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  Due to the content, language, and some violence, this book may not be suitable for anyone under the age of eighteen. This book may also trigger memories for survivors of any form of sexual assault including, but not limited to rape or sexual abuse.








  
  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also to the Greek.”

                        –Romans1:16, King James Bible








  
  “Seasons”

 

Things have changed;

My life is no longer the same.

Once, I walked strong;

But now, those days are gone.

 

I don’t know how to let go;

The smile I wear is all for show.

A nightmare I’d like to escape;

Hopefully, it’s not too late.








  
  You are not alone.








  
  [image: image-placeholder]

Gervasio’s hand wrapped around the base of the beer bottle as he eyed the dark-haired beauty from the corner of the room. These parties served as good hunting grounds. On occasion, he’d locate a victim no one would miss. A lonely girl starved for attention. But this one, she was different. She’d spent the last hour tucked against a wall, much as he’d done. However, her inability to socialize and interact with her peers hadn’t been what caught his attention. 
Long, midnight black hair. High cheekbones. Structured like that of a goddess. Mocha-colored skin. A richer chocolate than his own. Compared to her, his skin would be fair. Other features convinced him she looked familiar, though he hadn’t entirely placed the face. In the recesses of his mind, he’d become certain he knew this young woman.
Only one way he’d discover the truth. He drained the last of his beer, set the empty bottle down on the nearest table, and strode across the room. The Fourth of July party was in full swing. Writhing bodies parted as he cut through the middle of the dance floor. No one dared to grumble or get in his way. Good thing too. Disposing of a body because some idiot crossed paths with him hadn’t been in the cards tonight. No. This evening was about pleasure.
His pleasure.
Gervasio sidled up to his dark-haired beauty. Her midnight tresses were loosely braided and ended near her nice, round ass. She fidgeted with the hem of her white lace top. It worked well with the short, denim skirt. His eyes traveled along the curve of her hips, continued down the length of her smooth legs, and paused at the brown ankle boots. Certainly, one of a kind. A grin tugged at the corner of his lips as his gaze returned to her face. Soft hazel eyes touched with flecks of green.
Of course. Why hadn’t he seen it sooner? She had her mother’s eyes and cheekbones. No wonder she looked so familiar. That woman had been his favorite. Hmm, her presence at this party presented him with the opportunity he’d been in search of all these years. A way to get someone out of hiding and get everything he deserved. Indeed. It was time to play ball. He smiled at the teenage girl beside him. “You not like party?”
“Huh? What? Oh, no. I’m having a great time.”
“How this possible? Pretty girl like you stand here alone. Cannot be fun.”
“Am I that obvious?” She raised an eyebrow at him.
He nodded and offered her his hand. Normally, he took what he wanted, but he had special plans for this one. For a short time, he could play the part of a nice host. One who simply welcomed everyone into his home, even if the house didn’t belong to him. He just provided the party favors. And no one had ever been wiser as to what he truly used them for. “Si. I am Jorge. Tell me, you have drink?”
“Bella. And, no. I’m not really big into alcohol.” A warm smile crept onto her mouth as she gently placed her hand in his for a polite handshake.
“This okay. I get you something. You like orange juice?”
“Oh. That’s not necessary. Really, I’m fine.”
Not for what he intended. She’d be the type to fight back. While he’d get there eventually, now he wanted quiet. He’d break her, but not like he’d done with his other girls. All he’d have to do, spike her drink. The drugs he had with him would be tasteless in orange juice. His own special concoction. “Plain orange juice. No alcohol. I promise.”
“Well, all right. I am kind of thirsty.”
“Okay. I be back.” Gervasio pushed off the wall and trekked down the hall into the kitchen. He’d been to this house enough times to know its layout by heart. Never before had he taken a girl at the party. He had to be sure the attacks couldn’t be linked to his hunting grounds. Otherwise, he’d lose his favorite pastime. 
However, for Bella, he’d make an exception.
