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      Sorrow

      

      I don’t believe in fairy tales or happy endings. There are only tragedies and irony. Did my mother realize that when she named me Sorrow? My dad, too, when his addiction led to a tragedy that ironically landed me in the home of his enemy. I’m grateful for the Saints’s generosity but am not thrilled to live under the same roof as their brooding son, Trace. The way he stares at me, as if I’m a little mouse and he, the hungry hawk, is unnerving.

      

      Trace

      

      She is hot one minute and cold the next. I can’t get a good read on the girl with two first names, Sorrow Sophia. S. S. Can we get an O, please? Because this girl needs serious help, and I’ll be the one teaching her the hard knocks of life. The first rule is don’t disturb the sleeping bear by poking at it. But don’t be fooled by Sorrow’s timid voice and quiet presence. Inside that fine body is a fighter, and I love a good fight.
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        “We are made of all those who have built and broken us.”

        ~ Atticus
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          TRACE

        

      

    

    
      Another one bites the dust. Figuratively and literally.

      Smirking, I watch one of my best buddies, who swore up and down he’d never let a girl sink her claws into him, wrestle a tall, hulking kid to the ground for staring too hard at his girl, Rue Lee, with hunger in his eyes.

      I have to give it to Rue. She is looking mighty fine in a pair of loose blue jeans that hang low on her hips, and those tube tops girls love to wear, revving us guys’ engines. Vroom, vroom.

      Rue catches me eyeing her and tips her chin. What a bad move on her part. It only draws my attention to her dainty bare shoulders and slender arms.

      Why isn’t she wearing a jacket or more layers? It’s the dead of fucking winter, and not even the bonfires we’re huddled around, or the whiskey shots we’re slamming that go down smooth but sow fire in our bellies, will warm her. I stand to offer her my hoodie, then change my mind.

      Malice will rip me a new one for encroaching on his territory and doing what’s his to do—keep his girl safe, including keeping her warm.

      With the kid in a headlock, Malice locks his gaze on Rue. A look I know well passes between them. I’ve seen it on Seven’s and his girl’s faces when he asks her to do something, she refuses, and now they’re facing the fallout of her defiance. Malice and his girl are in a similar situation.

      He must’ve asked her to dress for the weather, and she refused. I’m glad I’m not dealing with shit like a girl’s disobedience and defiance. My attention wanders to the quiet, timid girl sitting in a camping chair across from me.

      Sorrow Sophia. My lips curl. The girl with two first names who lost her mother to an overdose and her father in a fire. The same coward who’d claimed Sorrow ran away when she was fifteen but had kept her prisoner in their house, away from the world. What Kyle Sophia hadn’t counted on was Leigh Kim, the new girl in town, burglarizing his place.

      Sipping my beer, my attention cuts to said girl sitting sideways on Seven’s lap with her arms around his neck. She’s not interested in the wrestling match. Leigh’s mouth is near her guy’s ear, and her fingers are in his hair.

      What she’s saying to Seven must be NSFW. Seven’s eyes widen before his fingers fan over and dig into her hip. I cluck my tongue. Had someone told me a year ago that my boys would be led by their dicks by girls I never thought they’d look at once, much less twice, I would’ve told them to eat a bag of dicks.

      Now look where we’re at. Seven is with the new girl, and boy, does she keep him on his toes. Leigh is a head case with a habit of borrowing things that aren’t hers. Malice, the moody punk, finally stopped fighting his attraction to his babysitter, Rue Lee, and made it official with her.

      Their fates won’t be mine.

      Resting my elbows on my knees, grasping the beer bottle’s neck, I stare straight ahead. I placed my chair across from Sorrow for a reason. Someone has to keep an eye on the little mouse, or else a hungry predator will swoop in and snatch her away.

      There’s also my father’s threat. If anything happens to her, he’ll kick me out of the house, stop paying me my weekly allowance, and take away my brand spanking new gun-metal-gray truck.

      The fire left Sorrow without a place to stay. Having turned eighteen with half the school year left, she had nowhere to turn to, so my parents offered her the guest house. Sorrow lasted a night before asking to move into the main house without giving a reason. She didn’t need one.

      My parents would do anything for her. My mother has a bleeding heart, and my father feels guilty about Sorrow’s father’s spiral from business partner to a level of crazy no one could understand except her.

      Before I could mentally prepare for having a girl my age in the house, bam, Sorrow moved in.

