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      Rue

      

      Malice Sterling. Hot. Rich. Moody. He is part of the in-crowd. Lusted after by the hottest girls. On the outside, he has an enviable life. On the inside, he’s a mess. A hot-tempered, smoking hot mess.

      

      That’s where I come in. His parents staged an intervention, hiring me as his live-in babysitter. I won’t let him sabotage my plan of succeeding in something after failing at everything life throws my way. Malice Sterling, let the hate game begin.

      

      Malice

      

      Rue Lee. Stubborn. A pain in the ass. She doesn’t listen to a word anyone says and would rather do the opposite of what she’s told. We’re too alike and butt heads at every turn, be it the inside of my car or my bedroom. Those places could be one and the same.

      

      You see, I can’t decide whether to kiss Rue or spank her. One thing I’m certain of is that I am a grown dude and can take care of myself, spank you very much. Play your games, Rue. We know who will come out on top. Smirk.

    

  


  
    
      To my babies in heaven.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “It takes great courage to see the world in all its tainted glory and still love it.”

        ~ Oscar Wilde
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          RUE

        

      

    

    
      My full bladder wakes me from a recurring dream slash nightmare of one moment kissing the boy of my dreams and being held by him to him ghosting me the next moment without a “goodbye” or admitting that what we had was real.

      I’m having more of these dreams, and the ghosting part lingers longer, while the kissing and being held in his arms fade like the afterglow of a light being shut off. Afterward, I wake up with this god-awful emptiness, followed by an ache in my chest.

      I read somewhere that our subconscious thoughts materialize as dreams. Or that the person we’re dreaming about has us in their thoughts. I doubt Malice Sterling thinks about me at all.

      Eventually, I’ll have to get over him. He takes up all the space in my heart, leaving little room for a different guy. Except the thought of getting over him leaves me feeling empty, followed by an ache in my chest.

      I groan in frustration with my conflicting emotions for Malice and smush my face into the back cushion of the couch I’m crashing on. Two years is too long to hold onto my feelings for him. It’s time I let them go.

      The song “Let It Go” from Frozen pops into my head and replays repeatedly. No, no, no, it’s too early for an earworm. I yank the blankets past my ears and flop onto my other side on the lumpy couch. A pair of eyes stares back at me. I shriek. A large hand covers my mouth.

      “Hush, Rue. You’ll wake the baby.”

      Baby? When did my friend Shay become a big brother? I blink the sleep from my eyes. Unruly light blonde hair rather than shaggy dark brown. Bright blue eyes rather than green. It’s not Shay but my other friend, Winslow. He’s on his haunches with a wide grin.

      He sticks his face closer to mine. “What interesting dream were you having? Come on, tell Daddy.” He does this gimme, gimme motion with his fingers.

      Daddy? “Ew.” I shove him. He falls on his butt. “I’m not fully awake. You know I’m not a morning person.” I cover my yawn and pull the covers over my head.

      Winslow pulls them down and tilts his head toward the other end of the couch. “Would that help?”

      I lift my head and make out two plates and two mugs on the end table. I throw off the covers and dart toward the bathroom.

      “Don’t you dare eat my portion.” I point a finger at him as I back up toward the bathroom. “One of these days, your stomach will get you in trouble with your future girlfriend. It’s common courtesy not to eat someone’s food unless you have permission.”

      “Does this common courtesy apply to your habit? From what I’ve seen and heard, I think not.”

      “Not fair bringing up my reputation when I’m half asleep, but thank you for making breakfast.” I roll my arm and curtsy before I hurry to the bathroom.

      I close the door behind me, drowning out Winslow’s laughter, and do my business before sitting beside him on the couch. He passes me my plate and mug, having already set up our TV trays. Winslow said the metal trays are left over from his parents’ days of dating, which means they are over eighteen years old. I wish I owned something of my parents’, but they took anything that meant something with them.

      “What baby were you talking about earlier?” I pick at my eggs.

      Winslow forks a large piece of my eggs and shovels them into his mouth.

      “Hey, you didn’t ask.”

      “Then you better not dawdle.” He forks a piece of my cut-up strawberry into his mouth next. “The baby is my cousin’s. They’re staying with us while her husband is at boot camp.”

      “That’s nice of your parents.”

      He shrugs. “My mom is close with my aunt. Now eat. We have a long day ahead of us.”

      He’s bossy, but I do as he says. If Winslow says it’s going to be a long day, it’ll be a long day. He is very literal.

      I scarf down my food and sip my coffee. The dark roast with a hint of vanilla, cinnamon, and nutmeg teases my taste buds and goes down warm in my throat. “This is so good. You make my coffee just right. Thank you.”

