe we’re going to do it right. 
 
    It all happened within the blink of an eye. First, Elle came over carting Jackson behind her, who dragged along the football team. Though I’m pleased to see Lukas hasn’t had the balls to show his face, but the night is still young. Jackson called Jesse and naturally, he showed up with Kaylah and Tyson who basically had the whole senior year of Broken Hill High follow them through the door. 
 
    The only face I haven’t seen is Nate’s, but I doubt it will be long. It’s as though he can sniff this stuff out. In fact, I’d bet our relationship on the fact that he’s already on his way. 
 
    Music blares through our speakers as random people start piling bottles of alcohol onto our kitchen counter. A keg comes in next and I have to wonder where the hell it came from. Someone moves our couch to the side of the room and bodies instantly fall into its vacated spot and begin grinding. 
 
    When a couple falls down into the couch and starts using it as their sex chamber, Brooke and I spring into action. Sheets and blankets are thrown over the couches as the couple is ushered away. I mean, I’m all for a little extra fun at a party, but not on the host's couch.  
 
    All valuables are put away in my room and then locked. We do a once over of the bathroom to make sure there’s nothing too personal in there and double check the kitchen for anything that shouldn’t be there. 
 
    We meet back in the hallway and when we’ve decided the house is thoroughly safe enough for us to relax, the smiles spread across our faces.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brooke grins. “Hosting our first college party.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “But if anyone pisses on my carpet or throws up all through the house, I’m not going to be impressed.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she grumbles. “We’ll hire a cleaner in the morning.” 
 
    “Sounds good, now let’s go and enjoy our party.” 
 
    It takes all of about three seconds for Jackson and Jesse to find us and start pouring alcohol down our throats. I absolutely love that these two have decided to start a little bromance. It’s great seeing them being so friendly towards one another and I don’t doubt it’s making life easier for Kaylah, but just as I had always feared, these two together are a dangerous mix. It’s lethal but funny as hell at the same time. They need to come with a warning.  
 
    Nate showed up a while ago with Maxen trailing in beside him. Nate spotted me instantly as if we were drawn to one another and from the look in his eye it was obvious he wanted to let me know his thoughts on us having a party. When he saw me and Brooke being cornered by Jackson and Jesse, he slipped away. Maybe he figured having these two as our little party friends was punishment enough, or maybe he just knew we’d be safe with these two buffoons sticking to us like glue. 
 
    They laugh and carry on until Brooke and I are thoroughly relaxed enough to barely remember that this is even our place. We find Brylee, Courtney, and Elle out the back dancing amongst a few other bodies and join them with Jesse and Jackson tagging along.  
 
    The rest of our group fall in with us and soon enough, I have Nate’s warm arms circling my waist and holding me tight against his hard body. I look across at Brooke when Maxen dances up next to her. They’re not touching, but the sparkle in their eyes speaks volumes and makes me smile like a goofball 
 
    Nothing beats this feeling. 
 
    I’ve been having a really shitty time over the past few weeks, but Nate has been there every step of the way to make it all better.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” Brooke laughs a while later when we haul ass, breaking free from the boys. “I thought we’d never lose them.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “They’re like a bad smell that doesn’t go away.” 
 
    “Damn straight, they are,” she says as we escape up the side of the house and head out towards the front yard. We drop down onto the curb and lean back into the grass. “What’s with them anyway? They’re never like this at parties.” 
 
    “I’d dare say they’ve been forced to shadow us all night.” 
 
    “What?” she questions, looking across at me with drawn eyebrows. “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Trust me, it does.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I cringe, realizing I haven’t spilled on the whole Josh thing and decide there’s no better time than the present. “Ummm…. well, I sort of saw Josh on campus.” 
 
    “Josh?” she gasps wide-eyed. “As in the douchebag who tried to have his way with you in the broom closet?” 
 
    “Yep, the one and only.” 
 
    “Fuck. Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Well, you sort of thought I was trying to get in your boyfriend’s pants and honing your grudge holding skills.” 
 
    “I think this kind of trumps that.” 
 
    “Me too, but you wouldn’t give me the time of day to tell you about it. Quite frankly, you’re a rotten bitch when you’re holding a grudge.” 
 
    “Shut up,” she laughs, knocking my shoulder. “You’re worse.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I glared once.” 
 
    “You yelled at me,” she defends. 
 
    “Nu-uh,” I shake my head. “I yelled at Lukas and you just took it personally.” 
 
    Brooke rolls her eyes and I find myself turning towards her in the grass. I reach out and take her hand, getting back on topic. “Anyway, Josh goes here so just be careful ok. He hasn’t got anything against you, but he might be a douche because you’re my friend.” 
 
    “Ok. I’ll keep an eye out for h… Oh,” she gasps. “It makes sense. That’s why the boys are shadowing you. Your over-protecting captor put them up to it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh. “Nate hasn’t admitted it, but that’s my guess too.” 
 
    “Geez,” she sighs. “I wish I had an over-protective asshole that looked out for me like that.” 
 
    “You don’t think you do?” 
 
    “What?” she grunts. 
 
    “You’re going to pretend Maxen didn’t come running the other day. He was here to help move us in, he’s here now. That kid has got it bad for you.” 
 
    “Nah, we’re just friends. He’s trying to make up for being an ass in high school.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t know, Brookey. I’d dare say he wants you back.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” she insists. 
 
    “Brooke,” I say, giving her a meaning look. “Our walls are paper thin,” I remind her. She cringes, clearly knowing what I’m talking about, so I continue on. “I was trying not to, but I heard your whole conversation the other night and I know he didn’t specifically say it, but he still loves you in his weird twisted way.” 
 
    Brooke lets out a heavy sigh. “Do you think so?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t know how I feel about it yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re going to fall back into his trap,” I tell her. “I can see it in the way you look at each other. That old attraction is still there. I just don’t know if you should trust him to give it another go. Maybe he has changed like he was letting on, or maybe it was just some ploy to get you back.” 
 
    Her eyes cast away from mine. “I know, I was wondering the same thing. But… I feel that he’s different. You know the other night he didn’t even try to hit on me. The old Maxen would never have missed the chance to try and all night he hasn’t looked at another girl. I mean, he’s not acting like the dick head I knew from high school.” 
 
    “Just… be careful ok. If you’re actually going to consider this, just make sure he’s being honest first. I don’t know if your heart could take another beating.” 
 
    Brooke squeezes my hand with a promise in her eyes. “I swear, I’ll be caref-” 
 
    A voice rings out loud across the yard, cutting her off. “Found them,” Jesse hollers in a proud as fuck tone. 
 
    “Shit,” Brooke sighs. 
 
    I try to scramble away, but not a moment later, I’m hauled up over Jesse’s shoulder as Brooke is dragged along behind him. I don’t even bother fighting it. To be honest, we were lucky to get away at all.  
 
    Our capture was just a matter of time and clearly, time has run out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    A loud rumble wakes me and has my face scrunching up in the most un-lady-like way known to man. My eyes peel open before instantly closing again. I do not appreciate that brightness seeping in through my window so damn early. 
 
    I hear a slighter rumble and my mind whirs with the possibilities. What the hell is that noise? It sounds like someone's dragging furniture from one end of the house to the other. 
 
    I groan to myself. Brooke better not be rearranging furniture at a time like this. I know she's all about making changes in her life, but now is not the time for her to start. Besides, if she wanted to make some drastic changes, I highly doubt moving the furniture is going to help with that. 
 
    Holy crap. Every single time I wake up after a night of drinking, I make a vow that I will never do it again. Ever. Yet somehow, l always seem to forget, right at the crucial moment.  
 
    Instead of waking up with a smile on my face, I'm cursing the world and hating that there's this big, bright thing in the sky called the sun, and what's more, is that I'll never learn. My head hurts. I mean, like seriously hurts. This woman cannot handle her hangovers. Well, I guess that's slightly unfair. Sometimes I handle hangovers with grace and dignity, especially when there's company. Now is not one of those times. 
 
    The rumble happens again and it takes me a moment to realize it sounds less like a table being scrapped along the wooden floors and more like the sky cursing the world for being such assholes. 
 
    With that, I throw back my blanket and trudge across the room towards the window. I lean up against the sill and move back the blinds before peering up at the sky, and holy hell, it looks as though the sky is about to open up and swallow us whole.  
 
    Everything beyond this window is covered in water and it’s clear it must have poured down during the night, but it’s not nearly over. It’s just taking a short intermission. There’s no doubt in my mind that this side of the world is about to get drenched. It’s inevitable. The only question is if it’s going to be a fun storm to sit back and watch or if it’s going to tear the town apart like the last one did. 
 
    With a sigh, I turn back to my bed, only it doesn’t have the familiar body I’ve become so used to seeing in the morning. The opposite side of my bed is completely empty with a tiny little white note sitting atop his pillow. 
 
    I crash down onto my bed and grab the note before giving it a quick once over. 
 
      
 
    Babe, 
 
    I went to the shop. 
 
    Didn’t want to wake you. 
 
    Drink some water and have a few painkillers. 
 
    I’ll see you after work. 
 
    Love you. 
 
      
 
    Short and sweet. Nothing like him at all. 
 
    Not wanting to disappoint, I start searching through my bedside drawer for the painkillers and realize they’re already sitting right beside my charging phone with a glass of iced water. 
 
    My stomach swirls and for a moment I wonder if it’s the butterflies taking flight over his thoughtfulness when I realize it’s actually the disgusting amount of alcohol sitting in the bottom of my stomach threatening to reappear for breakfast. 
 
    I grab the glass of water and roll the little tablets between my fingers. The ice cubes in the water look mostly melted, telling me Nate must have left a while ago. I take tiny frequent sips of the water and swallow the painkillers. My stomach instantly settles and I’m sure a piece of dry toast will also help keep it all down. 
 
    With that, I place the glass back on my bedside table and light up the screen of my phone. 11:48 am. Hmmm, not as early as I thought it was. 
 
    Realizing half the day is gone, I get up out of bed. It’s a Saturday morning… well, almost afternoon, and I have absolutely no plans for the day. I may as well go down to the shop and see if there’s anything I can help Nate with. He’s been so busy in that shop. It’s incredible how his business is already taking off, but it’s also a pain in the ass. 
 
    I slip into my little bunny slippers and step into the hallway. As I start walking down, a body starts heading up the other way. I raise my chin and meet Brylee’s horrified cringe. She rubs a hand over her face and while she’s looking right at me, I don’t think she actually sees me. She walks forward in nothing but her underwear which looks as though it’s about to fall off. Her bra strap is down at her elbow and the hickey on her neck is telling me a little something about her night. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” she chants to herself over and over again before sulking and pushing out her bottom lip. 
 
    She beats me to the bathroom and I figure I’ll let her work out whatever the hell is going through her mind before I drag her out of there kicking and screaming. I mean, it’s nearly the middle of the day and I haven’t peed after a night of drinking. My bladder is screaming at me, but it will have to wait a few minutes. 
 
    I guess there’s no better time to start making a coffee. 
 
    I make my way up the rest of the hallway and come out into the kitchen. I don’t want to look around. I’m too scared of the mess that I’ll find, but in order to make myself a coffee, I have no choice.  
 
    I turn to see the rest of the house and am surprised to find it’s not so bad. The kitchen is mostly put together, but there are red cups and spilled drinks all over it. I raise my eyes out towards the living room and have to do a double take. A body lays naked, chest down on my couch, but the familiar dark hair has my mouth popping open before turning into a sly grin. 
 
    I grab a glass of water and walk forward before coming to a stop at the guy’s head. I can’t help but look down and take in the naked ass staring back up at me and I have to admit, it’s a nice ass, but it’s got nothing on Nate’s. 
 
    I raise the glass and slowly begin to pour. 
 
    His eyes pop open in surprise before he realizes I’m pouring water all over him. He springs off the couch and looks down at me, blinking hard to force himself to wake up. 
 
    His dick goes flying in all different directions before falling to a stop, hanging low and impressive. “What the hell?” Tyson demands. 
 
    I grin up at him. “Dude, your junk is hanging out.” 
 
    He looks down and his eyes widen in horror before he quickly cups himself, hiding it from the world. “Sorry,” he says with a grin, clearly knowing that what he’s got is nothing to be ashamed of. “It was a big night. I guess I crashed on your couch.” 
 
    “I guess you did,” I reply. “Tell me, did your night happen to involve screwing over any of my best friends?” His brows pull down before shooting straight back up followed by a proud and pleased smirk. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” I say with an eye roll. “Bry is currently in the bathroom regretting her choices so I suggest if you want to avoid the awkward morning after conversation, you scram.” 
 
    He looks at me as though I’m giving him the secrets to life before he snaps into action searching the room for his clothes. Within seconds, he’s out the door with me laughing behind him. 
 
    I turn back to the kitchen to find Brylee appearing in the hallway, cautiously looking around with a shameful cringe. The second she realizes she’s safe, relief floods her features. “Oh, thank god, he’s gone,” she sighs, happily walking forward and collecting her clothes. It’s then she realizes I’m standing right here and knows exactly what she did. 
 
    She avoids looking at me and walks straight past me, picking up clothes on the way. “I don’t want to hear a single word about it,” she tells me. 
 