He scanned the empty kitchen. Must be his lucky night. Without a second to waste, he collected a couple of glasses and made two drinks, one laced orange juice and one plain Coke. No more alcohol for him. For the rest of the night to go according to plan, he needed a clear head. Returning to the spot on the wall where Bella awaited, he smiled brightly, handed the juice to his dark-haired beauty, and held his glass toward hers for a toast. “To fun for rest of night.”
“I can drink to that.” 
They clinked glasses, and she swallowed a couple of big gulps from his offering.
Exactly what he wanted. Soon she’d feel the effects, and he’d gently escort her up the stairs, where he’d do anything he desired. His gaze held to her face. Her eyes wandered around the room. One hand dropped to the hem of that blouse again. Nervous ticks worked in his favor. Would she be as good as her mother? No. She’d be better. The teenage girl who stood before him still had her virtue. And he’d enjoy ripping it from her and leaving a part of himself with her. In due time. 
Another smile pulled at the corners of his lips. “I not see you at parties before.”
“Yeah. I don’t usually go. My friend dragged me to this one tonight.”
“But friend not here?” A friend could complicate things. Especially a regular partygoer. No way he’d be able to disappear both girls. 
“Well, no, she’s around.”
His brain tumbled over a few ideas. Gervasio set his half-empty glass of Coke down and offered Bella his hand. “Come to dance floor. Maybe you see her there.” And then he’d know more about the possible complication.
“Um, okay.” She set her half-full glass down, took his hand, stepped off the wall—and stopped. Blinking a few times, she pinched the bridge of her nose and rubbed at her forehead.
“Okay?”
Bella nodded. “Yeah. Guess I’ve just been standing there too long. Come on, let’s go.” As if nothing had happened, the two headed onto the dance floor hand in hand. They made their way to the center of the throng of bodies as the music softened.
Perfect. He gave her one quick spin out, then spun her back in until she was flush against his body. Precisely where he longed to have her. Dropping one hand to her low back, he kept her pressed in tight and, slowly, they moved to the music. A slight tinge of pink touched those dark cheeks of hers and her body warmed beneath his touch. 
No woman had ever been attracted to his mangled face. Bella must be responding to the male attention—or the power of his body. He’d bulked up over the last few years. His brute strength alone was now a force of nature and aided in his favorite pastime. And women found it nice. But no way any woman could ever see past the scar on his face. The one he’d been left with as a parting gift from Bella’s father. Bastard would get what was coming. And Gervasio would use the man’s daughter to do it.
“B! Hey, B!” A girl with stringy, dirty blonde hair shoved through the crowd, dragging some guy behind her. The girl was tall and lanky, much like the young man she’d brought along for the ride.
 “Alex! Where have you been?” Bella’s eyes narrowed, perhaps in concern, at the girl Gervasio presumed to be the missing friend.
“Sorry. Joe and I had some stuff to do, but you look like you’re doing okay.” The lanky girl shifted her attention from Bella to Gervasio. “I’m Alex.” 
Upon closer inspection, Gervasio recognized the girl’s wide, bloodshot eyes. He knew the teenager. She frequented one of his men. For the same tasty morsel that had her stoned out of her mind. Gervasio grinned. His Bella could’ve selected better friends. “Jorge. And no worry. Friend in good hands.”
“I’m sure. B. You okay?”
“Yeah. Go do what you want. I’m okay.” Bella nodded.
Alex shrugged and eyed Gervasio. “Take good care of her. I’ll leave you guys to it.” Briefly, she squeezed Bella’s arm and shuffled back through the crowd with the guy she’d called Joe. 
He was glad not to have had to respond. That was just the way he liked it. As little conversation as possible. His dark-haired beauty wouldn’t remember the night. And based on the amount of orange juice she’d drunk, the drugs would take effect any moment now. “Good friend?”
“Yeah. My best friend, actually. Probably why I joined her tonight.”
“Always hard to say no to best friend.”
“Yeah,” Bella mumbled the single-word response. Her eyelids dropped to half-mast, and she curled her head against Gervasio’s chest. Sagging a bit in his arms, she rubbed her forehead again. “Room’s spinning.”
Perfect. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “No worry. I take you upstairs. ¿Si?”