      “Better than Shay and Red?” He sips his coffee and watches me enjoying mine as though seeing my happiness brings him joy.

      “Most definitely,” I answer to his question. “Your cooking is better too, but don’t tell them.”

      “Are you afraid we’ll have a cook-off and make you the judge of our cooking?” He smiles.

      I roll my eyes. “You all are way too competitive for your own good.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “Most definitely,” I say again.

      His smile widens. I fork pieces of cut-up strawberries and cantaloupe into my mouth and glance sidelong at him.

      The girls go wild for Winslow dressed in his signature low-hung jeans and color-of-the-day T-shirt, but boy, they are out of control when he’s dressed in his riding gear. I would be too if I were a groupie, which I’m not.

      Winslow competes on the racing circuit. When I tagged along to one of his races, I almost puked in my mouth at how the girls fawned over him, though I admit Winslow is rather good-looking with his lankiness, piercing blue eyes, and light-blond hair. And do not get me started on how he makes my mouth water when he takes those tight turns and high jumps on the racetrack.

      My three best friends are like brothers to me, and they are equally my favorite guys to hang out with, should anyone ask.

      “Is Red picking us up in his Escalade? Or are we taking your truck?” I’m hoping we’ll be riding to tonight’s bonfire party in Red’s SUV. The big, black, hulking thing fits my two suitcases better than Winslow’s truck or Shay’s sports car.

      “Red is getting us. Do you need help packing?” Winslow looks around the basement.

      There is a living space: a dark bedroom without windows that gives me the heebie-jeebies, and a bathroom with a toilet, and a sink but no shower. I don’t mind that the bathroom doesn’t have a shower. I’m just grateful for a place to stay—or, more accurately, a place for my friends to hide me.

      Their parents are unaware that I’m homeless. Otherwise, they’ll report it to the school. Though I’m eighteen, I won’t risk being sent away from the town I’ve grown up in.

      “I only unpacked the frame.” I nod at the picture frame on the end table close to my elbow.

      “You miss her, don’t you?”

      My sister Riley. Inside the frame is a picture of us at her high school graduation. Her on-again, off-again boyfriend, Midnight Sterling, photobombed us. His head is between mine and Riley’s, and he’s glaring at the camera with one dark brow cocked. His cousin Dare snapped the shot.

      Why did Midnight glare, other than to warn anyone who looked at the picture to stay away from his girl? He has his arms wrapped tight around Riley’s waist from behind. I gave him a hard time for ruining a wholesome picture of me and my big sis, but I’m glad he’s in her life.

      He understands that Riley can be her own worst enemy, and it’s nice that she has friends who support her when her bad habits get her in trouble.

      “Every day. It’s nice she’s close.”

      Riley is finishing her senior year at Dumas University, an hour away.

      “So, pray tell. What was your dream about? You were moaning and mumbling something about cars and trucks?”

      “How do you know this? Isn’t your bedroom soundproof for when you bring the girls over for some something, something?”

      Winslow’s bedroom is the one without windows, and that gives me the heebie-jeebies.

      “Some something, something?” He laughs. “You’ve been hanging around us boys too damn much, Rue. You should spend more time baking with Leigh. She’ll get you back to talking like a girl again.”

      “That won’t work. Seven is rubbing off on her. Guess what she said last week when we were baking these gourmet cupcakes with fancy toppings?”

      Winslow rubs his hands together. “More, more, more.”

      “Huh?”

      “Make more. Those were the bomb.”

      I smile. “I’ll put in a request.”

      “Fuck, yeah.” He sticks out his fist. We fist-bump. “Hmm, guess what she said, yeah? No clue.” He shrugs. “That girl’s an enigma. It’s probably the reason Seven has a hard-on for her.”

      I scrunch my face. “You’re so crass.”

      “Hey, for some guys, it’s not just the chase. It’s the mystery behind why a girl is the way she is that we guys find hot as fuck.”

      “Is that why you’re still single? You haven’t had to do the chasing, and a girl hasn’t interested you with whatever mysterious mumbo jumbo that makes her who she is?”

      “Nah. For me, being single is a state of mind. Relationships come with complications I don’t want to deal with.”

      “You would if you found the one.”

      “There’s no such thing.”

      “Oh, you’ll know it when it happens. And I hope I’ll be there when it does.”

      Winslow crosses his eyes. I play-swat him on the shoulder.

      “Okay, tell. What’d she say?” He cleans off his plate and then eyes mine. I let him finish off the rest of my eggs and bacon. The helping was huge.

      “Let’s lock and load.” I down my coffee and glance over at Winslow with a smile. “She said it every time we put the frosting tip on the bag.” I laugh.