    I hold back my laughter. “Wasn’t going to.” 
 
    “Good.” With that, she heads for the door. “Love you,” she calls over her shoulder moments before it closes behind her. 
 
    I let the laughter out before realizing the bathroom is finally free and make a run for it. We’ve already got enough to clean up. I don’t need to add that to the list. 
 
    While I’m in the bathroom, I strip myself down to my birthday suit and fall into the shower. I’m washing my hair when Brooke barges her way in. “I hired a cleaner,” she tells me before disappearing back out the door. 
 
    I let out a sigh and call behind her. “Thanks.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I’m in my car, just about to pull up at Nate’s shop. A massive crack of thunder rumbles through Broken Hill before a flash of lightening colors the dark, cloudy sky. I have one street to go before I pull into Nate’s driveway and if I’m lucky, I’ll make it before the sky opens up. 
 
    A second later, the rain falls.  
 
    I guess I’m not as lucky as I thought. 
 
    I swerve around a massive puddle that’s formed on the opposite side of the road to Nate’s shop before pulling into his driveway. My only saving grace is that I can pull straight into his shop to avoid getting drenched in the downpour but as I approach the shop, I realize that’s not going to happen because a stupid big black Range Rover is blocking my way. I have no choice but to park out in the rain and make a run for it. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Today is not my day. 
 
    I bring my car to a stop as close to shelter as possible and take a deep breath. I look down at my bag and pull my phone out, deciding I’m better off without a huge bag weighing me down. I lift my butt off the chair and slide the phone into my back pocket before making a break for it. 
 
    I throw the door open and squeal as the water pours down over me. I slam the door and run. 
 
    It takes all of four steps to get to cover but by the time I reach it, I’m dripping wet. And what pisses me off more is the fact that when I do get under cover, the rain slows to an even pour just to taunt me. 
 
    I wipe the water off my face and walk into Nate’s shop looking like a drowned rat. I hear their voices before I see them, but it doesn’t take me long to find them all hovered around the Miura.  
 
    Jesse, Jackson, and Nate are all working on the body of the car like a well-oiled machine and I have to admit, watching the three of them together gives me ‘the feels’. Jesse and Nate have always been close, but seeing them welcoming Jackson in is even better. It wasn’t that long ago that having Jackson here would have caused a riot and now it’s this dangerous bromance that has me on edge every time they’re around. 
 
    Maybe I should have kept them apart for my own safety. Hell… my own sanity. 
 
    Nate looks up as I walk in and the second his eyes land on my wet hair and dripping body, he smothers a grin. Jesse and Jackson though, they don’t have the same self-control. They howl in laughter and I let out an annoyed huff. 
 
    Nate sucker punches them both and they walk away, rubbing their arms as he starts pulling off his dry shirt. 
 
    I walk over to him and before he reaches out to hold me, he peels the wet shirt from my body, wrings out my hair and slides his warm dry one over my head. I curl my hair up into a bun, pissed off that I bothered going to the effort to wash it this morning, and step out of my wet shoes. 
 
    Only then Nate finally wraps me in his arms. 
 
    I let out a satisfied sigh. This is what I’ve been looking for all day. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he murmurs as I feel two wet circles appear on the front of Nate’s dry shirt where my wet bra begins to soak through.  
 
    I close my eyes as I listen to his words rumble through his strong chest. “Better now,” I tell him. “I need a new couch though. Brylee and Tyson screwed on it all night.” 
 
    “Ugh,” he grunts in disgust. “What was she thinking? Does she know he’s seen more action than Jesse’s toilet seat?” 
 
    “By the ashamed look on her face, I’d dare say she does,” I grumble. “Have you got much work done?” 
 
    “Not enough,” he says with a sigh. “I think I’m going to have to hire someone. I can’t keep forcing the boys to help me out all the time. They have their own shit going on.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you know they love it. Any excuse to be around the great Nate Ryder.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Shut up.” He lets out a breath. “I got another two projects this week and I told them I won’t be able to get to it until the Miura is done and they still want to use me. They want to wait.” 
 
    I grin up at the guy who’s about to dominate the car industry, so damn proud of him. “You really need a whole team, don’t you?” 
 
    “If work keeps coming in like this, then yeah. Jackson said he knows a few guys who might be interested from Haven Falls.” 
 
    I scrunch up my face. “Really?” 
 
    “Just because it’s a bit rougher than here doesn’t mean they’re bad guys. Jackson and Kaylah are from Haven Falls, remember? They’re not bad.” 
 
    “Kaylah isn’t,” I scoff. “I’m starting to have second thoughts about Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson’s voice calls out through the shop. “I heard that, fucker.” 
 
    “You were meant to, dipshit,” I call back. 
 
    Nate squeezes me, stealing back my attention. “I thought you’d use the day to study.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “Nah, I’d rather be here. My house is a mess and smells like vomit,” I tell him. “I don’t think I’ll go back for a few hours. Brooke organized a cleaner and I want to make sure it’s done before I have to look at it again.” 
 
    “Good plan,” he says. 
 
    I look up at those dark, inviting eyes that I love so much. “Speaking of my studies,” I tell him. His brows pull down as he waits for me to continue. “I’m going to cut back a few classes.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts. “Are you joking?” 
 
    “No, I’ve been seriously thinking about it. I have no life anymore. I go to class, go home, study, and go to bed. Then I get up and do it all over again. I’m exhausting myself and it’s only a few weeks in. I still have seven years of this shit and I’ll never make it if I keep going,” I explain. “I think I was just excited about finally being here. This way, I can focus more on the topic I’m actually doing, rather than rushing through it so I can get to the next thing, it will be better in the long run. Besides, I kind of miss seeing you all the time.” 
 
    “I see you every night,” he grins. 
 
    “It’s not enough.” 
 
    Nate’s lips come down on mine. “Do you have any idea how fucking happy that makes me?” 
 
    I can’t help but kiss him back. “I’m hoping it means I get some extra special attention tonight.” 
 
    “You bet your sweet ass it does.” 
 
    Boyish laughter and cheering cuts through Nate’s shop and has me spinning in his arms, looking for the two man-children that we let loose around here, but when the laughter comes again, I realize they’re outside. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” I ask as Nate takes my hand and leads me towards the door of his shop. 
 
    “Who fucking knows?” he groans, clearly knowing that with these two boys, they could be up to just about anything. I mean, it’s pouring with rain outside. There’s literally nothing for them to be doing out there. 
 
    We walk past Jesse’s Range Rover and follow the sound of their childish giggling. Nate instantly sighs as a smile rips across my face. “Who let the children play in traffic?” I laugh as I watch the two shirtless idiots across the street, standing on the curb right by the massive puddle. 
 
    They laugh and high five each other every time a car speeds past and splashes the puddle up like a wave over them. 
 
    “Fuck, they’re morons,” Nate says, shaking his head, but there’s no hiding the amusement within his eyes. 
 
    A massive truck comes hurtling down the street and my eyes widen in fear. This isn’t good. They could seriously get themselves hurt, but instead of stepping back from the curb, they get even closer, waiting and watching with wide eyes in anticipation for the biggest wave yet. Almost as though its some sort of challenge they don’t want to back down from. 
 
    I shake my head. “Shit, I can’t watch.” 
 
    The truck hits the puddle and an avalanche of water sprays up over the boys with such force it knocks Jesse back on his ass. A second later, their laughter howls through the busy street. 
 
    I can’t help but grin as a slight jealousy pulses through me. I want a turn. 
 
    With that, the choice is made. I rip off Nate’s mostly dry shirt and sprint across the street in my bra, desperate to get in on the action. I mean, I’m already wet, why not enjoy myself while I’m at it?  
 
    Nate hurries across the street behind me and reaches for me. I’m about to rip my arm out of his hold, terrified he’s about to drag me back inside the shop and not let me play in traffic when he starts pulling his shirt back over my head. “I don’t give a shit if you want to play in the fucking rain and make yourself sick, but you’re not doing it in your bra so these bastards can stare at what’s mine.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to ruin your shit,” I tell him, pulling at the fabric on the now wet shirt 
 
    “Fuck the shirt.” 
 
    With that, the broody bad boy huffs and puffs while taking his dripping wet ass back inside his shop. I grin at his back but I don’t watch for long as Jesse grabs me, puts me front and center as the next car comes along and sends a wave of dirty street water over me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    We pull up at Maxen’s property and I stare at it in absolute shock. It’s been two months since the cops raided the races and even less time since Nate told me that Max was thinking about doing this.  
 
    All I can is that I’m impressed. 
 
    It looks as though Maxen has spent every single waking hour working on putting this new track together. It’s huge. It must be at least twice the size of the old track. There are safety barriers around the track, massive speakers and spotlights, there is seating for the crowds who no doubt will swarm here, there’s even a massive gate at the top of the property where each car will have to stop and pay an entry fee. Hell, he even added a separate entrance for the racers. 
 
    I don’t know how he’s done it in such a short time or who the hell was willing to help him build it, considering it’s illegal, but he certainly has made something incredible. 
 
    It’s clear there are still some things to work on, but for now, the track is ready to go and Nate has been itching to use it. 
 
    People are pouring in through Maxen’s new big gate, excited and pumped for an awesome night. It didn’t take long for word to get around what was going on here. You know, along with the threat of keeping it on the down low as to not attract the wrong attention, only for it to then shut the place down. I mean, I want to enjoy this for a bit before that happens, which it will. 
 
    Jackson would have put the word out to his friends at Haven Falls and Nate would have just looked in this general direction and had people follow him here like a bad smell. 
 
    It’s going to be a great opening night. I feel it in my bones. 
 
    Max is charging twenty dollars per person at the gate and the crowds are still pouring in. That kid is going to be making a profit in no time, especially if he does this every Friday night. He even has a proper registration for drivers wanting to race. Their cars have to meet specific guidelines in order to be allowed to race his track and they all have to sign a waiver, declaring they take full responsibility for what they’re about to do, keeping Max’s ass in the clear. 
 
    Max must have the mind of a mob boss. He’s calculating and clever in the worst possible ways, mix that with his smarts and motivation to make something of this and he is lethal. 
 
    Nate has never been so proud of him and because of that, I am too. I might even put aside my mixed feelings for him so I can enjoy tonight with Nate and the rest of our group. 
 
    Nate pulls up in a section that’s kept closed for VIP guests, which I’m assuming is our whole group seeing as though, we’re the only ones in this area. 
 
    Music is blasting through the speakers. There’s a car racing around the track doing dangerous stunts along the way, putting on a show for the crowd of onlookers and I find myself at a loss for words. 
 
    Brooke comes up beside me with the same look of astonishment on her face. “Can you believe this?” she laughs. 
 
    “I know,” I tell her, still taking it all in. “I guess this is what Maxen is capable of when his energy isn’t spent thinking about his dick.” 
 
    “I mean,” she starts, looking through the crowd, probably searching for Max. “I knew he was capable, I just didn’t expect him to pull his shit together quite so soon. I figured in another few years he might grow up, never did I expect it to happen overnight.” 
 
    “Maybe he was serious when he was telling you about his cousin. He’s put his life into perspective and now he can clearly see what he wants and how to get it.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” she muses. 
 
    “Hey,” Nate says, drawing my attention away from Brooke. “I’m racing first. I’m going to go drive down. Are you coming with me?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No, I want to watch.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he says with a wink, knowing just how turned on I get when I watch him speed around the track like a boss. 
 
    Nate leaves and I take a seat with Brooke, laughing at how Jesse and Jackson drill Tyson on Brylee. Neither of them has talked about the whole sleeping together thing at my party a few weeks ago, which would have been fine if Tyson went back to his usual man whore ways, but instead, he’s been acting different and Bry is too far away for us to be grilling her on it. 
 
    If my gut was right, I’d dare say they’ve started dating, but I guess we won’t know until either one of them finally slips up and admits it. For now, we’ll just keep on trying to torture the information out of Tyson. It’s more fun this way. 
 
    Maxen’s voice cuts through the speakers, welcoming everyone to the new and improved races and encourages them all to make big bets for the night. Next, he announces Nate’s race and I find myself up on my feet, cheering before the race has even begun.  
 
    Nate is still the most popular racer. He held all the records at the old track and he’s been talking non-stop about maintaining that top position on this one. I don’t doubt for a second that he’ll do it. 
 
    As usual, Jesse falls in beside me and we watch him race together. The track seems solid and though he’s never raced on it before, Nate seems to know it like the back of his hand already. It’s as though he was made for this. He has this natural instinct that a normal person simply doesn’t possess. 
 
    The track must be at least twice as big as the last. It’s slick and fast, and it looks as though it was made for Nate’s car. He’s racing the Camaro tonight, but I don’t doubt he’ll be coming back next week to give the Mustang a go. 
 
    He races through the track with ease, but don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing easy about it. Nate just makes it look that way. I mean, he’s traveling at speeds that I couldn’t even dream of hitting. It’s dangerous and reckless yet has my blood pumping in the best kind of way. The fact that it’s Nate in that car just makes it that much better. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Jesse cheers when the first race on the track is won by his big brother with an outstanding time. 
 
    This shit will never get old. 
 