“Um... yeah...” The words barely tumbled out of her mouth before she slumped further against his body. 
Though she was thicker than most girls he’d taken, he carried her weight with ease as he escorted her off the dance floor. To most, it would simply appear that she had a tad too much to drink. Gervasio snagged her half-empty glass of orange juice along the way. Without any resistance, he urged her up the stairs and toward the master bedroom, the one room that always remained unoccupied. It also happened to be the only one with a lock on the inside of the door. 
Like at most parties, the room usually served as a coat rack. Gervasio set the glass down and escorted Bella over to the four-poster he’d make damn good use of for the next hour. The jackets covering the comforter could end up as evidence, but only if he left his DNA behind. 
She sagged further. She was close to passing out. Shooting a glance over his shoulder, he confirmed their privacy and laid her beside the stack of coats, then pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. “Be good girl, honey bear.”
“I...”
“Shh. No worry. I take good care of you.” Gervasio crossed to the door in two strides, closed it, and locked it. Pulling his shirt over his head, he returned to the bed, shoved the coats to the floor, and scooted Bella to the middle of the bed. Less room for her to struggle. Then he climbed onto her and straddled her hips. A grin tugged on the corners of his lips, like the Cheshire Cat who ate the canary, as her eyelids drifted shut and she passed out. 
Tonight, he’d touch the unmarred skin of purity and destroy it. His well-used hands would cover her body from head to toe; not that she’d remember any of it. He’d break her, but not in the same way he’d done his whores. 
She was different. 
She deserved different. 
Bella was special. 
With her, he’d take his time. It would be worth the wait once he finally had her completely. For now, only his hands and lips would devour her sweetness. 
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“First day of school and already I want a redo.” Bella’s junior year could’ve started a little better. Hell. A  lot better. She strode beside Alex as they walked toward her locker. Her shorter stature made for smaller strides, but she always managed to keep up with her best friend.
Alex rolled her eyes. “Come on. Vick’s ultimatum isn’t that bad.”
“Says you.” She wasn’t sure she dared to do what her brother had demanded. “But I guess I don’t have a choice,” Bella said with a shrug.
“All I have to say is, I wanna be there when you tell Heather off.” Alex tucked a piece of her dirty blonde hair behind her ear.
“I don’t know when I’m going to do it, you know.”
“Oh, come on. I’ve never seen anyone have the guts to tell Heather Warren off.”
Bella laughed. “All right. I’ll do my best to wait until you’re around.”
“Thank you.” Alex’s smile revealed her slightly crooked teeth. Usually, she hid behind a close-mouthed grin, but things had changed over the past few months—and Bella never questioned why.
“Don’t mention it.” 
As they rounded the corner of the hallway, they both stopped. Bella groaned and pulled her books to her chest. The day could get worse. Then again, David had appeared at her locker every day for the past two years. Why should the first day of this new year be any different? 
“Do you need me to stick around?” Alex asked.
“No. I’ll have to deal with him sooner or later. Might as well be now.”
“Okay. But he’s a glutton for punishment.”
Nothing yet had ever persuaded David to stop pursuing her. “I don’t think it’s necessarily punishment,” Bella said. “Somehow, he got the idea he could eventually wear me down.”
“I still don’t get why you won’t go out with him. I mean, he’s David Warren.”
“If his sister didn’t make my life miserable, I’d consider it.”
“So, you’ll say ‘yes’ after you tell her off?” Alex waggled her brows.
“No.”
“But why? He’s so fine. I could just eat him up.”
Bella had never denied David looked good. He was also the most popular guy in school and captain of the soccer team. But sometimes bad things appeared in pretty packages. “Yes, he’s gorgeous, but my parents won’t let me date. And even if they did, they wouldn’t let me date him. And I don’t even know why he wants to go out with me!”
“In other words, you’re too chicken to ask your parents for permission or to ask him why. Gotcha.”
“Have you met my parents? As for him, part of me wanted to know—until all those gifts started showing up. Now, I just want it to stop.”
Alex paused. “I thought you were going to talk to him about that.”