      Leigh was a hoot, pretending she was cocking a gun and shooting every time she squeezed frosting on the cupcakes. I am so happy Leigh is my friend. The funniest things come out of her mouth.

      “That’s awesome. She’s cool.”

      She is.

      “Now, spill.”

      “Spill what?”

      “About the dream you were having. I left my door open after taking a piss, and I heard you mumbling. I thought you were talking to me, so I walked back, and you were dry humping the couch, like what those hockey players do on the ice while warming up.”

      “I was not dry humping anything.” I smack his shoulder again. “You’re making that up.”

      He smirks. “Okay, you’re right, but a guy can dream.”

      “Ew, please don’t associate me with your dream. We’re friends.”

      “Best of friends. Pinky swear.”

      I roll my eyes—these friends of mine. After we pinky swear, I put the picture frame inside a thick bubble wrap sleeve and tuck it inside a thick, fluffy towel. I have pictures of me and Riley on my phone, but this one is my favorite.

      “The dream, Rue.” He picks up our dishes.

      I help him with our coffee mugs. Winslow’s father works at the fire station for his twenty-four-hour shift rotations, and his mom works at the clothing boutique in the town center.

      “Can’t it wait until after school?” I’m hoping he’ll forget by then.

      “Nah. We don’t have school today. It’s teachers’ workshop day.”

      Crap. My mind must’ve remembered that part; otherwise, why sleep in until… I glance at my phone. It’s noon. I usually don’t sleep this late, but my body feels so rested.

      “Fine. I was dreaming about him, okay?”

      I haven’t told Winslow that him is Malice, our friend Red’s cousin. He only knows him as this nameless guy I’ve been crushing on since sophomore year. But what Malice and I had was more than a crush.

      Winslow shakes his head. “You need to get over him and fast, Rue. He does more harm in your head than is necessary for a guy you barely interacted with.”

      I told him this crush of mine doesn’t go to our school and that our interaction over the summer was brief, which is far from the truth.

      Winslow’s cell phone on the end table pings. He sets the plates down, picks up his phone, and glances at the screen.

      “Red and Shay are on their way. They want to get in target practice before heading over to Crescent Falls for the Everything Junk Sale.”

      “And in between the sale and the party?” We have hours to kill.

      “We’ll get in a few laps on the track.”

      “You’ll let me ride?” I smile big at the thought of taking the tight curves and the whoops on the dirt track in the back of Winslow’s parents’ property.

      “Nah, not after you crashed my favorite bike.”

      Darn it. “Am I taking videos?”

      “Not that either. We’re filming with our helmet cams.”

      “What about controlling the drone?”

      “Shay.”

      “Then why am I tagging along?”

      “You get to answer the DMs from my adoring fans.”

      I cross my arms and roll my eyes. “Your fans are crazy.”

      “And that’s why you get to answer them. Crazy understands crazy.” He flicks my nose. I feign a mortal wound. “Don’t be so dramatic, Rue.” His phone pings. He glances at the screen. “Shit, they’re here. Let’s clean up quick and bounce.”

      I help Winslow, then grab my suitcases for another round of crashing at a friend’s place. Lock and load; the fun has just begun.
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          MALICE

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure I shouldn’t stay and help clean?” I ask Mrs. Olsen, the day camp manager.

      I glance around the elementary school gym. Hula hoops, basketballs, orange cones, and jump ropes are strewn everywhere. Tables, chairs, and art supplies also need to be put away.

      There was no school yesterday or today for the entire school district, and I volunteered to help in my teammate’s place. Jace is out with some kind of GI bug. Poor bastard.

      “The kids said they would clean in exchange for time to see your new motorcycle.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. Is that okay? I should’ve asked first, but the kids were so excited that I answered for you.”

      “Not a problem, Mrs. Olsen. I don’t mind at all.”

      “Thank you, Malice.” She blows on the whistle hanging from her neck. Kids stop what they’re doing and run up to us. The girls look at me with curiosity and the boys with admiration.

      I should stomp out their admiration ASAP. I am not role model material, not with the trouble I’ve been getting into lately on and off the football field. Except that football season is over. How do I blow off steam in the small farm town of Cambridge? The endless wheat fields and roads that lead to more small and boring towns are suffocating.

      “I hear you all want to see my newest ride?”

      They nod.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s go.”

      They follow me out. I’ve changed into my riding gear. Leather pants. Leather jacket. Hardcore boots. I shrug my backpack higher on my shoulder and shove the double doors open with my meaty paws.

      The kids run up to my sleek black and white Suzuki bike. I drove the GT-R yesterday. They’re used to seeing me driving my sports car in town, but the bike is a different story. I ride my pride and joy when I’m in the mood to show off what the result of hard work can get a guy.