    Another voice takes over for Maxen’s through the speakers and I turn around to find Maxen standing with Brooke, their heads bent together as they talk privately. They are too far away to hear, but from where I’m standing, they both look happy and I find myself wondering for the millionth time if this is a good thing. Brooke deserves happiness and I’m terrified that he’ll give it to her, only to take it away again. 
 
    Nate comes back up, nods towards Maxen, and a second later, takes my hand and starts pulling me away. “Where are we going?” I laugh as he grins back at me. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    The secret hidden beneath his eyes is nearly enough to kill me. I can’t stand knowing he’s up to something, but I have no choice but to wait. All that’s left for me to do is to follow where he leads and hope I’m not about to get myself in a world of trouble, but then, when would Nate ever allow me to get myself in trouble?  
 
    Oh, hold on. We spent our whole senior year getting in trouble. 
 
    I guess I just have to hope for the best. 
 
    Nate leads me all the way down to the track and at first I assume he’s bringing me down here to get a good look at the track. You know, all that up close and personal crap. But when my R8 comes driving down the road that leads from the racers entrance, my suspicions go on high alert. 
 
    First of all, who the hell has the balls to drive my car without my say so? And secondly, what the hell is it doing here? 
 
    My car comes to a stop at the top of the track as though it’s lining up to race and Nate drags me forward. “What the hell is going on?” I demand, tugging on his arm when he doesn’t give me any answers. 
 
    Puck sticks his head out the door before climbing out of my car, leaving the engine running. He wiggles his eyebrows at me, sees the look in my eye, and pisses off. I’m not in the mood to be kept in the dark right now, especially when it has something to do with my little baby. 
 
    “Nate,” I demand again. 
 
    He grins down at me and places a hand on the open door. “Get in,” he tells me. 
 
    I stand my ground. “Over my dead body.” 
 
    “Babe,” he groans. “Just get in. You’re racing.” 
 
    “The hell I am,” I seethe, proud that the pissed off set of my eyebrows remains intact. I mean, I’d love to get in that car and take a spin around the track, but I’m holding my ground to make a point. Especially after the way he acted the last time I raced this thing. Why the sudden change of heart? 
 
    It’s as though he sees the question in my eyes. He lets out a sigh and holds the door open wider. “I’m going to be with you and this track is a lot safer than Aaron’s. You’ll be up against another beginner whose car is evenly matched to yours. Besides, Max wants to make a point of allowing beginner racers so more drivers will register. He wants to grow this business and wants to use you as a pawn to do it.” 
 
    “Geez,” I scoff as a blue car pulls in beside us. I don’t recognize the girl and assume she must be from Haven Falls, but the smug smirk that plays on her lips has me wanting to wipe it straight off. “Fine,” I tell him. “But you owe me.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he says. “I saw your face when you were racing last time. You loved it just like you’re going to love this. You owe me.” 
 
    I ignore his little quip. “And you’re happy with me racing?” I question. 
 
    “I’m happy with you racing this track because I’ll be sitting right beside you.” 
 
    Nervous excitement starts seeping into my bones and I look back up at our friends to see Maxen and Brooke looking back down at us. Max is clearly explaining something to Brooke as she watches me with fear in her eyes. I give her a small smile, letting her know I’ll be ok, and turn back to Nate. “OK,” I sigh. “I’ll do it, but if we die, just know that it’s your own fault.” 
 
    “Noted.” 
 
    Nate helps me into my car and I adjust the seat from where Puck had slid it back to the absolute furthest position to fit his large body inside. I buckle myself up, fix my mirror, and get comfortable. 
 
    Now that I’m sitting in the driver’s seat, listening as the voice on the speakers announces what’s going on, I start to feel ready. In fact, more than ready. The nerves have settled and the adrenaline is rising, ready for me to kick this bitches ass. 
 
    Nate plays around with the music system and I instantly recognize the playlist he uses when he races. I can’t help but grin across at him and notice he’s gone white. He’s not at all ready. I don’t know if it’s because he’s scared for me or if he’s scared for his own life, but either way, that fucker got us into this and I’m not about to quit now. No bailing for him tonight. 
 
    I wiggle my eyebrows at him. “Buckle up.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes and glances away, but I don’t miss the low breath that escapes his lips as he reaches for his buckle. 
 
    I grin to myself and turn the music up louder. 
 
    A girl with big old boobies and short denim cut offs with her ass hanging out the back walks up between the two cars. She looks to the smirking bitch beside me and confirms she’s ready before doing the same to me. I acknowledge her by giving one of those obnoxious revs of my engine and gaining myself an embarrassed groan from Nate, making me laugh out. 
 
    The girl holds a handkerchief above her head and laughter quickly bubbles out of me.  
 
    This means business. 
 
    “You got this?” Nate questions. 
 
    “Got it,” I announce confidently. 
 
    “Then let’s do this.” 
 
    The girl drops the handkerchief and I hit the gas.  
 
    I take off like a bat out of hell and my R8 lurches forward, speeding off down the track and gripping to the road in a way I wasn’t expecting, giving me the confidence to push even harder. 
 
    The first corner comes up and Nate tries to talk me through it, but honestly, I don’t think I’m hearing a single word he’s saying. My concentration is right up and although he means well, I don’t want to get distracted. 
 
    I turn the steering wheel and my car sails around the corner as though it has done it a million times. Coming out of the corner, I push myself out in front of the smirking bitch and get a proud, “good,” from Nate. 
 
    We keep going and I make sure to watch the girl in my mirror. She does well to stay right up behind me, but not once do I let her take the lead, no matter how hard she’s trying. I bet if I took just a second to concentrate on her face through the mirror, I’d see nothing but a scowl, but she’s going to have to face the facts, she’s not getting past me. Not today. Not ever. 
 
    Nate continues educating me on the track and I continue ignoring him, all the while he thinks I’m taking in every little detail. Instead, I listen to the beat of the music as the adrenaline pumps through my veins. 
 
    I take the next few corners and squeeze down on the steering wheel when I nearly lose control on a sharp bend. Nate keeps me going and I manage to remain in the lead, despite how my heart is hammering away in my chest. 
 
    I see the finish line approaching but I don’t want to just win, I want to kill it. My eyes flick across to Nate’s for the briefest second and as if reading my mind, he nods. 
 
    I shift gears and hit the gas, pushing my R8 faster than it’s ever gone before. I hit the last stretch and I look up into the mirror once more. The girl tries to do the same but I’ve hit it a lot faster than she has, propelling me further down the track and creating an even bigger divide between our two cars.  
 
    “Yeah, babe,” Nate laughs, slamming his fist down on the dashboard in excitement. 
 
    I cross the finish line a second later and I barely manage to keep still. I unbuckle myself and throw my body across my car and into Nate’s waiting arms. 
 
    The first time I raced was scary as hell at the same time as being one of the most incredible things I’ve ever done, but this was so much better than that. Having Nate by my side the whole time, knowing I had his approval and encouragement meant the absolute world to me. 
 
    I don’t know how he does it, but Nathaniel Ryder just keeps giving me things that I never knew I needed. 
 
    I crush my lips down on his and within an instant he’s taking over control, showing me that even though I just dominated that race, he has the power to dominate over my body. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Hit me with it,” Maxen says from his position on my couch as he waits for Brooke to do whatever the hell she’s doing. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask, reaching for my textbook on the coffee table and placing it on top of the nice little pile of textbooks that I need for tomorrow’s classes. I turn to face him, waiting for his answer. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot,” he says, earning himself a scoff from me. He rolls his eyes and continues. “I know you have questions and concerns about me, so go ahead. Ask them.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow, wondering if this guy is for real. I mean, he must not understand what kind of questions I need answered. “You sure you want to go there?” I ask him, studying his response. 
 
    He nods his head. Firm and confident. “Like I said, hit me with it.” 
 
    My eyebrow remains propped. The idiot asked for it, so why not give him what he wants? “Why the hell are you sneaking your slimly little ass back into Brooke’s life?” 
 
    “Because I love her.” 
 
    “As simple as that, huh” I scoff. “I’m sorry, but I’m not buying it. Someone who loves another does not cheat on them and treat them the way you did during senior year.” 
 
    “I know,” he tells me. “I was an ass and I made the biggest mistake of my life. I had a great thing going with Brooke and I messed around on her. That’s something I’ll have to deal with for the rest of my life. At the time, I didn’t think twice about it, but now, I regret it wholeheartedly. I threw away the best thing that ever happened to me.” 
 
    “So, you want to worm your way back in so you can do it all over again? You know you don’t deserve another chance with her. Not after what you did. You broke her into a million tiny little pieces and I was the one who had to put her back together.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know that. I watched it all from a distance. I saw her hurting every day and it’s killed me knowing that I did that to her.” 
 
    “Then why come back? She was doing better. Hell, she even started dating again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he scoffs. “We all know how well that went.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. It’s not exactly something I want to remember either.  
 
    “Look,” he continues. “Facts are that no matter what, I love her. I always have and I always will. I know that I don’t deserve to have another chance, and hell, I’m fucking lucky that she’s even giving me a shot to be in her life right now.”  
 
    “You want to know my intentions?” he continues. “Well, here they are. I want her back. I want to love her right and I want to love her more. I want to be consumed by her. Everything she does, I want to be a part of. Now, I’m no fool. I know there’s a very good chance she’ll never let me in like that again, but for now, I’m just happy being around her. If she decides later on down the track that she can forgive me and consider a future with me, then that’s amazing. If not, then she’ll know that I’ll always be right here, loving and supporting her. No matter what.” Maxen pauses a second and watches me. “Does that answer all your questions.” 
 
    I think it over for a minute. “Say she comes around and allows you to try again, how do we know that you won’t hurt her again? I doubt she could just trust you after that.” 
 
    “I guess that’s something you don’t know. Only I know that I will never do it again and that’s something you’ll have to learn to trust. I’ve learned the hard way and lost the woman I loved over foolish shit and I’m not prepared to do it again. I want to fight for her and I want to prove to her that she can love and trust me again. I want to have babies with her. I want my ring on her finger. I want it all, I just have to get her to see that first.” 
 
    “You know there’s a chance that she doesn’t feel that way about you anymore.” 
 
    “Really?” he scoffs. “You see the way she looks at me just as clear as I see the way you look at Nate. She loves me just the same as the first day we got together, that’s the one thing I can always count on. But you’re right. there’s a chance she won’t give me the time of day after finding out that I want her back. She might not be willing to risk letting me in again.” 
 
    I shake my head at him. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “If I was in your position, I wouldn’t like it either.” 
 
    “You’ve really changed, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve changed,” he tells me, considering my question. “I’m still the same person, I still make stupid mistakes, but I like to think I’ve grown up. Things that I would have done last year aren’t exactly things that I’d consider doing now. I want to make something of myself and I want Brooke there, by my side. I’m my best self when she’s around and I want to be that for her, even if it means watching all those bullshit shows she likes.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. “I should have kicked you in the nuts harder last year. She’s not going to be able to resist that gooey crap your spouting.” 
 
    A throat clears behind me and we both jump before spinning around to find Brooke leaning against the wall at the opening of the hallway with watery eyes. Maxen goes white. “Fuck,” he panics. "How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    “Since the words ‘hit me with it’,” she tells him. 
 
    I think back and realize those were the words the first said and that she’s heard the entire conversation. I try to pull her attention away. "Are you ok?” 
 
    She doesn’t respond, just looks back at Max before slowly walking forward. She comes around the front of the couch so she can face him front on. Not a flicker of emotion crosses her face, the only sign that this means anything to her is the watery eyes, though I can’t tell if it’s a good watery or a bad watery. 
 
    She steps forward, placing herself right in front him before she drops down and straddles his thighs. Maxen’s hands instantly take her waist and I watch as his thumb rubs back and forth over her skin. She watches him for a second, both remaining silent, the only sound throughout the house are their shallow, nervous breaths mixed with my impatient ones.  
 
    “Do you mean it?” she finally questions. 
 
    He nods, not once moving his eyes from hers. “Every fucking word.” 
 
    She swallows and the tears finally drop from her eyes, making me realize I’m still sitting here in what should be a private moment between the two. 
 
    Brooke’s lips come down on his as I make a hasty exit.  
 
    I hurry down to my room and grab my phone off the charger before searching through my things for my keys. I know I put them here somewhere, the only question is where? 
 
    I find them kicked under my bed and grin at the little bastards. Gotcha. 
 
    I jam them down into my pocket before making my way back out. I stop by the kitchen and scrawl a little note, letting Brooke know that I’ll go to Nate’s mom’s place for the night to give them privacy to talk and… well, I’m assuming catch up for missed time. 
 
    I think I can safely say that they’re back together, and watching them now on the couch, I can see it’s a good thing. Maxen really has grown up from the foolish boy he was in high school. He’s a man now, a man who knows what he wants and how to get it. A man who knows right from wrong and is willing to do whatever it takes to earn trust and forgiveness. 
 
    Before that talk I was hesitant, but now, I can see that this is what’s best for her, and from the look in her eye, I’d dare say she agrees. He still needs to earn my trust back, but for now, we’re cordial. 
 