      Her bedroom is on the opposite end of the house from mine. We rarely run into one another in my parents’ four-thousand-square-foot house. She stays in the bedroom. I keep to my room or the home gym. Out of sight, out of mind.

      Except, no matter the time of day, whether we’re alone in the house with my parents, or it’s just me while she’s at her therapy appointment, I can feel Sorrow’s quiet, nervous presence in the walls, on the furniture, and on every surface. I understand the reason she’s that way. It’s part of her trauma of having to walk on pins and needles around a mean drunk.

      She sees me in a similar vein as her father. Except I’m not a monster. I’m a predator, she’s the prey, and I haven’t decided whether to gobble her whole or toy with my food when I catch her in my clutches.

      Shelving the dark thought to revisit later, I turn my attention to Malice and the dude who made the colossal mistake of eye-fucking Rue.

      Malice has the guy pinned on his stomach—it’s the reason he’s a great offensive lineman—and the guy’s arm yanked back in a position that looks ungodly unnatural.

      I cup my hand over my mouth. “End it already!”

      This lesson of Malice’s is getting long-winded. I take another sip of my beer when I’d rather down the bottle and grab another, but I’m driving.

      Smirking, Seven lifts his beer bottle and echoes my sentiments. “Yeah, bruh. End it. You’ve made your point.”

      And then some. Malice could’ve ended this shit show with a sock to the kid’s face and a knee to the gut, but he’s extending the fight for one of two reasons, or both—he’s showing off for his girl, and he’s making the guy suffer. A gut punch and a sock to the face are too quick and easy a punishment for the kid’s transgressions.

      Malice eases up on his death grip on the kid’s arm, gives him a good shove, and stumbles to his feet. In one smooth execution, he whisks his hooded sweatshirt over his head and wraps his girl in it. She’s so small she is swimming in it, but hey, she’ll be warm.

      Then Malice does something I expect because the dude is cool. He extends his hand and helps the motherfucker off the ground.

      “Are we good? You gonna look at my girl with respect from now on and not like a piece of meat?”

      The guy nods boisterously. Thank fuck. I’m done with the guys eye-fucking Rue, and horn-dog Malice going ballistic over it.

      Doesn’t he understand that Rue and her friend Leigh are looked at as challenges because they’re the rulers of Cambridge High’s girls? It wasn’t what Rue was wearing.

      Jocks are looked at as royalty, and Malice and Seven’s reputations on and off the field precede them. Seven is one of the best quarterbacks on this side of the state, and the same with Malice as an offensive lineman. Steal their girls, and the thieves would also be stealing the king’s crowns.

      Settling in front of the fire for the rest of the party because I’m too worn out to do much else, plus I have a little mouse to keep an eye on, I pick up my chair, set it back farther from the fire, and stretch out my legs.

      My boys and I are finished playing ball for the year, and there’s no need to study. We just started winter break—the reason for the party—and have a good two weeks before classes begin again. It’ll be another year of my parents missing Christmas.

      They’re in Europe, and their absence is a godsend. I’m not like some of the kids at school who are in similar situations and miss their parents. Nope. Christmas is my least favorite holiday. Bah humbug.

      With my parents gone, I’ll get a fat deposit in my checking account. It’s their guilt-trip present. Plus, there’s no need to get a tree, decorate the house, or do all the other fancy shit other families do for the holidays.

      I aim to do nothing.

      Malice takes a seat next to his girl. Rue curls up to him and says something near his ear. Then they rise as one and call it a night. I watch them leave with a smirk. Makeup sex is second only to angry, jealous sex. Not that I know anything about that.

      As soon as a hookup or friends-with-benefits situation starts to involve jealousy and the girl wanting a commitment, I’m out. There’s no need to feel bad or sorry for the girls. I make my intentions clear—no-strings sex—and they agree. Until they catch feelings and the situation implodes into this shitstorm I’m prepared for but they’re not.

      The girls think their tears and hysterics will convince me, but I dig my heels into the ground.

      Why waste time on a relationship in high school that will end when we graduate and do whatever eighteen-year-olds do in their quest to become adults?

      Seven sticks around. Not for the joy of cooking wieners over the fire or for the tasty s’mores. He’s staying because his girl isn’t leaving. Leigh’s friend Sorrow hasn’t asked to go yet, though she caught a ride with me to this party.

      The short ride here was done in uncomfortable silence. I’m expecting the same on the drive home.

      Sipping my lukewarm beer, I study Sorrow with hooded eyes. The guys avoid her at school. Parties too. When she’s not with Leigh, the kids part like the Red Sea as she walks down the halls. They give her a wide berth, and I understand the reason.