      The kids walk around the bike and snap pictures.

      “Can we take a picture of you on it?” one of the girls asks.

      “Sure thing, Emma.”

      The girl beams when I say her name. Emma is a regular at day camp. Like me, her parents are gone a lot for their work. Hers are gone so much that her default parents are her parents’ hired help. Their gardener and the housekeeper came with Emma to the school’s science fair, for fuck’s sake.

      Who leaves the parenting to hired help? Jesus H. Christ. If I ever have children, I plan on being there for them, whether it’s the Spelling Bee, field day, or a championship game.

      I straddle the bike and grab my riding gloves and helmet from my backpack before strapping it to my back. The kids back up. I put on my helmet, and with my hands on the handlebars, I tip forward and stare at the open road. The kids snap a side view. I turn and look straight at their cell phones. More pictures are taken.

      “Video next,” Emma says. “But first, I want a picture.” She hands her phone to one of her friends. I curve my fingers into a half-heart on my helmet. Emma does the same on her face. Her friends squeal with delight, and massive amounts of pictures are taken.

      I’m smiling wide beneath my helmet. These girls and their infatuation with guys on motorcycles. Emma steps away, and her friend returns her phone to her.

      “Video, video, video,” the kids chant.

      I laugh. These kids are insatiable with their need to capture and post everything to their social media accounts. There’s no harm in indulging them. It’s been a long time since I garnered this much attention—the good kind—and I am all in for the fanfare.

      I take a lap in the parking lot before driving onto the main road with both hands on the handlebars and the tires on the pavement. I won't set a bad example by doing tricks with the bike—not that I would. This bike is something special, and special things should be well taken care of and protected from damage.

      As though the universe heard my thoughts of something special, well taken care of, and protected from damage, a blacked-out Escalade drives past me, going in the opposite direction.

      The back passenger-side window is down. A girl with long black hair is leaning out. Her beautiful face is tipped to the sky, and a smile spans her face. She is out, catching the wind.

      I look at her. Her gaze holds mine. Her smile doesn’t slip. In fact, she blows me a kiss. For a moment, I forget the bad blood between me and Rue Lee.

      I catch her kiss, bring my hand to my helmet, and release her kiss on the spot over my mouth. She clasps her hands to her heart and smiles wider. I shake my head and smile back, unable to help myself.

      Rue is one of those girls that can pull off adorable and sexy as fuck simultaneously. She’s adorable blowing that sexy-as-fuck kiss that drew my attention to the sparkle in her dark eyes, so dark they’re almost black. And don’t get me started on her lips, the top one fuller than the bottom one. I still dream of sucking her top lip into my mouth as she begged me to help her come using my fingers.

      I shake away the memories and rest my palm on my hip. It’s in my best interest to get over Rue before graduation. Otherwise, how will I leave this town behind when she still owns pieces of my heart?
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          RUE

        

      

    

    
      The day started out extraordinary with target practice, a few laps on the track (Winslow had an older bike he let me ride), and helping my friends spend money on junk we’ll use when we build our junk garden next spring. But it ended in a disaster not of my making, for a change.

      The guys and I are seated around the bonfire. Leigh is MIA, but I understand why she skipped the party. She’s hanging out with her boyfriend, Seven Shanahan.

      What is it like to have a boyfriend? Someone who doesn’t know of my messed-up past and who accepts me for me? My friends like me, but they would never date me. I’m one of the guys, and I am okay with that. I wouldn’t date them either.

      Friendship is comfortable. Love should be something different. It should be heart-racing, breathlessness, and fluttering in the stomach.

      While the guys talk about the crazy things they’ll do the moment they move into the college dorms next year, I study Malice over the rim of my red Solo cup.

      Imagine my surprise when he showed up an hour after we did.

      Six foot two. Tousled dark hair. A gold chain around his neck. Black shirt under his black motorcycle jacket. Is he going for the hot biker look? I don’t blame him for dressing the part.

      His new ride, a black and white Suzuki motorcycle, is parked near the kegs. Dangling from the handlebar is a helmet. Strapped to the underside of the raised back seat is another helmet.

      Why did I blow him a kiss, knowing full well it was him? Why did he bring his bike to the party when he rarely takes it for a ride, according to Red? Is Malice planning on taking a lucky girl for a ride?

      Lucky? Pfft. What girl wants to spend time with a moody guy who grunts and mumbles and calls it a conversation? Not me. Then why can’t I look away?

      Is it his face? He is beautiful with his chiseled jawline, well-defined cheekbones, and full, kissable lips with an enviable Cupid’s bow. He would ream me out if he heard his name and “beautiful” in the same sentence.