“Never had his number.”
Shaking her head, Alex slowly backed away. “Guess now’s your chance.” 
“Fantastic,” Bella mumbled as her best friend disappeared. Left to face the inevitable, Bella turned her attention to the guy leaning against the lockers. Was she insane for saying no? On an attractiveness scale, David was a nine: six feet tall, perfectly defined musculature, not to mention all that luscious, blue-black, wavy hair. And he had a smile that could charm its way into almost any girl’s world. Except hers. She loved his smile but had yet to be sucked in by it. And if anything could ever convince her to go out with him, it would be those piercing blue eyes. 
“Hey, Bella.” 
“Hi, David. Have you been waiting long?” Averting her eyes, Bella focused on opening her locker, suddenly aware of her curves and that she stood nearly a foot shorter than him. What did he see in her?
“No.”
“Good. What’s up?”
“I heard you’re head tutor. I wanted to come by and— Hey, you okay?”
Bella’s gaze narrowed on the bouquet of orange roses neatly propped atop her books. When was the last time she’d been in her locker? After lunch? She glanced at the two books in her hands. Yeah. She had collected what had been necessary for her last two classes of the day. With a deep sigh, Bella reached forward and removed the bouquet. “David, this has got to stop.”
“What are you...” His eyes paused on the roses in her hand. “Where did those come from?”
“From my locker. Where you put them.”
“Me?” David’s eyes widened. “Wait. You think I put them there?”
“Along with all the other gifts I’ve been getting all summer.” Various items had turned up on her doorstep over the last month or so. 
“What gifts? I haven’t given you anything.”
Bella just stared at him. David folded his arms across his chest and stared right back.
“Chocolates, the Mexican coffee beans, earrings, the necklace. And now these. Don’t you think it’s enough?”
“Has there been a card with any of these gifts?”
“Well, no.” But who else could it be?
“One,” David held up a finger, “I wouldn’t give you roses. Two, if I gave you anything, I sure as hell wouldn’t hide that it was from me.” He sighed and unfolded his arms. “You said there haven’t been cards with the other gifts, but why don’t you check this one.”
Narrowing her eyes, Bella held her books out for him to hold. Then she searched the bouquet of roses—and blinked. There was a card. But it wasn’t signed. 
Instead, there was just one word written on it: Soon.      
“And?”
“It says, ‘soon.’” She flipped the card around and showed it to him. “I don’t get it. Soon, what?”
David took the card from her and checked out both sides. He raised an eyebrow and handed it back. “You’re sure there wasn’t a card with any of the other things?”
“No. I even checked the boxes the jewelry came in for a store name. Nothing.” She chucked the card back in the bouquet and glanced at David. “I have no idea who could be leaving me these things.”
“Maybe it’s a secret admirer and ‘soon’ just means they’re ready to reveal their identity.”
“Maybe.” Shaking her head, Bella returned to the beginning of their conversation. Before she’d noticed the roses, he had... crap. How the hell had he found out about her being made head tutor? It didn’t matter. He had. She reached out and took her books back. She’d handle the flowers the same way she’d dealt with the chocolate and coffee. “Anyway, you were talking about tutoring. I’m guessing you want to make sure I can still tutor you.”
“Um, yeah.” David gripped the back of his neck. “The principal said you might be too busy with the new position, but to check with you about it.”
Turning to her locker, she collected her backpack and grabbed the books she needed for homework. Bella had started tutoring David during her freshman year. They’d worked together for two years. Except for that one time she’d tried to have him reassigned. After she brutally rejected him in front of the entire school, their tutoring sessions had gotten awkward. But he’d yelled at the head tutor and refused to have anyone except Bella tutor him. 
“I get it if you are too busy, but please don’t say you are just to get rid of me.”
There seemed to be no plausible reason to deny him her tutoring skills. If things got weird again, she could always reassign him. Bella smiled at David. “I’ll still have time.”
“Cool. When do we get together for our first session?”
“How about Wednesday after school?”
“Perfect. I’ll see you then.” Bella saw David eye the flowers one last time before he left. 