      What do you say to a girl with the kind of tragic past she has? A past defined by her tragedies? Because up until she came out of that house fire like a phoenix rising from the ashes, Sorrow Sophia hadn’t existed. Her mother had homeschooled her.

      When her mother had overdosed and the authorities had asked about Sorrow after seeing her pictures in the house, Kyle said Sorrow didn’t want to stick around where her mother had died, and run away.

      What God-fearing, truth-seeking police department would believe that scumbag’s lies? Didn’t they understand that Sorrow needed help rather than to be forgotten after such a tragedy?

      What high school boy wants to take on the baggage that Sorrow carries—a weight of tragedies piled on top of the other? What tragedy will befall her next?

      When you’re given the unfortunate name Sorrow, isn’t it expected that something bad will take place? Who the fuck names their kid that?

      Setting the bottle near my feet, I slouch in my seat, tug the bill of my baseball cap lower over my eyes, and keep a watchful eye on my little mouse.

      How does a person start a conversation with someone who has faced so much loss at our age? My cat died when I was twelve, and that’s as far as my experience with death goes.

      Our limited interaction, including at Midnight’s Friendsgiving party, where Sorrow and I lay side by side on the bed in one of the upstairs bedrooms while she dealt with a headache, was just casual conversation.

      Nothing deep. Nothing mind-blowing. I limit our talks to her classes, where I’m driving her next, and what she’d like to order for groceries.

      Sorrow sits with her elbows on her knees, staring at the bonfire as if she’s the only one here instead of surrounded by partygoers dancing and belting out the lyrics to the music pounding from the speakers hanging from tree branches.

      The large dirt clearing, flanked by tall trees, with a nearby path leading to the tree and rope swing that kids clamor to during the summer, is a popular spot not only for local kids but also for those from surrounding towns.

      To think we drove by Kyle Sophia’s place, not realizing he kept Sorrow on a tight leash. To think he holed her up in the basement of their house while we kids partied it up like there wasn’t a care in the world.

      It’s a good thing that motherfucker is dead.

      Dead?

      What is wrong with me? I would never wish a parent’s death on my worst enemy. Sorrow needs her father. He could be the worst father in the world, but even the worst of human trash can be redeemed, can’t they?

      Sighing, I cross my ankles and stare at Sorrow with my hands tented in front of my mouth. Her long black hair falls around her oval face like a curtain and flows down the front of her buttoned-up black shirt like a waterfall.

      She’s tiny like a baby bird and too thin, with skinny arms and fragile bones. Sorrow isn’t the most beautiful girl, but she does stand out with her glacier-blue eyes, tragic past, and attitude of not caring. Sorrow doesn’t give a damn what the world thinks of her.

      At least, that’s how she acts on the outside. Deathly quiet. Stoic. Doesn’t speak a lick to anyone except Leigh. I’m guessing Sorrow is a hot mess on the inside. Had she not been, if she were more my type—loud, overconfident, gave a fuck how she looks—I’d make her an exception to my one rule: Keep my options open.

      My parents didn’t when they were eighteen and nineteen, and look where that got them—settling when they could’ve been with someone they really wanted to be with rather than sticking around because they made a mistake—me.

      Jesus H. Christ, I won’t go down the path Malice and Seven are going—all in love and shit and going on and on about what a great time they’ll have at Dumas University with their girls in attendance. I’m not sure I’ll go, but it’ll be the bomb to experience with my boys.

      Bonus? I can have it without a girl tagging along as my girlfriend.
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          SORROW

        

      

    

    
      Trace Saints’s gaze is intense one moment, then looking past me the next, like I don’t exist.

      Like we haven’t been living in the same house. Like we didn’t go to Malice’s party a few weeks ago. Like he didn’t lie next to me on the bed in one of the bedrooms at Malice’s cousin’s place in Dumas during Friendsgiving when the silence between us was unnerving. I’ve never lain next to a boy before, and in pitch darkness.

      I had one of my headaches, and he stayed in the dark room rather than leaving me alone. I doubt it was to comfort me. He was the predator guarding his meal from the other predators at the party. There weren’t any. I felt safe around the older guys who were there. The only predator was Trace.

      He looked at me like that just now, a predator on the hunt, and I’m the prey, before he changed his mind and looked through me like I wasn’t worth hunting. Too timid. Too thin. Not enough of a challenge for him. I’d trip over my own feet in a chase, and where’s the fun in that? I wouldn’t make a satisfying meal, either.