      Or is it the vibe he gives off, this dangerous, standoffish energy that draws a curious girl like me in? I find dangerous to be a challenge. What will calm the danger in him? What will shed light on his dark mood?

      I shift my focus to his mouth. His mouth isn’t moving. Malice doesn’t speak much, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t paying attention. He’s interested. Especially when one of the girls laughs. His blue eyes light up, and my mood sours.

      Why am I annoyed that the tall, pretty girl with dark hair captured his attention? I don’t even like the guy. I’m curious, that’s all.

      “Come on, Rue. It’s time to pay up.” Red gets up off the lawn chair and extends his hand to me.

      He smiles, and I blink, amazed at how similar the Sterling boys look. It could’ve been Malice standing before me, except Red’s hair is gelled and spiked rather than tousled. Red is lean muscle. Malice is all bulk. His tall, bulky frame is one of the reasons he is a great offensive lineman. Not that football interests me.

      I place my drink in the cupholder and set my hand in Red’s. He tugs me up and onto my feet. Our movement draws Malice’s attention. His gaze drops to my hand in Red’s before shooting back to my face. He narrows his eyes and locks his jaw.

      Is he imagining that Red is Red’s brother, Midnight, and I’m my sister, Riley? When will Malice stop having a crush on my sister? When will he see me? I sigh. Why wish for something that will never happen?

      “What do you have planned?” I lost a bet to Red.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” He picks up the backpack at his feet and pulls me behind him. Winslow and Shay follow.

      We walk past Malice and Cambridge High’s in-crowd. We’re almost past the crowd when I’m grabbed by the arm and yanked hard. I collide with a large body. The scent of leather is strong, and I hate that the heat from Malice’s arm on my lower back seeps through my shirt, branding my skin.

      “Don’t do it.” His breath is warm on the tip of my ear. “Don’t go down that path. It won’t end well for you.”

      Malice expects failure from me. Nothing new there. I stare at his Adam’s apple. His fingers tighten around my arm. A warning? Concern? Nope. He is showing the enthralled crowd he’s in charge of this situation and not Loser Rue Lee.

      I pry his fingers off my arm and step back. He glares. I stare back. He takes a step into my personal space. We’re toe to toe, but I don’t budge. He clenches his jaw, and I meet his gaze, defying him when a different girl would bow down to Cambridge High’s royalty. That’s how it is in high school. Jocks are treated like they are rulers of the school.

      “Call it a night, Rue.”

      “I’m not ready.”

      “That’s not what you said that night.”

      How dare he bring up a private moment in such a public place? “You have no right.” My voice trembles, and his eyes soften. Does he see me for me? Is he through being angry with me? Malice blinks, and a moody jerk replaces the carefree boy with the infectious laughter who I fell hard for.

      “Go sit and enjoy the rest of the night with your boys. Leave the path be.”

      And pass up the chance to prove him wrong? Uh-uh. I barge past him and head down the path. Loudly and with pity in his voice, his words follow me. “Stop following Red around like a lovesick puppy. He’s meant for more.”

      The other kids’ stares bore into my back, and there’s snickering. My friends rush to my side. Red reaches for my hand, and I sidestep him.

      “Rue.”

      There’s pity in his voice too. I get it. I’m not good enough for a Sterling boy and never will be. They are meant for more than the attention of a girl with nothing to her name and a reputation for being a loser.

      This pity party has gone on long enough. They don’t call the shots; I do. I decide what mistakes I make because I’m the one who has to live with the consequences.

      “Let’s get this over with. I’m ready to ditch this party and head back to your place,” I say loud enough for those behind us to hear and get the message that there is no following done on my part. I wouldn’t be returning to Red’s had I not been invited.

      Malice calls out the obvious in his know-it-all voice. “He’ll ask you to jump.”

      “So, I’ll jump,” I say over my shoulder. “What’s the big deal?”

      Malice catches up and takes a spot between me and Shay, his steps in tandem with mine.

      “You’ll get hurt.”

      Translation: You’re a loser and a failure.

      “I lost a bet, and I’m good for my word.”

      “Losing a bet and losing your life are two different things. One of them, you don’t come back from.”

      “I’ll risk it.”

      “You risk too much.”

      “It’s not your life, Malice. Now go away. Leave me alone.”

      “What if I don’t? Will you sic your boyfriend on me?”

      “Yes.” I up my speed, not caring whether the guys catch up. I want to get this bet over with and distance myself from Malice.

      A hand catches mine. His hold is gentle, and his fingers are playful, toying with my fingertips. It’s different from Malice’s grip. I interlace my fingers with Red’s.