Inhaling deeply, she tugged the backpack over her shoulders, snagged the bouquet of roses, and shut her locker. Another gift was too much to deal with at the moment. An escape would be nice. And what better way than a new book from her favorite author? She’d head downtown and hit the mall. The only bookstore in all of Rescate County, New Mexico.
Nibbling on her bottom lip, she meandered through the throng of students still gathered in the hallway, slipping out the doors and stopping by the trash can outside. She had intended to toss the roses. Instead, she spotted a familiar face. “Petar?”
“Hey, B. How’re you doing?” He hugged her.
Briefly, she returned Petar’s warm squeeze. The guy neared six feet but had fallen a couple of inches shy of it. Still, he’d always towered over her five-foot-two-inch frame. Had he bulked up? Bella stepped back. Same dark blonde hair and soft brown eyes, but he’d put on some weight. The muscular kind. Even the scar on his face was less noticeable. “You look good. I guess college has done you well, but what are you doing here?”
“I came by to pick up a few things for school.” A smile pulled on the corners of his lips, and he fidgeted with the folded papers in his hands.
Oh. She nodded, more to herself than in response to him.“Principal Owen asked you to talk to me, didn’t he?” 
“And here I thought I was doing an excellent job of hiding my ulterior motives.”
Petar had been head tutor last year. He’d been in charge. All their work in the tutor group had pushed them together. Forced them to get close. Close enough, he’d almost been her first kiss. A tiny secret she’d kept from her best friend. And she’d learned his nervous tics. “If it were anyone else, I’m sure I wouldn’t have noticed.”
“The principal thinks I can give you some pointers. Come on. A little help never hurts.”
“Fine, but not today. I’m on my way to the bookstore.” No way he’d stop her from delving into her fantasy world. But he’d done an excellent job last year. Probably no one better qualified to offer advice. 
“Tell you what,” Petar said. “Let’s kill two birds. Let me drive you to the store. We can talk on the way and get dinner after.”
Her lips tightened. Usually, she walked everywhere, but if he was going to meet her at the mall, anyway, it made more sense to go with him. And they had become friends. Because she only had room in her life for one botched first kiss. Bella nodded. “Okay, but it’s not a date.”
“You drive a hard bargain, but I’ll concede.”
“Glad we’re on the same page.” She smiled and tossed the flowers in the garbage.
Petar raised an eyebrow. “I’m assuming they did something to you, and that’s why they deserved to be thrown out.”
“Not really. I just don’t keep strange gifts.” That was a bit of a lie. She’d kept the jewelry, but only because it seemed wrong to throw it away. Instead, she’d placed those pieces in a drawer full of junk.
Shoving his hands in the pockets of his slacks, Petar nodded. “Duly noted. Shall we?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Bella rubbed her eyes. What was her first class again? She hadn’t gotten much sleep. That nightmare had returned. Why? She hadn’t dreamt of that day in months. It had to be the stress. Yesterday, the tutoring requests had begun to come in, more than she had anticipated for the first day of school. There was so much organization required. And her parents hadn’t helped. All night long they’d talked about how it would look on college applications. Graduation was still two long years away. College wasn’t even a top priority at the moment. Surviving her junior year was the most important thing. Her brain was clogged like a hair-filled pipe. Not even Drano could unclog this mess. 
“Did you roll in a pigsty before you came in? Or is that just your natural stench?” Heather Warren jeered as she paused behind Bella. Heather’s tag-a-longs took up a spot on either side of her and cornered Bella against her locker.
“I think it’s her clothes. She probably got them at the same place as the local white trash. I mean, we are close to Carlsbad.” 
Bella’s lips pressed together. That from stupid Missy Watkins, a prickly blonde witch, who was on the cheerleading squad. Bella turned back to her books. Yes, she’d agreed with Alex that this year, she would deal with their insults, but it would be on her time. 
“You’re probably right. She does smell a little like gas and manure.” Heather waved a hand in front of her face as if she were attempting to fan fumes away.