    I pull my phone out of my pocket as I finish up with the note and call Nate. He picks up on the third ring before his low voice cuts through the line, making all my insides swirl with need. “Hey, babe. What’s up” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Just finishing work. I was about to come home.” 
 
    “No, don’t bother,” I laugh, passing the two making out on the couch on my way to the door. “I think Brooke and Max just got back together and they’re fornicating on the couch.” 
 
    “Really?” he laughs. “About fucking time. He’s been pining over her for the past few months.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I walk down to my car. “Yeah, well they could have waited until I left the house.” 
 
    “Are you coming here?” he questions. 
 
    “Nah, I thought I’d go to your mom’s place. Hang out with Jesse and Kaylah until you’re done. We might have to stay there the night.” 
 
    “Mom would love that,” he laughs. “I’ll be there in-” 
 
    My body is slammed hard into the door of my car. I cry out in pain, taking in the hand shoved hard against my back. What the hell is happening? 
 
    “Babe?” Nate questions. 
 
    A large body presses in behind me and not a second later, I see his reflection in the car window. 
 
    Josh Henderson. 
 
    “Nate,” I yell. “It’s Josh.” The phone is ripped from my fingers before it’s thrown down onto the pavement, smashing into tiny little pieces. His laugh sounds in my ear as his chest vibrates against my back. 
 
    I try to squirm from his touch but he’s holding on too tight. I don’t doubt my body is already covered in bruises. His hand curls around my mouth, clamping down and keeping me from screaming out as my eyes frantically search the street for anybody passing by. 
 
    It’s no use, it’s completely empty and Brooke and Maxen are way too caught up with each other to notice anything is going on outside the door. 
 
    “Night, night,” he says a moment later, meeting my eyes in the car window. The hand on my mouth curls around until the crook of his elbow is pressed against my neck. He pulls tight and I want nothing more than to let out an ear-shattering scream, but I can’t suck in a breath to make it happen. 
 
    His hold around my neck tightens as he flexes his muscles. 
 
    I take short quick breaths, breathing in what I can as I claw at his arm, but my mind soon grows foggy.  
 
    I’m running out of oxygen. 
 
    With wicked laughter in my ear, he completely cuts off my airway and the world falls into darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Nate 
 
      
 
    "Nate," Tora yells, her voice filled with nothing but undeniable terror. "It's Josh." 
 
    My heart comes to an immediate stop as all my fears come to haunt me with those two simple words I’ve been dreading hearing over the past few months. I knew it was coming. I fucking knew it. I just hoped against it. 
 
    After a whole fucking year, he finally managed to get to her and there's no knowing what he's going to do.  
 
    "Get back in the house. Fucking run," I roar down the line. 
 
    No response. 
 
    "Tora?" I demand, desperate to hear that angelic voice coming through the line. 
 
    I run to the car with the phone held tightly against my ear, launching myself over things that lay on the ground, desperate to get into my car. "Tora?" I yell again only to get no fucking answer. 
 
    I hear rustling in the background and knowing how fucking scared she would be, has me pushing myself faster. Harder. I need to get to her. 
 
    I swear to any fucking god that's out there if that fucker harms even a single hair on her beautiful head, I'm going to end him once and for all. 
 
    As I drop down into my Camaro, more rustling sounds before the line goes completely dead. 
 
    "Fuck." 
 
    Pure panic overwhelms me as thoughts I've never dared to think start circling my mind. I have to get to her. Something screams inside my head that he’s got her. What if she couldn’t get away? What if he hurts her? What if he tries the same bullshit as he tried last year and I can’t get to her in time? 
 
    I peel out of my shop faster than I've ever driven on any track and race towards our place. I think back to what Tora was saying on the phone and remember her telling me Maxen was there with Brooke.  
 
    Within a second, I bring up his number and hit call. 
 
    The phone rings out and goes to voicemail, and at that moment, I’ve never wanted to hate my cousin more. I could strangle his neck right now and not give it a second thought. Choosing a fucking pussy over answering my call. If he wasn’t so consumed with Brooke, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. Tora wouldn’t have felt the need to abandon her home and put herself at risk like that. She wouldn’t be terrified and she sure as hell wouldn’t be fighting to save herself. 
 
    I get to our home in about four minutes and narrowly avoid hitting the house as I race my car into the drive. Tora’s car is still parked on the side of the street and I don’t miss the smashed glass and crumpled metal of her phone on the sidewalk. 
 
    I hurry up the path to the front door and slam through it. “Tora?” I yell frantically as I find Brooke and Maxen about to start fucking on the couch. They both gasp as I intrude on their special little moment. Brooke hastily covers her tits while Maxen looks as though he’s about to tear me apart for interrupting. 
 
    The look in my eye has them both shutting the fuck up. “Is Tora here?” 
 
    “What?” Max grunts. “She just left.” 
 
    Realization hits me like a bullet to the chest.  
 
    She couldn’t get away. 
 
    “Why aren’t you answering your fucking phone?” I roar. “Josh just took Tora from out the front and you were too fucking busy getting your dick wet to keep her safe.” Brooke’s eyes widen in fear as they both spring to their feet. I throw myself back out the door and yell over my shoulder. “Call the boys. I want every mother fucker out there looking for her.” 
 
    I drop back down in my car and try to work out where the hell he would have taken her. I come up blank. I have no idea where the fucker lives and no idea who the hell he’s been hanging out with.  
 
    All I know is that football was once his life, so that’s where I’m starting. 
 
    I reverse out of the drive and punch the gas until I’m flying down the street, heading towards one of the many houses that the football team rent from the college.  
 
    I call Jesse on the way, and thankfully my brother is smart enough to answer the fucking phone when I call. “What’s up?” he yawns. 
 
    “It’s Tora,” I say, getting straight to the point. “Josh took her. I need you here.” 
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    I hear him getting up and racing around. “Where do you want me?” 
 
    “Don’t know yet. Just start heading this way,” I tell him as I speed around the corner and head straight through a red light, getting honked by pissed off drivers. “We take him down once and for all.” 
 
    “I’ll call the boys.” 
 
    I hang up, not bothering to tell him that Max already is. The more calls that are placed, the better the chance is of getting to my girl and making that fucker pay. 
 
    No one touches my girl and gets away with it. 
 
    I pull up at a house that I only know of due to the many parties held here every few weeks. I could have gone down to Jackson’s place, but I know he’s out and it’s further away. I want answers now, and I won’t stop until I get them. 
 
    I barge my way into the house and four guys sitting around a PlayStation jump to their feet, ready to take defense to any threat of their home. “What the fuck?” some dude in a yellow shirt demands, taking lead. “You can’t just barge your way in here.” 
 
    “The fuck I can’t,” I growl, ready and willing to knock this fucker out if he doesn’t give me what I want. 
 
    “Whoa, calm down,” some other guy says, stepping forward and placing a hand on the yellow guy’s chest. Familiarity pulls at me but I don’t have the patience to work out how I know him. “This is Nate Ryder. He’s cool.” The guy turns to me. “What’s up, man? What do you need?” 
 
    The longer I look at him, the more obvious it becomes. I went to school with this guy. He was on the football team and naturally, I had nothing to do with him. I don’t bother to remember his name. “Josh Henderson,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah,” the guy scoffs. “What about him?” 
 
    “Where can I find him?” 
 
    “Aw, come on, man,” the footballer laughs as his housemates watch on with curious eyes. “Are you guys still at each other’s throats? Wasn’t this shit buried last year?” 
 
    “Where is he?” I demand. 
 
    His eyes widen. “Fuck,” he grunts with a cringe, clearly remembering who he’s talking to. “Yeah, um… He’s been hanging out with this frat house. They live just off campus.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nah, man. You don’t want to get involved with those guys. They’re bad news.” 
 
    “Josh just took Tora off the side of the fucking road. I ain’t playing games. Now, tell me where the fuck to find him.” 
 
    His eyes widen again, but this time for a whole new reason. “Shit,” he says. “It’s the big brick house opposite the gas station. The one with the broken letterbox.” 
 
    “How many of them are there?” 
 
    “I couldn’t be sure,” he says as the yellow shirt guy speaks up. “Maybe thirty of them. Only a few live there, but it’s their main house, people are always there. They’re into some heavy shit. They won’t hesitate to fight, and believe me, they fight dirty.” 
 
    “Good,” I grunt. I could use a fucking dirty fight right now, especially if I find anyone has touched her. It'd be more than fucking dirty then. 
 
    I turn and storm back out the door but a voice calls behind me. “Wait. Tora’s a cool chick. I don’t want her getting hurt by Josh again,” the kid from high school says, quickly glancing between me and his boys inside. “We’re in. You’re going to need all the help you can get.” 
 
    I nod, truly appreciating it, but I don’t have time for all the bullshit ‘thank you’s’ right now. Tora is depending on me to get to her, and that trumps everything. “Then hurry the fuck up. I’m not waiting for anybody. Call all your boys. I’m taking these fuckers down.” 
 
    He nods and not a second later, the four of them are piling out of the house and climbing up into someone’s truck. They peel out of the driveway right behind me as I speed down the road. 
 
    Flashbacks of the first time Josh grabbed her seep through my mind, just as they always do every time Josh is around. I want to wring his fucking neck for what he did to her. The recording he took of her back in that broom closet plays on repeat, over and over again and I have to force it out of my mind. I need to focus. 
 
    I grab my phone and call Jesse, knowing he’s probably driving around the streets with the rest of the boys, waiting for my call. 
 
    He answers with one word. “Where?” he demands, not bothering to ask if I was able to find something. He knows I get the job done. Every fucking time. Just as I know he’s circling the streets with Jackson, Tyson, Maxen, and Puck, each of them ready to go. 
 
    I give him directions and he tells me they’re two minutes away.  
 
    I throw my phone down, not bothering to check if I even ended the call. All that matters now is getting to her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I wake with a start as a sharp pain stings my arm. 
 
    My eyes flick open and a gasp sails out of me. I scramble away from the dark eyes staring down at me in pleasure. 
 
    Josh laughs as though my fear is his elixir for life and I rear back, but it’s not exactly the easiest thing to do on this small couch. “Where are you going, princess?” he laughs as he places something down on the table beside him. “It’s taken me so long to find you, we wouldn’t want to end our fun so soon.” 
 
    I risk taking my eyes off him for a second and look down at the table. Bile rises in my throat as I take in the syringe sitting before me and recall the sharp sting in my arm. 
 
    My eyes instantly flick down to see a drop of blood running its way down my arm towards my wrist before I look back at Josh. “What did you do?” I demand. “What did you give me?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” he smirks with a dark amusement within his eyes. “Just something I’ve made up to help you relax. You’re so freaking uptight. It’s a party. We’re here to have fun. You should be thankful,” he laughs. “My guys pay big money to get this shit and I’ve just given it to you for free.” 
 
    I suck in a breath, but he continues on. “You know, I would have gotten you sooner. I saw you at that party a few months ago and I would have taken you then, but those fuckers, Jackson and Jesse wouldn’t leave you the fuck alone. Took me until now to realize that was your actual place.” 
 
    As he says the words ‘party’, I forget about the fact that he just admitted to dealing drugs and distantly notice the music coming from somewhere within the house, maybe downstairs? I don’t know, but a brief relief flows through me knowing there are other people here. Maybe I have a shot of getting out of this fucked up situation. 
 
    I go to stand, but Josh thrusts his hand into my shoulder, forcing me back down into the couch with a hard push. “Not yet, sweetheart,” he says, fingering the syringe. “You’ll need a few minutes for this baby to sink in, then we can party all you want.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I question, looking around the room for some kind of out. “I haven’t done anything to you, yet you won’t leave me the hell alone.” 
 
    “You think you’re innocent in all this?” he yells. “My whole life has been fucked up because of you and your golden fucking pussy. If only you just gave it up to start with, none of this shit would have happened.” 
 
    “You tried to rape me in a broom closet,” I yell back at him as the blood pulsing through my body begins to feel like lead. My arms grow heavy and then my legs. “You had everything going for you at the start of senior year. You fucked it all up yourself.” 
 
    Josh’s hand flashes out with a speed I didn’t know was humanly possible before it slaps hard and fast across my face, instantly stinging the skin beneath it. “It was you and that fucking boyfriend of yours,” he yells back at me, going red in the face. “If it wasn’t for him, I would still be playing football. I lost my fucking scholarship. I lost my school. My friends. I lost my parent’s respect.” 
 
    “That had nothing to do with us. It was all you,” I tell him. "Whether or not me and Nate were together, I still would have turned you down and I still would have told the world what you did to me. You would have lost it all with or without Nate. You only have yourself and your fucked-up actions to blame. And now you’ve gone and done this,” I add. “You think me or Nate are going to let you get away with it? You think you have nothing now? Just wait until we’re done with you.” 
 
    Josh smirks down at me as though I’m some misbehaved child having a tantrum. “It’s funny. You were just collateral. I even kind of liked you at the start. A bit whiney but I bet you would have gone off in the sack. I would have probably left you alone after that, but your fucking boyfriend had to step in. Nate Fucking Ryder. He gets whatever the fuck he wants. Doesn’t even have to try. The school. The car. Popularity. The girls. Every fucking bastard out there is either scared shitless of him or wants to be his best fucking friend. That was supposed to be me. I was the fucking quarterback. Not him. Well, guess what? It’s all fucking over. I’m going to destroy him.” 
 