      “Geez, that took away the element of surprise,” he mutters.

      “What’s in the backpack?” Anything to get my mind off Malice and his jerk comments.

      “That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

      I’m not a fan of surprises. “Did you know he would be here?”

      “Nah, I heard he would be at a different party. I guess he changed his mind.”

      I wish he wouldn’t have.

      “You shouldn’t test his temper,” Red warns.

      “How could I not when he’s a jerk?”

      “A jerk who puts on a good show,” Shay says from behind us. “You never know what you’ll get with that one.”

      “You two are like the bull and the matador.” Winslow puts in his two cents.

      “Who’s who?” I ask.

      We walk down the path in a staggered pattern, blocking Malice’s attempts at pushing his way between us as the path narrows.

      “You’re the matador,” Winslow says.

      “Malice is,” I say. “He’s also the bull.”

      “Explain,” Winslow says.

      “Matador because he goads me with his jerk comments. Bull because he comes at me with the least amount of provocation.”

      Winslow laughs. “Riley taught you all the big words, didn’t she?”

      I smirk. “You wish.”

      Soon, we reach the clearing. In front of me is the infamous tree with the rope swing. Shay and Winslow step around us and glance at the drop-off. Shay whistles. Winslow tilts his head at the lake below. “Are you sure? There’s time to back out.”

      “I don’t have the money.”

      “I can loan you the hundred dollars,” Shay offers.

      “Thanks, but no.” I would rather jump than be indebted to someone.

      “Your funeral,” Shay says.

      The back of my head tingles. I look over my shoulder at the same time Red announces that he has a bikini for me to change into. So that’s his surprise for me. Great.

      Malice stares at me with his arms crossed over his broad chest. He looks from the bikini to me and off into the distance. He shakes his head. I see the warning in his eyes. Jump, and I’m in big trouble with a capital T. When have I ever listened to him? The one time I did, he broke my heart.

      Red sees where I’m looking. “Don’t give him the time of day, Rue. He’s a prick.”

      His words surprise me. My sister is indecisive and has a bleeding heart, but I would never admit she can be a pain in the butt. “Hey, what happened to family and loyalty?”

      “It went out the door when you demanded I not speak his name.”

      “Aw, you’re such a great friend.” I hug Red.

      There’s a growl from my right.

      Malice yanks me out of Red’s arms. “Don’t do this. Trust me, there will be hell to pay if you do.”

      Trust him? If I do, I’ll have to forgive him for hurting me, and I’m not ready to do that. Not until he sees me for me. I tug my arm out of Malice’s hold, flip him the peace sign, and change out of my clothes into the fiery red bikini as my friends form a human shield.

      I stuff my clothes inside the backpack, walk to the rope swing with my head held high and my shoulders pulled back, and hope to God keeping my word doesn’t cost me my life.

      Please don’t let me die tonight. I have so much left to do on this earth.

      Anyways, I haven’t had a boyfriend and would like to have at least one before graduation.
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      Rue walks to the tree with her head held high, shoulders pulled back, and hips swaying. She is the queen bee commanding her hive of soldier bees, the cat that ate the canary, and the annoying pebble in my shoe.

      Growling under my breath, I ball my hands at my sides and rein in the urge to cover her sexiness with my jacket and block the spectators’ view of her with my body.

      The guys look at her with hunger in their eyes while the girls wonder what her appeal is. I see it in how they look her body up and down with their hands on their hips. What a bunch of snobs.

      Rue is smoking hot with her long black hair, tiny waist, and cute ass cheeks peeking out from beneath her bikini bottom. My cock agrees. I tell my dick to calm the fuck down. I am not in the mood to indulge him right now. I need to be ready to hurl myself off that cliff at any sign that Rue is in trouble.

      Her effect on me is the reason I avoid her. Tonight is worse. I’m here alone while her boyfriend and their crew surround her. Out of the picture are our friends in common, Seven and Leigh. Had Leigh been here, she would have talked sense into Rue. Had Seven and Trace been here, they would have reminded me of my hard-on for Rue’s sister, Riley.

      Instead, Leigh and Seven are off doing boyfriend-girlfriend shit, and Trace is keeping his family’s newest houseguest, Sorrow, company while his parents are away on a business trip.

      Talk about poor timing.

      I need my boys here, goddammit. Otherwise, I’m at risk of succumbing to the Rue effect.

      What is the Rue effect? Let me explain. Her couldn’t-care-less attitude gets under my skin. She’s the only girl that gets under my skin to the point I touch her. Had it been a different girl looking to jump, I would say go for it.

      Except, wait a fucking minute.