      Years of my father living off his inheritance left him stretching every dollar, including for food. It isn’t surprising that he had no money to his name when he died, and whatever of his inheritance went toward paying off his debts.

      Ever since I returned to the real world, I’ve overheard the adults whispering behind my back. It doesn’t help that my story spread like wildfire. No one knew I existed until the firefighters rescued me and Leigh from the burning house.

      I try not to listen to the chatter about my family and me, but it isn’t easy to do when I’ve been the talk of the town. The townsfolk say my parents were terrible for leaving me parentless. My parents weren’t perfect, but they were still my parents, and nothing anyone says will change that.

      Someone shoulder bumps me, bringing me back to the present. I blink, and the music, the conversations, and the crackling of the fire hit me like a sound wave.

      “Hey, are you okay? You were staring off into space.”

      Unfurling my fists, I breathe in deep and glance up. “I’m fine.” Trace is looking at me with indifference.

      I’m a nobody, nothing special. That’s how he looks at the other girls in our school—except for the ones he’s hooking up with or going on a few dates with before he calls it off. For them, his eyes light up. He’s happy to see them and seems genuinely interested in them as people. His phone pings nonstop. I should tell him to put it on silent, but I’m a guest in his house, and it’s his life.

      Trace isn’t happy to see me, and he has no interest in getting to know me. Otherwise, we would talk about more than the weather or our classes on a surface level when we’re in his truck or bump into each other in the kitchen late at night, headed for the fridge.

      Who brings up the weather in the middle of the night?

      Not being on his radar should make me feel happy, but instead, this unfamiliar ache gnaws at me whenever I think about how he talks to and looks at other girls compared with how he interacts with me.

      There is no comparison.

      “Leave or stay longer?”

      In my peripheral vision, Leigh finishes her bottled water and drops it into her bag. Mine is half-empty and sitting in the cupholder of Trace’s camping chair. It’s pathetic that even the chair isn’t mine. Neither is the bottled water.

      I have to stop relying on the Saints’s generosity and stand on my own two feet, starting with the job at the auto parts store that Leigh helped me get two weeks ago. She’s teaching me to drive, too. We’re using my boss’s sister’s car. Soon, I won’t have to rely on Trace to drive me to and from school.

      On the first and second days of class, I took the bus. On the third day, Trace grabbed my backpack and angrily said he would drive me from now on.

      Did he hear about how the other students refused to let me sit next to them? They would stretch out across the seats or set down their backpacks and glare, daring me to move them. I ended up standing behind the driver’s seat, holding on to a metal pole. Thank goodness the ride was short.

      Trace also drives me to my therapy sessions in Delridge. I could choose online appointments, but it’s nice to get away from the house and Trace’s watchful eyes. He tracks me like a hawk on a tree, with cunning and all-seeing eyes.

      I don’t want Trace’s help. It’s his parents’ fault I’m living with them in the first place. I refuse to be a charity case, but what other choice do I have? I have no living family that I know about, and I cannot afford to move out on my own.

      “Why don’t you and Seven go? You don’t need to stay when I’m catching a ride with Trace.”

      She angles her head and says close to my ear, “Are you sure? The reason the guys are staying away from you is because of Seven, you know?”

      Her boyfriend, Seven, is the star quarterback of Cambridge High’s football team and is well respected and well known. He helped the team win the championship.

      It’s not Seven that keeps the guys away. It’s how broken I am. No one knows what to do with me. My quietness doesn’t help. I answer Leigh’s question with a nod.

      “Thank you for being a great friend.” I’m grateful to Leigh that I’m here rather than locked inside my house, with my father having the keypad code.

      Had Leigh not tried breaking into our place and found me crying in the stairwell that connects the basement door to the backyard, I would still be a prisoner in my own home. But my father would be alive.

      A ball of emotion lodges in my throat. My chest aches. Leigh is perceptive and picks up on my sadness. She takes my hand in hers and squeezes. “I’m here for you when you want to talk. Always, okay?”

      I would never burden Leigh with what happened to me or with my current desperate attempt to get out from under the Saints’s generosity. I nod. “Go. Spend time together, just the two of you.”

      I’m sure that’s what Rue and Malice are doing.

      “I’ll be fine. Trace is here.” I squeeze and then let go of Leigh’s hand.

      Rue and Leigh are the luckiest girls in the world, having such kind and protective guys who look at them with tenderness and affection.
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          TRACE

        

      

    

    
      Seven and Leigh pick up their chairs and belongings off the ground and leave. I give my guy a two-finger salute and blow Leigh a kiss just ’cause I know it will fuck with Seven’s head.