    I scoff as my mind starts to grow foggy. All I want is to close my eyes and make it stop, but passing out with Josh Henderson before me is not an option. I have to keep him talking. “Nate doesn’t get destroyed,” I inform him. “He destroys people. You should know, you’re a prime example.” 
 
    “A year ago, I would have agreed with you, but Nate has a weakness now, and I have you to thank for that.” 
 
    I suck in a shallow breath and try to focus on what he says as it starts to dawn on me. This past year. All the times he’s shown up at Broken Hill parties. It wasn’t to get at me. It was to use me against Nate.  
 
    All this time, it’s been Nate he was after. Not me. How could we not see this? 
 
    “What are you going to do?” I demand. 
 
    “Well, it’s one simple fix. Two birds, one stone, really,” he beams, proud of whatever plan he’s concocted. “In order to destroy Nate, I’m going to destroy you.” 
 
    “You’re going to rape me?” I scoff, absolutely terrified, but I won’t dare show him. 
 
    “Ha,” he laughs. “I’m not remotely interested in getting between your legs. You’re trash now. Used up and worn out,” he spits in disgust. “You used to be innocent. A virgin. I would have popped that fucking cherry. I was going to pop it, but that’s another thing Nate took away from me.” 
 
    “I never would have given it to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he laughs. “You would have.” 
 
    “You’re fucking delusional.” 
 
    “And you’re a fucking whore,” he yells, losing his calm demeanor once again. “Do you have any idea what that fucking bastard did to me? He took everything away. I paid for what I did to you over and over again. And now, just when I think I’ve gotten rid of the fucker, he shows back up.” 
 
    “He didn’t do anything to you that you didn’t deserve.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he yells. “Over the past year, I’ve been beaten by him and his friends seven fucking times. The last one, I lost the ability to play ball. Do you have any idea what that’s like?” My mind starts to swirl through the fog. Seven times? No, that’s not right.  
 
    I don’t have time to think about it further as Josh continues. “Do you know after my transfer, he told the school about my sealed record? Had me thrown off that football team too? I lost my scholarship because of him. Then just when I thought I was going to get past it and got myself into college out of state where no one knew who the fuck I was, he fucked that up for me tool.” 
 
    This is news to me, but I’m not about to tell him that. “You think you deserved a fresh start?” I scoff as my whole body grows lethargic. My head starts to spin as whatever drug he gave me takes effect. I don’t know how much longer I can hold this drug off. Hell, half the stuff he’s saying isn’t even making sense anymore. 
 
    “I’m stuck here in Broken Fucking Hill with a bunch of assholes who think they know what the fuck went down. I can’t get away from this shit, so now, if he’s forcing me to stay here, then things are going to change. The shoe is on the other foot and every damn thing he’s done to me is going to get thrown back in his face.” 
 
    My eyes begin to close and Josh steps forward. “I guess it’s show time.” 
 
    He reaches for me and I try to fight off his hands, but I don’t have much control. My body aches and everywhere he touches just makes it worse. “Stop,” I tell him. 
 
    He stands me up and I have to lean my body weight against him as my knees threaten to fall out from under me. Josh studies my body for a second before reaching for my clothes. He tears my shirt across my stomach, leaving it exposed before popping the buttons around my chest, making sure to tear the button straight off the fabric. “Much better,” he declares. 
 
    “Whaaa?” I demand as I start to lose control of my speech. 
 
    “I told you,” he grins. "We’re going to party with my friends. Can’t you hear it? Everybody is waiting to meet you.” 
 
    My stomach sinks as he grabs me and tosses me over his shoulder as though my dead weight is nothing for him to manage. He rests his hand on my ass and makes a point of squeezing it. “No,” I yell out, unable to get much more than that. 
 
    Josh turns and walks to the door before heading down the hallway to a set of stairs. The house is dark and I find that I can’t focus on anything. Doorways seem to duplicate and my head continues to spin. 
 
    I want Nate. I want to go home. 
 
    Where is he? 
 
    Josh walks down the stairs and the flashing lights make me want to throw up. I squeeze my eyes closed, wishing this was just a bad dream. 
 
    My eyes pop back open when Josh comes to a stop outside a room. He grabs me and pulls me back over his shoulder, letting me fall to my feet. 
 
    I instantly crumble down to the ground, unable to hold my weight. Josh’s booming laugh is heard over the sound of the music. “Pathetic,” he tells me, and for once, I agree. I feel completely pathetic. I should be able to defend myself, yet here I am, putty in his hands to do whatever he pleases. I can’t even call for help. 
 
    Josh reaches down and hauls me to my feet. All I want to do is cry, yet I can’t even do that. 
 
    I have absolutely no control over my body, all I can do is watch as he opens the door and ushers me inside a room full of boys. Maybe fifteen of them at least.  
 
    The room is filled with smoke and I don’t have what it takes to work out what the smoke is from. Cigarettes maybe? Though, something tells me it’s much harder than that. 
 
    There are beer bottles everywhere and the second I’m pushed through the door, their eyes fall on me like vultures. 
 
    Josh grins like he’s bringing them a well deserved gift. “She’s all ready to go, boys,” he tells the room, making them all lick their lips and rub their hands together in anticipation. “Show my friend here a good time.” 
 
    He pushes me forward and I fall into the arms of someone I’ve never met. He holds me up and I watch as Josh turns to leave. He stops in the doorway and looks back at me before indicating up. My eyes follow the movement and take in a camera. “Just like old times, hey?” 
 
    Just like that, the door closes behind him and I’m left in the clutches of fifteen boys I’ve never met before, all reaching out to touch me.  
 
    My mind is screaming to get away but my body isn’t responding.  
 
    My head spins. I need to sit down. I see a seat and I go to it, but all that makes me do is fall. Someone catches me. More hands on my body. 
 
    I feel lips against my neck.  
 
    A chuckle behind me. 
 
    I need water. I need to close my eyes. I need to lay down. 
 
    I need Nate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Nate 
 
      
 
    I pull up at the frat house just as Jesse’s Range Rover pulls in behind me. Just looking at the place it’s clear they don’t take care of it. There are empty bottles scattered all over the yard, the grass is dead in patches, probably from where guys piss all over it. There’s graffiti up the side of the house and not to mention, there’s a foul fucking smell coming from somewhere. 
 
    I fly out of my car and Jesse comes up beside me, just as I knew he would. Behind us, Maxen, Puck, and Tyson flank us, and for the first time, Jackson is right there too. The guys from the football team show up and storm up the path in our wake. 
 
    No one asks me about them, just accept it for what it is. We usually don’t allow people in on this shit. We handle business ourselves, but today is different. Today we could be facing down thirty guys. I know we’re fucking good, but we’re still human. 
 
    My girl is somewhere inside that house, I can feel it. She’d be terrified for what could happen. She could be locked in a room while some bastard touches her. She could be hurt. She could be crying. She could be screaming out for help, wondering why the hell no one is coming for her. 
 
    All I know is that not a damn thing is coming in between me and her. I’m getting her out of there if it’s the last thing I do. Then as soon as I know she’s safe. Josh Fucking Henderson is going down. 
 
    We fly up to the door and I can hardly think anymore. I’m not someone you want to mess with right now because I can guarantee, anyone who stands in my way is going down. 
 
    I bring my foot up and slam it into the door, splintering the wood before the door flies off its hinges. Without giving them another second of warning, we barge our way through the door. 
 
    Bodies are littering the house and it doesn’t take them long to notice the threat. They jump into action, most of them too drunk or high to put up a good fight. People come at us straight away, but I dodge and weave, letting the boys handle it.  
 
    I have one goal in mind and as soon as that goal is completed, I’ll be more than happy to put these fuckers in their place, but for now, sweet revenge will have to wait. 
 
    The boys stay right up behind me as I make my way deeper into the house. I realize it’s the football team who have taken on the majority of the douchebags in the house and realize it’s probably for the best. I don’t know what’s hiding behind each door but I do know that I want them at my back just in case. 
 
    As we pass a staircase, Tyson and Puck dart up it, covering the top level and doing a quick sweep, assuming that the bedrooms would most likely be empty during this time of the day. 
 
    I continue making my way around the bottom level. Maxen kicks in a bathroom door as Jesse calls out Tora’s name. Though the music is loud and I doubt she’d be able to hear a thing. 
 
    The bathroom is empty and is an absolute mess, so we move on. We pass an open living space which has two couples fucking. One on the couch and one spread wide over a pool table, not one bit of shame when they watch us pass. 
 
    Some of the football players catch up to us as we make our way to the end, coming to the very last door on the ground floor of the house. 
 
    As I bring my foot up, I distantly notice Tyson and Puck racing back down the stairs, neither of them with my girl in their arms. 
 
    I don’t hesitate for a second. My shoe slams into the locked door and the wood caves like a fucking bitch. The door comes straight off the hinges, splintering into tiny pieces from the force. 
 
    The first thing I notice is the bodies crammed into the room, each of them covered by a thick layer of smoke which rushes out the door and into the hallway. The music in here is just as loud and I wouldn’t be surprised if no one hears the door breaking down 
 
    The room is crowded with boys, each of them with their attention on something in the center of the room, but what really gets me is the way that half the guys here have their dicks in their hands. 
 
    My stomach drops as my eyes scan across the room. Something tells me this is it. She’s in here somewhere. One girl in a room full of guys. 
 
    I barge my way in with my boys at my back. They instantly start grabbing guys and laying into them. Fists fly and it doesn’t take long for these fuckers to go down. It’s a fucking riot. The crowd begins to thin and my world is crushed when I finally lay my eyes on her. 
 
    Tora stands in the middle of the room in ripped underwear, in fact, standing is not the word to use. She’s being held up by two guys, each of them grinding into her from the sides. Her clothes lay around the room, all in ripped pieces of material. 
 
    Her eyes are closed and her head is lolled to the side. A tear stains her cheek and I yell out to her. “Tora.” 
 
    She doesn’t respond, but her eyelids flutter, giving me the tiniest bit of hope. 
 
    Hands are all over her. On her stomach. Cupping between her legs. Her breasts. Her neck. Hickey’s mark her skin. It’s clear that she’s been drugged and I pray to god that whatever has been forced into her system will make her forget the details of what’s gone on here. 
 
    The guys watch her with a strange familiarity as though this isn’t something new. This is something that happens all the time. There’s none of that rushed excitement that comes from the first time. This is routine. They’ve done this to girls before. The questions is; how many? 
 
    Fury pulses through me and in the blink of an eye, I launch forward. I push bodies out of my way, desperate to get to her. I clock someone in the jaw and hear the familiar sound of a bone breaking, and fuck, it feels good.  
 
    The guys are so taken by Tora, that half of them don’t even notice us coming, not until I get to the center and sucker punch the guy on her right. He doubles over and falls to the floor.  
 
    Tora falls into the other guy who scrambles to hold her up while I bring my foot back and slam it into the ribs of the guy on the floor. 
 
    Next up. The guy on her left. 
 
    I grab his shoulders as Tora lolls to the side in his arm. I slam my forehead right into his face, instantly breaking his nose as a rush of blood comes spurting out of it. He releases her and goes down. 
 
    Tora crumbles towards the ground. 
 
    I reach out and catch her, instantly scooping her into my arms as the sound of sirens begins wailing throughout the house. Relief pours through me, knowing she’s safe in my arms and no more harm can come her way, but her eyes haven’t opened, she’s breathing erratic, tears are still staining her cheeks, and I haven’t gotten her out of here. Not to mention, Josh still hasn’t paid for this. 
 
    It’s not over yet. Not even close. 
 
    I turn to make my way out of the back room and have to weave my way through flying fists, fallen bodies, and splattering blood. 
 
    As I make my way towards the door, I notice a fucking camera, sitting atop the door frame and that awful day in high school is once again at the forefront of my mind. 
 
    That sick fucking bastard. He’s been sitting back watching her get abused. Humiliated. He would have sat back and watched her get raped. Over and over again. 
 
    I bet the fucker isn’t even here. He’s probably watching from some dark room, getting himself off. I look straight into the camera, promising him that I’m coming for him before I reach up and grab the stupid thing, tearing it off the wall and away from the cords connected to it. 
 
    I swear if this is live streamed… fuck. I don’t even know what I’ll do. 
 
    I get out of the room just as the cops start forcing their way into the house. I slip out a side door, knowing they’ll probably detain me at the door, not letting me out until they know what’s going on, but that’s not what Tora needs. She needs to be out in the fresh air. She needs to get help.  
 
    “Nate,” she cries. 
 
    I look down at her as I hurry around the side of the house. Her eyes are still closed and my heart breaks as I realize she’s calling out for me, needing me, wondering where I am. Does she know I got her out? Does she recognize the feel of my arms around her body? 
 
    “I’m here, baby. You’re safe,” I tell her. “I’m going to get you help.” 
 
    More tears stream down her face and I wonder if she’s in any pain. She doesn’t look physically hurt. 
 