“Nah. It’s her B.O. She’s just gotten so used to the smell from her cage she doesn’t even notice.” Cassie Shows giggled. She was an uptight redhead, a third wheel in their little clique, and the only one not a cheerleader. She just had money. These girls had been tethered together from the moment they met. 
Their comments about Bella’s clothes and her imaginary stench weren’t out of the norm—and they weren’t based on reality. She always washed. And she hadn't worn anything unusual. A dark denim skirt, a short-sleeve, turquoise button-up trimmed with lace, and brown flats. Like always, her hair was braided and hung down her back. But the three of them barely had one brain together, which was probably why their retorts never changed. Bella dug around in her locker. What was she looking for? 
“You know, I’m curious what your brother sees in her. She’s barely human.” Missy crossed her arms and cocked a hip out.
Heather lifted her chin. “That’s easy. He feels sorry for her.”
They could make fun of her clothes or call her names, but Bella would be damned if they would use what someone might feel for her as an insult. Her hand tightened around a book. She could easily smack Heather upside the head with it. The bitch would never see it coming. Too bad she’d get suspended if she followed through. Taking a deep breath, instead, Bella slammed her locker shut and spun on her heel. “I’m shocked you guys can’t come up with anything better. I mean, the three of you hardly use your brains. It’s like they’re brand new. Oh, I guess that’s the problem. If you use them, they might explode. One-time thing, then. I get it. Originality would literally hurt.”
“Excuse––”
“Nope. I didn’t say you could talk, Heather. You have to let me finish. I know it’s tough, but try to keep up. Once your looks are gone, all that’s going to be left is an insecure little girl. And no guy wants that. So, get your heads out of your asses and stop trying to belittle everything about me. I have morals, and I’m proud of that. Nothing you can do or say can ever change that. What I stand for is worth far more than any crown you’ll ever get.”
“Why you little…” Heather spluttered. But Bella wasn’t done.
“Maybe I wasn’t clear enough. You’re nothing but tainted sludge. I suggest you get used to the gutter. It’s where you and your cronies belong.” Bella shoved the three girls aside as if they were annoying flies. She hadn’t even noticed the small crowd of students that had gathered nearby, all of whom clapped as she broke through. Her cheeks flushed. Inhaling deeply, she made her way through the assembled students. Several patted her on the shoulder and others offered congratulations. An arm hooked into hers, and she jumped. Alex, it was just Alex. A breath escaped her lips, and her temperature started to come down.
“That was awesome!” Alex beamed a wide smile.
“So, you heard.”
“Dude, a whole bunch of people heard. I bet by lunchtime the cafeteria will be buzzing. It isn’t every day Heather Warren gets put in her place.”
She didn’t share her friend’s enthusiasm. And this could be all over school by lunch? She hugged her books as if they were a lifeline. Her skin prickled. What was the matter with her? She couldn’t have picked a better time to go off on Heather. Like when no one was around?
“Hey. You okay?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Just thinking how huge a deal this would be because it was someone like me who told Heather off. Not like if Missy and Heather got into a fight with her or something.”
Alex squeezed Bella’s arm. “Come on, it isn’t going to matter.” Then she paused. “Okay, maybe you’re right. It is a big deal because it was you.”
“Yeah. Now, can we stop talking about it? Otherwise, I think I might throw up.”
“Don’t ruin it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Amanda lifted her eyes to the female standing on the other side of the table. Had to be Queen Bitch. Somehow, she always crossed paths with them at every school she attended. Why should her senior year be any different? And of course, the queen had subjects. Right. Amanda smirked. “If I were wearing an outfit like that, I’d excuse myself too. A little advice honey? Just because the mannequin pulled it off doesn’t mean you can.”
The bitch stared, then gestured to herself and her friends. “You’re new here, so I’ll give you a freebie. Maybe you aren’t aware of the social order. We run this school. And this is our table.”
Leaning her chin on her hand, Amanda homed in on their hair. A raven-haired chick, a redhead, and a blonde. Sounded like the beginning of a bad joke. But something about the three of them looked familiar. She blinked. Oh, right. “Wait. I’m sorry. Did you say you run this school?”