      Then in Seven’s truck, they’ll get into a heated argument about my jealousy-inducing gesture, the same truck Leigh stole the battery from during their war of wills when she was the new girl in town. Hopefully, the result will be mind-blowing makeup sex in that ride of his.

      As soon as they leave, the air shifts with a different energy. I can’t pin down what it is until a guy steps up to Sorrow. He shuffles from foot to foot before he opens his mouth.

      Seven’s left.

      Malice too.

      This guy sees Sorrow as a challenge, and Seven and Malice leaving the party gives him the opportunity to stoke his curiosity about the quiet, timid girl with two first names.

      Fuck that.

      Doesn’t the motherfucker realize there’s another king in this kingdom?

      Opportunity? I clench my jaw. There’ll be none on my watch.

      Curiosity? I curl my hands into fists. Curiosity killed the cat, and I’ll pummel this one to a pulp if he doesn’t leave Sorrow alone.

      A challenge? My heartbeat thunders in my ears. No one should see her as one except for me.

      D-bag says something to her.

      The music fades until there’s deafening silence.

      My vision tunnels.

      All I see is them.

      I attempt to read his lips, but my skills are shit.

      He continues talking. I can’t hear a thing past my heartbeat in my ears.

      Done with the guy stoking his curiosity with the timid, quiet mouse, I pick a rock off the ground and chuck it over the bonfire. It hits the back of his shoe. His attention cuts to me.

      Glowering, I shake my head. He balls his hand but backs up. I smirk. Good man. Otherwise, it won’t be a rock I throw next. It’ll be my fucking fist.

      Rush, that motherfucker, steps away from Sorrow and walks to a group standing around another bonfire. Everyone’s eyes are on a redhead who is talking while using her hands. She’s the center of attention. They hang on her every word.

      I know the girl well.

      Phoebe Malone. Long red hair. A sprinkling of freckles on her creamy, smooth skin. Tall with curves in all the right places. Confident. The center of attention at any damn party. And she can handle said attention with poise and grace.

      We’ve hooked up in the past and will occasionally hook up when I need to blow off steam or she needs a comfort fuck after coming off a breakup. Watching Phoebe, I can’t help but smile. She’ll go places with how gorgeous she is and how well she handles herself.

      The single guys and the ones with girlfriends have boners for her. She is all tits and ass, with infectious laughter, and she could charm a rock if she wanted to. That girl is a guy’s wet dream come true and would look good on any guy’s arm. She puts effort into how she looks and dresses, unlike another girl.

      I shift my attention back to Sorrow. She’s not staring at the fire. Her focus is on me. Jealousy and longing flit across her face. I cock a brow. Her eyes widen. I chuckle. Caught, little mouse.

      She gets up with a huff, grabs her bag off the ground, and stomps to the path that leads to the rope swing.

      Fuck.

      She won’t pay attention to where she’s going and will fall off the ledge.

      I hurry after her. When I have her in my sight using the flashlight app on my phone with the screen pointed at the ground, I slow my pace. The moon is high in the sky, and the trees are tall but sparse, letting in the moonlight.

      The music and conversation disappear the farther we are from the party. Without anyone around us and with her back to me, I run my gaze over Sorrow. Her onyx hair blends in with the night, and so do her shirt and pants. All black.

      Snickering, I shake my head. Black is Sorrow. Sorrow is tragedy. Tragically, I haven’t seen her have a full-on meltdown. I have a feeling she’d be absolutely stunning. Anything is better than timid and stoic.

      Jesus H. Christ, Sorrow’s jealousy sent a thrill of satisfaction through me, sending my heart into overdrive.

      I fucking like Sorrow’s anger directed at me for staring at a girl who isn’t her. I want to bathe in her rage and feast on her jealousy. Her jealousy has to taste better than her fear and nervousness when she’s near me.

      Her anger calls to the dark side of me that wonders what she’ll do or how she’ll react if I push and push until she tips over from the weight of the tragedies she’s carrying on her back, an invisible pack of emotions I wouldn’t want to unpack.

      How will Sorrow break? Will she destroy everything in her path? Or will she scream her rage and jealousy? I didn’t expect her to leave in a huff. I expected her to sit silently and stoically in my camping chair until I told her when we should go.

      Or can I get Sorrow to fall apart with pleasure instead? It’s a wicked thought full of images of my face between her legs and my cock deep inside her wet pussy.