    I break out into the front yard to see the place swarmed by cop cars. They notice me immediately and three big guys come hurtling towards me, probably wanting to restrain me, assuming I’m sneaking off with some poor defenseless girl to have my wicked way with her. 
 
    “Help,” I call out. They slow their pace instantly, reconsidering the scene before them. “She needs help. An ambulance. They gave her something.” 
 
    I get out into the center of the yard and the cops surround me, instructing me to lay her down. I do just that and instantly pull my shirt over my head, covering her body from their eyes. I drop down beside her, hating how she isn’t moving. “Come on, Tora, Open your eyes.” 
 
    A big fat guy comes up to me, looking like the guy in charge. “Son, what did she take?” 
 
    I glare up at him. “She didn’t take anything. She was plucked off the street an hour ago and brought here,” I growl, looking back down at her and scanning her body for any injuries. I take in the thin trail of blood that goes from the vein in her elbow and pools in a dried mess at her wrist. “Fuck. She was injected.” 
 
    The cop seems to notice this at the same time as I go to reach for her arm. “Don’t,” he demands, catching my wrist and thrusting my hand back at my side. “You’ll contaminate it. We can swab her arm and find out what she was given.” 
 
    I nod my head, close to breaking point. “Just… get her help,” I beg, not even giving a shit about getting at Josh right now. All that matters is getting her help. I’ll worry about Josh later. 
 
    “We will,” the cop says. “The ambulance is on the way.” 
 
    I nod again as I distantly notice cops coming out the front door, each with a student in handcuffs being led towards the cop cars. I watch for a second, hoping none of them are my boys. As for the football players who came to help, I don’t know. I wouldn’t be able to recognize them, but if they’re in trouble for helping, you bet your ass I’m going to get them out. 
 
    I remember the camera. I search around for it and find it in the grass at my knee. I instantly hand it over, not wanting to see it. Not if it’s anything like the last one video I saw of her. “What’s this?” the cop asks, taking it from me. 
 
    “They were recording it,” I say, looking back down at Tora as her body begins to shiver. “What they did to her.” 
 
    I run my hands up and down her arms, trying to keep her warm. It’s killing me that I can’t pull her into me and hold her, but this is what she needs. So instead of dwelling on it and making the thoughts inside my head worse, I distract myself by talking to the cop. I let him know exactly what went down tonight. I tell him about our past. I tell him every tiny little thing Josh has done over the past year to hurt my girl, and then I make sure he knows that with or without their help, Josh is going down.  
 
    With that, the cops around me go to check over the camera and I don’t doubt they’re going to find some pretty incriminating evidence. I can only guess what else is on that thing. A moment later, some woman comes over and takes a swab of Tora’s arm before doing some bullshit science crap that I don’t bother paying attention to. 
 
    “Hey,” a familiar voice calls out. I look up to see Maxen being carted off by a cop. My eyes naturally rake over his body from head to toe, making sure he wasn’t hurt during the fight. Confident he’s fine, I focus back on his face. “She ok?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head and his eyes close for the briefest second, most likely with a ton of guilt coursing through his body. After all, he was there. This happened on the other side of the fucking door to him and I don’t doubt it will take a while for me to be able to forgive him. Hell, he won’t be forgiving himself anytime soon. Same goes for Brooke.  
 
    “You find Josh?” I call across the yard. 
 
    “No. He wasn’t in there,” he says, trying to pull against the guy leading him away. “We’ll get him,” he promises. The next second, he’s forced into a cop car and the door is slammed closed behind him, but I’m not worried. We have the camera that shows our innocence in all this. Sure, we might get charged for assault, but if it means getting Tora safe, I’m sure each of us will cop it on the chin. 
 
    Next out the door is Jackson and Tyson, both being carted off in the same way Maxen was. Again, I rake my eyes over them. Both are good. They nod my way and each adopts shattered expressions at Tora’s passed out body in the grass. 
 
    I hear more sirens in the distance and let out a breath. That’s definitely more than one ambulance coming and I don’t doubt they’ve called a few for the losers with the broken bones inside. 
 
    Jesse and Puck appear from behind the cop cars and stroll over as though they’re innocent bystanders. Jesse drops down on Tora’s other side and instantly runs his eyes over her body, taking in the blood on her arm. “What did he give her?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know. They took a swab to find out. They haven’t given me an answer yet.” 
 
    He nods and looks up at me with a cringe. “We, um… Josh wasn’t there.” 
 
    “I know,” I murmur. 
 
    Pucks hand comes down on my shoulder. “We’ll get him.” 
 
    The ambulance comes to a stop and the cop directs them to Tora first. I give a brief rundown of what happened and before I know it, we’re closed in the back of an ambulance with Jesse promising he’ll get the boys out and meet us there. 
 
    We get to the hospital in a record-breaking three minutes and half an hour later, Tora is safe in bed with a drip keeping her hydrated. The doctor told me that all we can do is keep her under observation and wait for the drug to work its way out of her system. 
 
    He then lets me know that when she wakes up, she’ll be asked to give consent to do a rape kit and I want to punch the doctor in the face for suggesting it. I know it’s a legal obligation for them to ask, but I know Tora, and the last thing she is going to want is to allow someone to perform those kinds of tests on her after being touched by those bastards.  
 
    But also knowing Tora, I know she’s going to give her consent anyway. She will want to know for sure just how far it went before I got there, despite me telling her that she was still wearing underwear when I took her away. 
 
    It’s her body though, and I’ll support any decision she makes. One hundred percent. 
 
    Fuck, I hope she doesn’t recall it all. I want nothing more for her to wake up and not have a single memory of the attack. I’ll tell her the need to know shit and she can go about her days, not having flashbacks of strangers’ hands between her legs. 
 
    I take her hand in mine and give it a squeeze, hoping that in her unconscious state, she’ll be able to feel me here. With my other hand, I feel my jeans pocket for my phone. I should call her parents to let them know what’s going on, but then I recall throwing my phone down in my car and realize they’ll have to wait. 
 
    Tora would hate me for worrying them. I’d probably get my head bitten off by her father, accusing me of not taking good enough care of her. He’d be right too. I should have been there. I knew Josh was going to try something at some point, but after a few months, I’d figured he had given up. How fucking wrong was I? 
 
    This is on me.  
 
    The bruises and tears on her face. They’re on me. 
 
    Torn clothes. The hands on her body. 
 
    It’s all on me. 
 
    I should have been there. I should have been watching her, making sure she was safe. Instead, I dropped the ball and because of that, she’s been hurt. 
 
    I’ll never be able to forgive myself for this and even though she shouldn’t either, I hope she can find it somewhere deep within herself to still love me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    My eyelids softly flutter open to a white room. Beep. Beep. Beep. A hospital room, it seems. My head hurts. Something happened, but… 
 
    The darkness takes over me and I fall into unconsciousness again. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    A soft squeeze of my leg has the fogginess slipping away. I open my eyes. It’s dark in here. Quiet. 
 
    I glance around and the pain behind my eyes instantly lets itself be known. Why do I hurt so bad? 
 
    Nate is asleep beside the bed, his hand held firmly in mine while his head rests on the bed. If only I had the strength to squeeze his hand, let him know I’m alright. 
 
    I should let him sleep. I’m sure whatever put us here has had him in his own personal hell. But it’s ok, Jesse is here looking over us. 
 
    I allow the darkness to claim me again. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Quiet voices fill the room and have consciousness coming back to me. I peel my eyes open to a bright light and wonder how long I’ve been here for. 
 
    I look around the room, trying to make sense of the voices. Nate is here, just as I knew he would be. Jesse. Jackson. Brooke. 
 
    Thank god. I’m sure the rest of the boys are here somewhere, probably along with Courtney and Elle. 
 
    I squeeze the warm hand in mine and distantly become aware of the pain circling my whole body, but it’s nowhere near as bad as it was during the night. I feel like I can breathe now. 
 
    “Tora?” Nate gasps as the room falls into silence, all eyes suddenly on me. “How are you feeling? Do you need anything?” 
 
    I scrunch up my face. His loud, insistent voice, pierces into my skull. “I’m ok,” I tell him, tugging on his hand to draw him closer. I look around the faces before coming back to Nate. “What are they all…? What happened?” 
 
    The look of complete heartbreak on his face has me desperately trying to think back to what the hell put me here, only I don’t need to think too hard. It comes back like a ton of bricks falling from the sky. My eyes widen and a gasp comes sailing out as I focus my entire being on Nate’s eyes. 
 
    Pain flashes in those deep, dark eyes and has me wanting to curse myself for allowing this to happen. The memories hit me like a freight train. Josh’s arm around my neck, pulling tighter and tighter until I couldn’t breathe. Passing out and feeling completely helpless as I had no choice but to surrender myself to that monster. The sharp pinprick as he injected me with something that took away my will to keep fighting. 
 
    My breath comes in hard as the more memories that come back to me, the more I want to break down and cry. “It’s ok,” Nate soothes, pushing up and squishing himself down on the bed beside me. I curl into his chest, needing every ounce of closeness I can possibly take from him. “You’re safe. They can’t hurt you anymore.” 
 
    “He… They…” 
 
    “I know,” he tells me, running his hand down my hair.  
 
    I try to breathe through it, but he couldn’t possibly know. He wasn’t there. He didn’t see the way they touched me. He didn’t see the way they ground themselves against me, using my body to get off while I could hardly hold myself up. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t stop them. I had no choice but to wait until it was over. 
 
    But I don’t remember it being over. One minute I was in that smoky room with a blur of hands reaching out and stroking my body, grabbing my breasts, my legs, my ass. The next thing I know, I woke up here. 
 
    Tears begin cascading down my cheeks and soak into his shirt. “How… how far did it go?” 
 
    A voice clears and we both look up at Jesse. “We’ll wait outside while you guys talk,” he murmurs into the too quiet room before locking eyes on me with a heartbroken smile. “It’s good to see you awake,” he tells me. “You had me worried.” 
 
    I give him a small smile, not really feeling like giving away anything bigger than that. I watch as he leads the way out the door with Jackson falling in behind him. Brooke looks at me. “I’ll be just outside if you need to… you know, talk about it.” 
 
    I nod as she slips out the door before gently closing it behind her, leaving me in the arms of the man who looks like he wants nothing more than to drown in a pool of his own sorrows. “I’m so sorry,” he tells me with his heart on his sleeve. 
 
    My tears don’t dry up for even a second. “Nate,” I beg as the unknown becomes too much for me to bear. “Tell me. How far did it go?” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and I swear, it’s the closest I’ve ever seen him to breaking down. “I got there in time, but had I been even a few minutes later… I don’t know.” 
 
    “They didn’t…?” 
 
    “No, but they were going to. They would have if we didn’t get there.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You remember it?” he questions. 
 
    “Bits and pieces,” I tell him. “I remember being in that room. There was a lot of smoke and it was hard to breathe. I don’t know, I thought there were maybe fifteen guys, but everything was blurry. I couldn’t stand and I couldn’t scream, and then Josh just…” I bring my hands up and cover my face, completely ashamed with myself. “He… he pushed me into that room and told them I wanted it. I couldn’t make them stop.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” he tells me, holding me tighter. “It’s not your fault. He drugged you. He gave you GHB and overdosed you with it.” 
 
    “What?” I mumble into his shirt. 
 
    “It’s a date rape drug, usually guys slip it into your drink, but he injected it straight into your system. You didn’t stand a chance. This isn’t your fault. It’s on Josh and he’s going to pay for what he did. I promise you that.” I nod my head, fully trusting him to do whatever it is he needs to do to make that happen. “After I got you out,” he tells me, “Jesse and the boys stayed up all night searching for him.” 
 
    “He was there.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head. “No, we searched the whole house. He was gone. The boys found him a few streets away. He was living in his car, watching the whole thing on his phone.” 
 
    “Watching?” I question as that part comes back to me. “The camera.” 
 
    “Yeah, the camera,” he sighs. “I took it with me. There was enough evidence on that thing to put all of them away.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This wasn’t the first time they’ve done this,” he tells me, making my stomach roll. “There were three other recordings. Each girl had been drugged and eventually gang raped. We just got you in time before it got to that point.” 
 
    Before that point? What does that even mean? What point was it that they did get up to? Was I touched? Was I violated by someone or someones? How many people were there? What are their names? What kind of torture did I narrowly escape?  
 
    But most of all, who were these girls and are they ok now?  
 
    “I want to see it,” I tell him. 
 
    Nate shakes his head.  
 
    “Damn it, Nate. I want to see what they did to me. I need to remember. I can’t have all these unanswered questions in my head. I need to know so I can forget about it and move on.” 
 
    “No,” he says. “It’s… just no. The police have it now. I’ll tell you anything you need to know, just don’t. Please. I don’t want you watching it.” 
 
    “Why?” I cry. “What did they do to me that’s so awful?” 
 
    Nate hangs his head and I can tell the images passing through his mind are hard for him to cope with, but I need this. I need to know what was done to me. He lets out a pained sigh. “When I walked in there, your clothes were ripped from your body. You were in your bra and undies and they were ripped too. You have hickey’s covering you from head to toe. You were at the point of passing out with guys rubbing their dicks up against you… Do I need to keep going?” 
 
    “Yes,” I tell him. 
 