“Yeah. As in the top of the pyramid.”
“Gee, that’s got to be embarrassing then.” Knocking this girl off her pedestal would be easy. A little bit of fun never hurt anyone. And she deserved it. Amanda glanced past Queen Bitch and noted the group of guys headed in their general direction. Could prove interesting.
“What does?” the queen huffed.
“That you got your ass handed to you by none other than the school nerd.” Amanda snickered. She’d spotted the scene on her way out of the administrative office—and then heard people talking about it in the hall. The whole thing had been laughable. “Don’t get me wrong, but if you were really at the top, you wouldn’t have let anyone underneath you walk all over you like that. Then again, maybe it’s just the outfit. You do look like a doormat.”
One of the guys paused at the table, with the rest of them hanging behind him. He glanced from Amanda to Queen Bitch. “What’s going on?”
“She won’t move,” the girl practically whined.
“Okay. How about you just let her join us?”
“Because this is our table.” The bitch straightened her back and jutted her chin. “Mike, make her move.”
Rolling her eyes, Amanda shook her head. Was this chick for real? Wow. Her family left California for this shit? Whatever. If she didn’t move at the first demand, what the hell made the whore think she’d move for her jock boyfriend? Entwining her fingers together, Amanda leaned forward on her elbows. “Yes, Mike. Make me move.”
“Heather, come on. You’re being ridiculous.” Mike glanced over his shoulder to his friends. As if to prove a point, they all put their trays down and started to sit.
“You would choose some monkey over me, your girlfriend?”
Mike crossed his arms. “You mean ex-girlfriend. I’m done. Now walk away before you make an even bigger ass of yourself.”
Amanda covered her mouth and stifled a chuckle. Causing the two to break up was an unexpected bonus. And it sure as hell was funny to witness. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Heather’s brother bellowed in laughter. Heather knew that rumors had flown around all morning about her altercation with Saint Bella—and then her run-in with that new chick at lunch. Some of the stories were ludicrous. The worst part was that someone had caught the festivities on video and uploaded unflatteringly creative versions of them online. And now her fraternal twin walked down the hall beside her, staring at his phone and yukking it up. How humiliating. “Are you quite finished?”
“Oh, come on, Sis. This is some real handiwork here. I feel like I need to go congratulate Bella on her epic win.”
“I wouldn’t rush to judgment. She may have won the battle, but I’ll be the one to win the war.” Things had already been put into motion. It wouldn’t take much more to exact her revenge.
“Really? Don’t you think enough is enough?”
She clenched her jaw. “No, I don’t. We’re Warrens. We have a reputation to protect. What would mother and father think?”
“I don’t care what they think. Their opinions are overrated. But I know you’re going to do what you want, anyway.” David frowned and shook his head.
Heather had to admit he had a valid point about their parents. As long as they stayed in whatever country they’d traveled to this time, she shared her brother’s sentiments. But when they were around, their opinions mattered. Still, she had to get her brother back for laughing. Of all people, he should know better. A slow smile crept onto her face. The corkboard ahead should have all kinds of goodies she could have fun with. “You’re right. The only opinion that matters is yours. And you know, considering how much you enjoyed my humiliation, it seems imperative I return the favor.”
“Oh? And how do you plan to do that?”
“By signing you up to audition for the school play.” Heather stepped to the bulletin board, pulled out a pen, and began to scrawl her brother’s name across the signup sheet.
David snatched the pen out of her hand. “Oh, no you don’t! I’m not auditioning.”
“What’s the matter, big brother? Scared of a little competition? Or of making a complete fool of yourself? Or maybe, just maybe, you don’t want people to know your little secret.” 
Heather delighted in the fact that the big bad captain of the soccer team also played piano and sang. The guy had a voice like John Legend—but he only allowed people at school to think of him as a jock. 
“You said you’d keep that bit of information to yourself.”
“Maybe I will, but only IF you sign up for auditions. I dare you to sign up.”