      A sensible girl would, one, not make a bet with Red. Two, a girl in her right mind wouldn’t dare jump into a lake in November when temperatures are ball-shriveling. And three, a sane girl would strap on a life jacket just in case something bad happens.

      Her attitude is one of two pieces of the Rue effect. The second piece is her body’s effect on me. My blood either boils or courses through my veins in this whoosh, whoosh, whoosh when she’s nearby. My cock stands at full mast when she’s near enough I catch a whiff of her scent. She smells sweet, like a warm cinnamon roll straight out of the oven. What gets rid of the Rue effect is a cold shower or a hand job under a stream of hot water.

      “You gonna jump in after her? Demand she listen to your sorry ass?” Red baits me. I don’t take the bait, already knowing what will happen. Rue will jump, and Red will follow.

      That’s how it’s been since she ditched me for him. The three of us were friends until I made the mistake of overstepping a line that few Sterlings have ever overstepped. We don’t poach on another Sterling’s girl. Red laid claim to Rue first, and I should’ve known better than to rob Red of what was rightfully his.

      I turn my back on Red and Rue. What right do I have to interfere? She made her choice, and I’m not it. I march back to my ride. A throng of girls follow me. The guys hang back. They want to confirm the rumor that Rue is as crazy as her MIA mother.

      Not only is Gina Lee crazy and MIA, but according to the nosey townsfolk—who should mind their goddamn business—she’s a loser, having never held down a paying job. Instead, she sold her body in exchange for money and drugs. That’s the rumor.

      Rue’s older sister, Riley, was able to distance herself from the stigma of her mother’s past. She graduated with top honors and was accepted into Dumas University, a private college an hour from Cambridge. Rue? Rue is trekking down the same path as her mom.

      With her reputation for getting into trouble and hanging with the wrong crowd, no one is willing to hire her, though an old lady took a chance on Rue with her dog. The last I heard, Rue lost that gig when she lost her grip on the dog’s leash. The little guy was almost run over in a roundabout.

      I jam my hands in my pockets and up my pace. When will Rue listen to reason and stop getting herself into trouble? Why did I catch the kiss she blew me as she hung out the window with a carefree smile on her face? Why can’t I let go of my feelings for her? Why did I bring up that night?

      Fuck, the hurt on her face had my stomach in a knot but if I’d wrapped her in my arms, the other kids would want to know the history between us. I’m keeping my mouth shut. What happened the summer of our sophomore year is strictly for me and Rue to hash out.

      The guys from my team flank my sides as we clear the path and that is how I know Rue jumped. I grit my teeth and clamp my mouth shut. Otherwise, I’ll demand they tell me if she made it safely out of the water.

      Why ask? Rue made her choice, and I’ve made my bed. I pull my hand out of my pocket and reach for the sexy brunette with pouty lips and long, luscious hair down to her mid-back. “Ready to go for a ride, sweet thing?”

      Cassie’s green eyes gleam. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      She sets her hand in mine. I tug her to me and slam my mouth over hers. She tastes like bitter beer and smells like flowers in the summer heat, and I fucking hate that she doesn’t taste and smell like someone else. I tear my mouth off hers and anchor her to my side. “My parents’ place is loaded with the best liquor,” I tell everyone. “Who’s a go for downing shots?”

      “Shots, shots, shots!” The girls and the guys chant as we make our way back to the bonfire and my shiny new ride.

      On the drive to my parents’ place, I marvel at how smoothly the bike handles the curves in the road. Cassie thinks so too. She taps her helmet on the back of mine. I smile. I made the right decision when I bought the bike as a gift to myself after my team’s big win over Delridge. My parents weren’t there. They never are.

      It’s for the best. I couldn’t care less that their jobs took priority over attending the most important game of my senior year. After this, it’s off to college. I’ll play ball, earn a fancy degree, and find a nice girl to settle down with. She won’t push my buttons, will fall in line, and won’t tell lies.

      I shove thoughts of Rue aside and concentrate on getting Cassie and me to my place safely. I didn’t touch the alcohol. No drinking and driving for this guy. My father will have a shit fit if I get into more trouble because of my drinking.

      He says I’m out of control. I beg to differ. My relationship with alcohol is anything but. What’s out of control is my lack of giving two fucks. Other than football and my friends, nothing else matters. Then what does it mean when my boys aren’t here? Instead, they’re keeping company with their girls, though Trace and Sorrow aren’t an item.

      Sorrow is too timid and quiet for Trace’s taste. He likes his girls to be loud and confident. What will happen when Trace gets a girl? Will I be wallowing in my boredom with a bottle of whiskey in one hand and my cell in the other, scrolling through the social media accounts of people I couldn’t care less about?

      Jesus, the life I have to look forward to.