    “Someone had his hand between your legs while someone else was digging his fingers under your bra. You were stumbling. Your eyes were closed. Breathing erratically. Yet not one of them gave a shit if you were ok. You were a tool used to get them off,” he lets out a deep sigh. “The guy with his hands between your legs got a broken nose while the other one is down the hall with three broken ribs.” 
 
    I nod my head against his chest, letting him know it’s ok to stop. I get his point. He’s willing to answer my questions but the fact of the matter is, I’m not going to like a single answer. “I don’t need to hear anymore,” I tell him. 
 
    He squeezes my hand and I want to hate myself for putting him through that. “What happened when the boys found Josh?” 
 
    “What do you think happened?” 
 
    "They beat the shit out of him." 
 
    "Mmhmm," he murmurs. "It was more than that, though. They found Heroin and GHB in his car, so they handed him in and he's being charged with possession. With the amount he had, I'm sure they can get him on intent to sell." 
 
    "He told me the guys pay big money for the shit he gave me." 
 
    "Of course, he did," Nate scoffs, rolling his eyes. "He's so fucking cocky, he thinks he can get away with it." 
 
    "He won't. Not this time." 
 
    "Will you give the police a statement?" he asks.  
 
    I nod my head. “You know I will.” 
 
    He holds me tighter. "We have Josh good already, but your statement will help. The guys that touched you are going down for rape and possession, but you could link Josh to the rapes. He took you off the street, drugged you without consent, and gave you up to them knowing what they were going to do. We will destroy him." 
 
    His use of words has a certain conversation coming back to me. Destroy. That's what Josh had said to me and he wasn’t wrong. What he did to me did destroy Nate, I can see it in the defeated way he holds himself. He’s crushed that this happened, but I won’t dare tell him that Josh did all this just to get back at him. I couldn’t do that to him. Knowing that I got hurt because of a vendetta someone had against him really would destroy him, in every sense of the word. 
 
    I won’t tell him any of the details of how Josh took me off the street either. That’s also something I couldn’t stand him knowing. Hell, I’m sure if he did, he’d barge his way into Josh’s holding cell and beat him until he takes his final breath. 
 
    I run my thumb over his bloodied knuckles, knowing that they’re only this way because of his desperate attempt to save me from their clutches. “Did you get in trouble?” I ask, overwhelmed with just how far this man would go to protect me. 
 
    He shakes his head. “No, I slipped out the side door before the cops could arrest me. Maxen, Ty, and Jackson weren’t so lucky.” 
 
    “But Jackson is here. He’s fine now.” 
 
    “Yeah, the boys are fine. They were taken in and let off considering the circumstances. Jesse went and picked them up a few hours ago. They think they’re pretty badass for being thrown in jail for the night.” 
 
    I nod my head and let out a sigh as I relax back into Nate. “I bet they do,” I tell him. “Though, they haven’t done as much time as you have.” 
 
    His eyes widen as his body goes rigid. “How’d you know about that?” 
 
    “Oh, come on. Everyone knew when you got done for picking up that prostitute.” 
 
    “I swear,” he defends. “I didn’t fucking know.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I smile. “That’s what they all say. Though I have to admit, I was surprised. If anyone was going to be charged for something stupid like that, I always thought it would have been Jesse.” 
 
    Nate smiles and just when I think his mind has been taken off the past twelve hours, he sighs. He runs his fingers up and down my back before shuffling around to look at me face on. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “I should never have let him get that close.” 
 
    I raise my chin and touch my lips to his. “It’s not your fault, Nate,” I murmur, my lips moving softly against his. 
 
    “It is. It’s my job to keep you safe. To protect you from shit like this, and last night, I failed.” 
 
    “You did protect me,” I tell him. “I was in danger and you came for me. You got me out of there before something terrible could happen, and I have only you to thank for that. I don’t doubt you beat the shit out of a few people to be able to find me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t exactly polite,” he tells me with a soft smirk playing on his lips. He lets out a breath and squeezes my waist. “I promise you, Tora. You will never have to see him again. I won’t stop until he’s put away for this. He deserves to pay for what he did to you. Him and all those bastards who dared touch you.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell him. “I trust you.” 
 
    “Just… tell me you forgive me.” 
 
    “Forgive you?” I question as my brows pull down. “You saved me from them. I should be thanking you with my life. I don’t know how you do it, but somehow you save me over and over again, and it’s that fierce love you have for me that makes me love you so much more.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I let you down.” 
 
    “I let you down,” I argue. “I should have been more careful. I should have told you the very first day I saw him.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    “You were ridiculous first.” 
 
    “I think we have to agree to disagree.” 
 
    “Hey,” I hear Jesse says from the doorway, reprimanding us both. My head snaps up to see his face looking in on us. “Stop arguing with my BFF. After everything she’s been through you should let her win your stupid little arguments.” 
 
    “Never going to happen,” Nate grumbles, making my lips pull up into the first real smile since waking up. 
 
    Jesse walks forward with Brooke coming in behind him. “Jackson went to tell the doctor that you’re up. He’ll probably check you over and then I’d assume you can go home.” 
 
    I nod as he walks around the other side of the bed and drops down into the seat beside me. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “I could use a painkiller but apart from that I’m doing ok.” He nods and I hold out my hand, silently asking for his. He doesn’t disappoint as he lays his hand in my palm. I roll it over between my fingers and take in the bruised knuckles. Unlike Nate, Jesse actually took a second to wash away the dried blood. “Did you ice these?” I ask, assuming that the other hand looks exactly the same. 
 
    “What?” he gasps, stealing his hand back. “No. These bruises are like a badge of honor. Everywhere I go, everyone will know not to fuck with me.” 
 
    “Geez,” I sigh, some things will never change. 
 
    With that, the doctor walks in and I cringe, noticing it’s the same doctor who cast my broken arm last year and wonder what he must think of me. I mean, how is it possible for one person to be in this damn hospital so damn often? This is my fourth visit in just over a year’s time. 
 
    The doctor talks me through the process of taking a rape kit and has a female nurse come in before sending the boys out. I convince them to let Brooke stay and argue that they’ve already kicked out my support system. They take pity on the poor broken girl and give me what I want. 
 
    An hour later, Nate is helping me out from his Camaro and walking with me, hand in hand down to our front door. 
 
    We walk through to find our whole group of friends here, even Brylee made the trip to come and check on little old me. Though, it doesn’t go unnoticed how she sits beside Tyson with a love struck, goofy grin on her face. No matter how much they deny it, there’s definitely chemistry between the two. I don’t know how we never saw it before. 
 
    Everyone gets up and Brooke goes as far as to shoo Maxen off my favorite spot on the couch, making sure to bring me a pillow and a blanket to snuggle up to. But she should know better by now. If Nate is here, I’m always going to take snuggling up to him over snuggling some silly blanket. 
 
    I force everyone to get their ‘How are you feeling’ questions out of the way, telling them that this is the last I want to hear about it. From now on, we move on. It’s behind us. I don’t even want to see the bruised knuckles marring their skin, which I notice, each and every one of them possess. Naturally, they put up an argument, but I put my foot down. 
 
    Light conversation starts flowing and Nate drops down beside me before pulling me into his arms, just where I want to be. 
 
    Drinks are passed around but I opt for a glass of water. I’ve had enough foreign shit going through my body lately. I think I’ll be sticking to water for a while. 
 
    A knock sounds at the door and Jesse jumps up with a huge grin, threatening to tear his face apart. He pulls the door wide and ushers Kaylah in, making sure to give her a big sloppy kiss on the way. 
 
    She walks forward and says hi to everyone before looking to me with a cringe. I narrow my eyes on her, unsure why she’s looking at me like that. She walks around the front of the couch which is when I notice a massive gift box in her hands, one that I couldn’t see over the back of the couch. 
 
    I look at the gift box then back up at her, letting out a groan. “Tell me you didn’t buy me a present so I can remember this momentous occasion for the rest of my life?” 
 
    She sends a panicked glance towards Jesse before focusing back on me. “Shit,” she sighs. “I really shouldn’t have done this. It’s a bad idea.”  
 
    She goes to walk away when I notice little holes in the top of the box. “Wait,” I say. “Why does the box have breathing holes?” 
 
    She scrunches her face up before letting out a breath. “Fuck it,” she says, placing the box down on the coffee table. I watch as she pulls the ribbon, undoing the massive red bow sitting atop the box and holding it together. 
 
    “I kind of bought you something,” she says, raising the lid of the box. 
 
    I squeal out and jump to my feet as a tiny little golden puppy head appears at the top of the box with his little tongue lolling out the side. “You bought me a puppy?” I screech, launching forward and scooping up the beautiful little Labrador puppy. 
 
    “Yeah,” Kaylah laugh as Brooke barges her way in beside me to get a good look at the little guy. “I did. I hope that’s ok? I just… I thought you could use something to keep your mind off… well, you know. And thought this little guy would do the trick. I mean, you have a big yard and if you’re not a dog person, I can take him back, but-” 
 
    “No,” Brooke gasps. “Don’t you dare take him back. I want him.” Brooke turns on me. “Don’t send him away. Please. Let’s keep him.” Next up, she turns on Maxen. “Why didn’t you ever buy me a puppy?” 
 
    Maxen’s eyes widen. “Um… do you want me to buy you a puppy?” 
 
    “No,” she snaps. “I want this little guy. What do you say?” she asks me. “Can we keep him? Pleeeeeease?” 
 
    I look down at the furry little bundle in my arms and smile as his little puppy face stares back up at me. Already I can tell that this little guy is going to change my life for the better. He’s going to be my new best friend. Mine and Nate’s first little fur baby, but the second his little puppy bark sounds out like a tiny little screech, I know I could never give him up.  
 
    I turn to Nate. “What do you think?” I ask him with a beaming proud smile as I just became a mommy for the first time. “He looks like a ‘Jesse’ to me.” 
 
    Jesse’s face drops as Brooke squeals out her celebrations. Nate just shakes his head, unsure what I’ve just got us into.  
 
    I throw my arm around Kaylah. “Thank you,” I tell her. “He’s going to be the best little addition to our screwed-up family.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” she laughs. “Now, give him back. I haven’t had nearly enough cuddles.” 
 
    How could I have ever known that such a fucked-up night could turn into such a beautiful day? I suddenly have a whole new appreciation and understanding of the rainbow after a devastating storm. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” I swoon as Nate walks in wearing a suit that hugs his body just right. I mean, the open jacket with the two buttons of his dress shirt undone, showing off just enough of his sculptured chest. Wow. 
 
    I mean…. Wow. That’s all I’ve got. The only word to describe this flawless perfection. Wow. 
 
    “Damn straight,” Trish says, coming to stand beside me while looking her son up and down. “I breed them well.” 
 
    “You sure do,” I agree with her. 
 
    Nate walks forward with his eyes raking up and down my long, floor-length maroon dress that plunges between my breasts and shows off the perfect amount of cleavage. His eyes become hooded the closer he gets and when he wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me hard into him, he buries his face in the nook of my neck. “You look incredible,” he murmurs with his lips skimming along the sensitive skin of my neck. 
 
    He breathes me in and raises his head so his lips hover just above mine. As he begins to draw closer, I feel the butterflies taking flight. Just a little bit closer and he’ll be right there. Right where I want him. 
 
    A golden puppy comes tearing down the hallway, barking with his tongue hanging out the side, flapping up and down with his quick movements. Within the blink of an eye, he jumps up against me, putting one hell of a muddy paw print right across my ass. “Noooooo,” I shriek as Trish lets out a horrified gasp and instantly runs to the kitchen for a cloth to start damage control. 
 
    “Shit,” Nate grunts, shaking his head as he hurries to catch little Jesse and leads him out the backdoor “This damn dog. I swear, it’s like he knows when I want to kiss you. That little cockblocker. He’s just as bad as the real Jesse.” 
 
    “Who cares about that?” I panic. “What about my ass?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he smirks, walking back over to get a good look at the damage as Trish starts trying to remove the mud. “I’ll keep my hand on your ass all night. It’s win/win.” 
 
    Trish groans. “You’re not helping,” she reprimands. 
 
    “I know,” he laughs as Jesse struts in wearing his suit with Kaylah under his arm in a beautiful black cocktail dress. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Kaylah gasps, hurrying over. “What happened?” 
 
    “The dog,” I whine. 
 
    She scrunches her face up as Jesse strolls on over to take a look as well. “Don’t stress, it’s not that bad,” he says. “And besides, you’ve got your tits out. Everyone will be looking at those instead of your ass.” 
 
    Nate’s fist punches out, instantly giving Jesse a dead arm. 
 
    As Trish finishes off fixing my dress, I can’t help but take in my boys. So freaking handsome. The excitement starts to bubble up within me. We’ve been waiting for this night for what feels like forever.  
 
    America’s biggest show for classic cars has been on all week, and naturally, that old dirty car that Nate first started on has been invited to attend. Not to mention, that old dirty car actually turned out to be a 1968 Jaguar E-Type. Who would have known? I certainly didn’t. But Nate, he knew what he was doing from the very start.  
 