      Fuck me, how do I get quiet, reserved, and prudish Sorrow to break apart for me, and only me?

      Excitement and anticipation tighten my groin. Need pulses through my cock. I up my pace and catch up to her. I’m so close I could reach out, grasp the onyx strands between my fingers, and bring them to my nose. I’d inhale her sweet scent, and then I’d fist the strands and yank her head back before I crash my mouth over hers.

      Taken by surprise, she’d gasp, and I’d sink my tongue inside her mouth and taste her sweet flavor until her body slackens against mine. I would eat up her moans in a deep kiss that she’ll remember as she strokes herself to completion every time she thinks about me.

      Enjoying the hunt, I prolong my torture of living out my waking wet dream with me following Sorrow, and her running away from me, this walk-run thing she’s doing that only draws my eyes to her swaying hips and tight ass. I slow my pace and give myself time to imagine how Sorrow will break apart for me before I return to looking at her like she’s inconsequential. I can see the vision before me now. It’s bright in my mind, the darkness hiding my hooded eyes, parted mouth, and erection straining against my zipper.

      Sorrow would be spread out on my bed, naked, with her black hair fanned over my pillow. Standing at the foot of the bed, I’d rake my gaze over her thin body. Creamy, flawless skin. Small breasts. Narrow hips. Long legs. Her arms above her head, her glacier-blue eyes bright with desire, and her mouth parted, ready for mine.

      I would go slow and worship her from head to toe with kisses before I crush her mouth with mine, claiming her in a frenzy of tongues and teeth. Then I’d grab her by the throat, plunge my dick inside her tight, wet pussy, and squeeze at the same time I thrust inside her.

      As she writhed beneath me, I’d slow the rhythm of my thrusts in time to her gasps for air. With her on the verge of passing out and the walls of her pussy constricting around my dick, I’d ride her hard and fast until we both came in a tangled mess of arms and legs.

      Except one time with Sorrow wouldn’t be enough. She’s not like the others. She won’t be like the others, I’m sure of it. Deep down, I know once I have a taste of her flavor, of being inside her, I’ll want more, and more isn’t good for us.

      Sorrow is a date-until-we-marry kind of girl, and I’m not for a serious relationship when I have my entire life ahead of me.

      It’s the reason we’ll never work. And why should she commit to the first guy she hooks up with, anyway? Sorrow should meet other guys and date around.

      The thought has me wanting to bash in the first guy’s face when I return to the party, but my mind reasons with me. Sorrow needs more experience, not just with guys, but with the world in general. Otherwise, the world will eat her alive, like what I want to do.

      I stare at Sorrow’s swaying hips and her high and tight ass underneath her pants and blow out a breath. There will be no pleasure to be had with Sorrow.

      Given her tragedies, Sorrow needs a patient, gentle guy, and I’m neither. Worshipping her body would be slow torture. I like to fuck hard and leave marks on the girls I fuck. Sorrow can’t handle my dark needs. She’ll cower and call me a monster. I glance over my shoulder.

      Maybe I’ll hit up Phoebe for a quickie in my truck. I am all about keeping my options open, and prudish, quiet Sorrow Sophia isn’t one of them.
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          SORROW

        

      

    

    
      I feel Trace’s intense checking out of me from my head to my ass. “I know you’re back there,” I toss over my shoulder. My words tremble. My body can’t decide whether to be excited or scared that he is stalking me like a predator on the hunt.

      First, he threw a rock at the nice boy for talking to me, and now he has the nerve to follow me? What is he trying to prove to the other kids? That only he can bully me because I’m an inconvenience?

      I hurry to the tree and put distance between us.

      It’s what I overheard him telling one of his hookups on my way to the bathroom after he had cut class. That I’m a nobody, an inconvenience thrust on him by his parents.

      Trace ignores me at school, looking past me when we’re in the hallways. When a girl asked him why he gives me rides to and from school if he hated me so much, he shrugged and said his parents would disown him if he didn’t.

      He has a comeback for everything, making his parents out to be the bad guys.

      What a jerk!

      But what did I expect from a guy who is notorious for breaking girls’ hearts, a love-them-and-leave-them kind of guy who isn’t willing to commit to one girl?

      I’ve read about his type in my romance books.

      I’ve watched his type in the movies and the series I binge-watch.

      I have no grand expectations that his type will ever fall for me like they do for the quiet, awkward heroines. Trace is clearly out of my league, and he’s unhappy and annoyed because I ruined his last year of high school.
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