      We arrive at my parents’ place with a parade of cars behind us. My parents are on a trip and won’t return for two days. They’ve been away for a month, and I haven’t missed them. My parents are gone for half of the year, which isn’t new.

      Anyway, they make being away worth my while.

      They give me a hefty weekly allowance and a place on their property. Whatever I want, I get. The sky is the limit. I smirk. What a life.

      I park near the strip of grass bordering my parents’ driveway. Cassie takes off her helmet and hangs it on the handlebar. I do the same before helping her off my pride and joy.

      “Why don’t you live with your parents?”

      I look where she’s looking. Two-story house. Four thousand square feet. Four bedrooms and five bathrooms. I shrug. “I needed my space.”

      Her eyes widen. “I would kill for a place like this.” She points at the house. “The wraparound porch is to die for. Imagine looking at the stars and hearing nothing but quiet. Or going for a night swim in the heated pool.”

      “Did you case the house?” I joke, liking how her face lights up as she talks. Cassie is different from Doom-and-Gloom Rue Lee.

      She laughs. “My mom loves looking at houses. We drove around town and oohed and awed over the gorgeous houses here.”

      “A drive-by doesn’t give you a view of the pool in the back.”

      “No, but look up the address on the assessor’s website, and the details are there.”

      This girl isn’t just a pretty face with a rocking hot body. She’s smart too.

      “The houses here are different from where I grew up.”

      Cassie’s family is new in town.

      “Where was that?” I take her hand and lead her up the walkway that ends at steps to the wraparound porch that she likes.

      “Nowhere in particular. We’ve lived all over. My parents are wanderers. So far, Cambridge is my favorite.”

      “Because of the houses?”

      “Because of you.”

      “Me?”

      She takes my hand and places my palm over the spot above her heart. “You're one of the most popular guys at school, and you noticed me on my first day of class.”

      That’s not how it went down, but I don’t correct her. I didn’t pick Cassie. Principal Staudinger did. I skipped class and was caught walking out of the school doors. It’s a case of being at the wrong place at the wrong time. He asked me to help the new girl find her way around the school. For a newcomer, it can be one big maze of doors, hallways, and stairs. Why not? I should get in a good deed for the year.

      “And look where we’re at two weeks later,” I say. My heartbeat thuds against my rib cage, and I wait for it to speed up with Cassie’s nearness. Nothing.

      Damn.

      I unlock my parents’ front door and invite everyone inside. “Help yourselves to what’s in the fridge and the cupboards. Booze is in the pantry. The only room off limits is the locked room.” My parents.’ “Got it?”

      I knew I would be moving the party inside. Why freeze our asses off when there’s an empty house begging to be put to good use?

      “Have fun, bros and hoes. Cassie and I are out.”

      “Out to making out!”

      I smirk. Dudes and their cheesy lines.

      I reach for Cassie. She does me one better. She sidles up to me, holding onto my arm, and leans her lithe body into mine. She’s tall, the top of her head reaching my ear. There’s no need to risk tweaking my neck when going in to claim her mouth. No need worrying I’m poaching on another guy’s girl.

      Cassie is single and has made it clear she wants me.

      I guide her down a dirt path to my place at the back of my parents’ house. At the front door, I hesitate to invite her inside. I’ve never brought a girl to my place and wasn’t planning on making a habit of it. But it’s imperative I get a certain girl out of my system before I ditch this town for a different life in a bigger city.

      Is that my latest plan? To play ball for colleges in Montgomery or Alexandria rather than for Dumas University? Or should I try my luck out of state?

      My parents expect differently. They would like me to stick close to my cousins and attend DU next fall.

      But why think of the future when the here and now is what’s important? “Are you sure about this?” I ask.

      “Very.”

      “I’m not promising anything past tonight.”

      “I’m okay with that. I won’t ask for more than you’re willing to give.”

      She won’t ask for money from me or my family, not that she would. Cassie’s parents are rich. The only person who is poor as dirt and would want my money is Rue Lee.

      Fuck.

      Why can’t I get her out of my thoughts?

      I unlock the door. “What are you in the mood for? Rough and dirty? Or slow and worshipping?”

      “Can we start with the second option and end with the first?”

      A girl who knows what she wants and doesn’t play games. Cassie is different from the girl who occupies too much space in my head.

      I take Cassie’s hand and lead her inside. “I like. A lot. You’re my kind of girl, beautiful.”

      “Someday, I want to be your girl, Malice.”

      I don’t answer her with words. I answer her with my mouth—my mouth crashing over hers. I can deal with physical, but the emotional? Uh-uh. There will be no catching feelings. I aim to graduate and leave this town with my once-shattered heart whole.
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