    Nate’s had his plan since he was a kid and now he’s putting it all into place with calculated, perfected moves, and so far, it’s all paying off. I wouldn’t be surprised if he surpasses everyone else in the industry and becomes the number one restoration business in America. He’s just that good. 
 
    His Jaguar has been shown all week to every car dealer and buyer, basically, everyone in the industry and tonight is the big auction where Nate will put all his hard work to the test. It’s rumored that it’s going to reach the highest bid of the night, but we’ll have to wait and see. I heard it could possibly hit just under half a million dollars, and if it does, that would be incredible for Nate. This build has put him on the map in a big way. 
 
    It’s going to be a huge event. Hundreds of people are going to be there. It’s going to be fancy and ostentatious. I can’t wait. There will be a dinner party following the auction for all the people involved and I swear, everyone we know is coming to support Nate. It’s going to be nothing short of an awesome night. 
 
    It’s been a few months since the whole Josh thing and since then, Nate has been working his ass off. He completed work on the Lamborghini Miura and absolutely killed it. The car looked incredible and when he handed the keys back to the owner, he couldn’t have been happier. He was chuffed, to say the least. He then gave Nate another two high-class projects and had his brother-in-law give him a third. 
 
    John appears on the stairs, dressed to the nines in his fancy suit which I’m sure cost him a bomb and walks straight into Trish’s arms. They’ve only been dating for about eight months now, but they’re perfect together. I’ve never seen Trish so happy. They’re so perfect together that John even proposed last week, and naturally, Trish couldn’t resist saying yes. Everyday has been a celebration. Hell, even Nate admitted how happy he was for his mom. 
 
    With everybody now ready for the biggest night in Nate’s career so far, we file out the door and drop down into the limo that John had arranged for us, despite Nate suggesting it was unnecessary. 
 
    We drive down to the car show as Trish gets overly excited and starts pouring glasses of champagne, not caring about waiting for the auction, just wanting to celebrate Nate’s massive achievements. 
 
    I can’t help but look around the massive limo. Jesse and Kaylah are doing great. Trish and John are loved up. And then there’s me and Nate, and every day with him just keeps getting better. I’ve never been so happy. These people here in this long ass car, these are my people. One day I will marry Nate Ryder and this is going to be my family.  
 
    Nate has been my rock since day one. He has loved and celebrated me in more ways than I could have ever imagined. We’ve had ups and downs. Moments where we wanted to wring each other’s neck, but that’s love and all it’s done is drawn us closer. 
 
    Over the past few months, Nate has done everything in his power to stick to his promise. He made sure Josh Henderson was put away. He went down heavily for drug possession and distribution. He went down for kidnapping. He also went down for his hand in putting me in that room. Not to mention, all those guys paid for what they did to me. They paid more for what they did to those other girls. 
 
    I reached out to those girls. All of which had never come forward with the fear of being laughed off and not believed. I mean, they were drugged just as I was. How could they have identified who was in that room? But Josh had it all on tape. Taking everyone, including himself down. 
 
    We get to the car show and the driver pulls up at the front entrance where someone in a penguin suit opens the door for us, taking all the girls’ hands to help us out of the car. There’re press as we walk the red carpet into the massive function hall, taking photos of who’s attending and who’s wearing what. 
 
    Lucky for me, Nate steps in beside me, blocking my ass from any of the cameras, and where he can’t, he’s sure to place his hand right there, never skipping a chance to give it a good squeeze. 
 
    We walk into the massive room and the first thing I notice is the huge stage up the front. A car will be driven from one side, stopped in the middle for the auction, and then driven off the other side once it’s done. It’s huge.  
 
    Never in my entire life did I think I would be attending such a high-class event like this. I mean, just looking around at the people in the room, it’s clear we don’t belong. These people are McBillionaire’s. My trust fund has nothing on these people. 
 
    As we walk deeper into the room, I laugh at the way Trish discreetly steps in beside Jesse, threatening to castrate him if he makes any inappropriate fart jokes throughout the night. He crosses his heart and promises to be on his best behavior, but the sparkle in his eyes tell me he’s lying. 
 
    Nate’s face brightens as he spots a few familiar faces and hurries off to welcome them. I can’t help but watch him as he pulls the guys in for quick hugs and claps them on the back. His three employees. Without which he wouldn’t have been able to finish the Jaguar in time for this show. 
 
    He took each of them on board as though he was bringing in a new family member. Well, one of them sort of is family. Ryan, Maxen’s cousin who was in the car accident and is now living life in a wheelchair. 
 
    He can’t help in the typical way, but he’s great on the computer and even better with a fine paint-brush. Turns out the kid has an eye for detail and a steady hand. He has a love for cars just as Nate does and considers himself a bit of an artist. So much so, that all the graffiti you see around Haven Falls was mostly put there by this guy. He’s assured us he’s stopped, but we could never be too sure. He has a reckless side, just like my boys do.  
 
    Nate has completely taken him under his wing and watching them together makes me so damn proud. Ryan went into a bit of a depression after the accident and Nate was able to draw him out of it. It’s incredible really. They’ve become great friends and it means there are more parties going down at my place than ever before, but as usual, they’re fun and I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    As I’m watching Nate with his employees, a familiar couple cut through my vision and I dart off. I throw my arms around my mom and pull her in tight. “Oh, honey,” she sobs. “You look stunning.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking,” I laugh, squeezing her a little tighter. She pulls back and I can’t help but smile. I knew they were planning on coming down to support Nate, but they only flew in this afternoon. I’ve been waiting to see them since the day they left. 
 
    Dad barges mom out of the way and wraps his arms around me. “How are you, love?” he murmurs into my hair. “Are you keeping out of trouble? How are your studies?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I laugh before rolling my eyes. “I’m keeping on top of it and have done heaps of extra credit,” I remind him for the hundredth time. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” he says, standing tall and proud. 
 
    Nate comes over and mom instantly wraps him in her arms while dad holds out a hand. “Congratulations, son,” he says, giving Nate’s hand a firm shake. “You’ve made quite the achievement.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nate smiles, looking down at me with love in his eyes. “Couldn’t have done it without Tora.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I laugh. “I didn’t do a damn thing. It was all you.” 
 
    Nate and dad fall into easy conversation about the Jaguar and his other projects and I can’t help but watch them with dreamy eyes. They’ve come so far since the ‘break up’ days and I absolutely love watching them interact with respect for one another. 
 
    Mom’s gasp steals my attention. “What happened to your bottom?” she whisper-yells. 
 
    Oh, geez. 
 
    Half an hour later, we’re all being requested to take our seats. We find the two massive tables reserved for us and I smile as Nate holds out my chair like a gentleman. I have to laugh. Nate is anything but a gentleman, especially if you consider what he did to me last night, but either way, I’m going to soak it up. 
 
    All our friends have arrived and I smile as they take their seats around us. Brylee looks incredible in a light pink dress with Tyson on her arm. It took forever for these two to admit there was something going on, but the second they did, they were all over each other like a rash. I don’t know how this didn’t happen during high school, but now that it has, it’s incredible. They’re even taking on the long-distance thing like a boss. 
 
    Brooke takes a seat beside me and Maxen sits down beside her. It’s been a few months and honestly, they took up right where they left off and every day, they keep getting stronger. Maybe that time apart was what they truly needed to make it work, or maybe Maxen just needed someone to kick him up the ass. I’ve been keeping a close eye on him and I’m proud to say that he is one hundred percent dedicated to making Brooke the happiest woman on this planet. 
 
    My trust for Maxen has slowly returned and I’m so proud of him for turning his life around. He was an asshole in high school, but now, he’s quickly becoming one of my closest friends, just like he used to be. I’m so damn proud of him for being able to redeem himself. I won’t have to buy a little Maxen voodoo doll to keep in my freezer now. Win/win.  
 
    His ‘business’ at the races is taking off like a rocket. He’s been raking in the cash and keeping it classy. It’s well respected and he runs it like a professional. I wouldn’t be surprised if he somehow gets the place legally approved in the future. An actual Broken Hill racing track. It would be awesome. 
 
    Jackson and Elle are still going strong, and I swear, I caught him at the mall talking to a jeweler last weekend. He’s been head over heels for her since the beginning and if he feels they’re ready for that next step, then I couldn’t be happier. 
 
    Puck drops down on Nate’s other side, pulling Courtney down on his lap and I find myself wondering how the hell we all managed to couple up over the last year and a half. It’s kind of creepy, but also kind of cool. 
 
    I’ve got the best group of friends and the fact that they are all so full of love just makes it so much better. 
 
    A man appears on the stage as waiters come out of the kitchen and starts filling up wine glasses and taking orders.  
 
    The auction quickly gets underway with at least thirty cars to be sold. Each of them even fancier than the last. 
 
    The amounts of money these cars are going for has me gasping for breath each time the gavel comes down. I mean, who in their right mind spends this kind of cash on cars? 
 
    Just as the thought occurs, my father raises his hand, putting a bid in for an old classic car that I wouldn’t even know the name of. I shake my head and laugh. I guess that answers that question. 
 
    The Jaguar comes up next and suddenly every eye at my table is turned towards the stage. Nate rises and nods towards the crowd when his name is called before sitting back down beside me. His arm falls over my shoulder and his fingers draw little circles on my skin. 
 
    He’s nervous and he has every right to be. 
 
    This is the big moment he’s been waiting for. All of us have been waiting for it. 
 
    I reach across and take his other hand in mine, giving it a squeeze and reminding him to hold it together, at least for another few minutes. After this, the party can finally start. 
 
    The auctioneer stands tall as he looks out at the crowd. “We will open the bidding with three hundred thousand dollars.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. Is he kidding? 
 
    A bid comes in straight away before another replaces it, adding another fifty grand to the amount. Two guys fight it out until a third comes in, knocking the price well above four hundred thousand. 
 
    Nate sits beside me in complete and utter shock as he listens to the number rise. Jesse grins while looking around at the bidders while Maxen raises his glass before the bidding has even come to an end. Trish has a hand to her heart, so proud it’s probably hurting. 
 
    I just squeeze his hand tighter and tighter, waiting and listening to how it plays out. 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate grunts when it surpasses four fifty.  
 
    “You read my mind,” I murmur beside him. 
 
    The bidding comes to a close at four hundred and sixty thousand when the auctioneer slams his gavel against his podium. A round of applause rumbles throughout the function room and the buyer stands in what looks to be the most expensive suit in the room. 
 
    Nate gets up, walks to the side of the room, and shakes hands with the buyer. I watch as they get lost in conversation and Nate hands him a business card. They shake hands again and Nate turns around, coming back towards the table with a dumbstruck look on his handsome face. 
 
    “What was that all about?” I ask quietly as the bidding for the next car gets underway.  
 
    “The guy has a whole fleet of classic cars. He wants me working on them all. I told him to bring them around Monday morning.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” I laugh. 
 
    “Nope,” he says. “I’m going to need a bigger shop.” 
 
    “That’s fine. We can scare off the neighbors and steal their space. I’ll set Jesse on it. You’ll have it in no time.” The thoughts start racing through my mind. “You can build a showroom in there.” 
 
    “Why don’t I just start by offering them something they can’t refuse?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I shrug my shoulders. “That will work too but my idea seems better.” 
 
    The auction comes to a close and soon after, the dinner party starts. Nate mingles with the other people in the industry and introduces me to big spenders who all ask about the other projects he has coming up. 
 
    The night goes by and before I know it, I’m on the dance floor with the girls having the time of my life. The guys are slowly creeping in and soon enough, Nate is spinning me in his arms and crushing his lips down on mine. 
 
    “I fucking love you,” he reminds me. 
 
    I smile up at him. “You know I’m so damn proud of you, right?” I tell him. “Every day I fall in love with you so much more. I don’t know how it’s even possible, but I do.” 
 
    His arms come in tighter around my waist as his eyes stare deeply into mine. “I’m going to marry you, Tora Roberts. I’m going to put my kids in you, and I’m going to love you for the rest of my days.” 
 
    My heart explodes with joy and love as I look into those eyes. We’ve come so damn far and I can’t wait to see what the rest of our lives hold. “Is that a promise?” I ask him. 
 
    “It sure fucking is.” 
 
    I’ve learned the hard way to question him when he makes me a promise, and he’s proven time and time again that he’s a man who sticks to his word. So, when Nate Ryder promises you that he’s going to give you everything you’ve ever wanted. You better be ready. 
 
    I press my lips to his as I fall in love a little more. My lips move against his in a sensual dance as I rest my hand against his chest, feeling it beat beneath his warm skin. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    The end. 
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    IT’S NOT OVER YET!!!!!!!!!! 
 
    Don’t miss out on the next chapter of their lives!  
 
    You’ve all asked for it and here it is. A glimpse into their future together written in Nate’s POV. 
 
    Broken Hill Honor - The Broken Hill High Series (Novella 5.5) 
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    Where to next? 
 
      
 
    You’ve all heard about the infamous Haven Falls.  
 
    Why not catch this drama filled, page turning, jaw dropping series too? 
 
    You won’t be sorry! 
 
    The Haven Falls Series – Coming June 2019 
 
    Follow me on Facebook for more updates about Broken Hill High and Haven Falls. 
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     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/B07PNB8J59 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Broken Hill High Series, find me on Facebook or Instagram –  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
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