      [image: image-placeholder]David hated his sister. His twin had always been a major pain in his ass. Daring him to do things he hadn’t been interested in was at the top of her list of ways to annoy him. His eyebrows lowered. Heather just grinned and flipped her raven-colored hair over her shoulder. One of the many things they had in common. 
“You can’t be—” he started, but before he could finish, some guy stepped right between him and Heather and stared at the audition signup sheet. Who the hell was this guy? David had never seen him before. “Excuse you. Can’t you see we’re having a conversation?” David huffed.
“Dude, didn’t sound like much of a conversation. More like daring you, and you trying to come up with some lame-ass response. I mean, I’m signing up because I’m interested, not because I got dared.” The guy removed a pen from his back pocket.
What nerve. For David and Heather, bickering had always been considered conversation. Not that he had to explain anything to this douche-bag. “You don’t even know me. How do you know whether or not I am interested?”
“No offense, but if she had to dare you, I’m going to say it’s safe to assume you aren’t. But by all means, if you want to sign up, I’ll be right out of your way.” Completing his name, the new guy flashed the two of them a quick smile and backed away from the board.
David glanced at the name scribbled on the fourth line. “Jeremiah Detrone, is it?”
“Yeah, that’s me. The name may not mean much now, but give it time.” He cracked one last smile and walked away.
Hand to her mouth, Heather stifled a giggle. “I know I shouldn’t laugh, but I feel like you just got schooled.”
Narrowing his eyes at his twin, David growled and tightened his grip on the pen. Before he snapped the damn thing, he scrawled his name in big block letters on the audition sheet.
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Bella ran down the hallway, hooked the corner, and threw open the doors to the administrative office. Mrs. Brown wasn’t at her desk, but the principal’s office door was partially open. Might not be a good sign. She knocked on the door and cracked it a little further. “Sorry, I’m late.” 
“That’s okay. Come on in.” The principal waved her forward.
Her lungs constricted as she struggled to catch her breath. She had gotten so caught up in hiding, she had lost track of time, but now, here she was. As she slipped inside, Bella stopped, and her jaw slackened. A guy with the prettiest emerald green eyes stood opposite her, and those eyes lit up like lights on a Christmas tree. Holy crap, he was gorgeous. She brushed a hand down her skirt and looked at the floor.
Principal Owen stood to introduce them. “Jeremiah, this is your student buddy, Maylin Kynaston. Miss Kynaston, this is Jeremiah Detrone.”
Playing with the ends of her hair, Bella forced herself to focus. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Miss Kynaston, why don’t you show Jeremiah the library on your way to the meeting.” 
“Meeting?” What meeting? Was she supposed to be going to a meeting? Bella tilted her head.
“The tutor meeting.”
“Oh. Right. Yeah, sure I can do that.” Chewing on the inside of her cheek, she smiled. The principal might’ve said something else as they left, but her attention was on the gorgeous guy beside her. As they exited the office and headed down the hall, Bella dared not look at him again. But she couldn’t help herself and snuck a peek from the corner of her eyes. He was taller than she and had light skin, a color somewhere between her father’s tan and Alex’s white. And that dark brown hair. Its buzz cut was made to have fingers running across it.
Jeremiah broke the silence. “Maylin. That’s an interesting name.” 
“Huh?” Bella blinked. “Oh. um, Bella. I go by Bella.”
“How do you get Bella out of Maylin?”
She bit her bottom lip hard and squashed a giggle. “Um, you don’t. Maylin Nadalia Christabel Kynaston. My full name.”
“I see. Bella from Christabel. So, it isn’t some nickname your parents stuck you with.” 
“No. When I was little my parents went back and forth between Lin Lin and Dalia. But when I was four or five, they told me to pick. I picked Bella. My friends sometimes call me ‘B’ though.” There was another nickname she failed to mention. But her father hadn’t called her Cinderella in such a long time.
“I like the whole one-letter thing, but I’d rather call you Bell. I like that better. It’s more fitting.”
Bella canted her head. Something was going on she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Her whole body softened like goo, and her mind had quieted. A slow smile spread to her lips and her cheeks warmed. “Okay, but on one condition.”
“Name it.”
“You let me come up with a nickname for you.”
Jeremiah bopped his head as he contemplated her request. “Not anything weird, right?”
“No.” Bella giggled.
“Nothing like Frankenfirth or Tronebot, right?”
“I promise.”
“Deal.” Jeremiah stopped and offered his hand.
Bella paused. As she removed one hand from her notebooks and placed it within his, her gaze shifted from their hands to his eyes. A shock of electricity flowed between them. She gasped, yanked her hand back, swallowed, and started forward again. Say something dumdum. Bella kept her mouth shut a moment longer. What a strange day—and one of the best. “Miah. I like Miah.” No truer words had ever been uttered from her lips.
 Jeremiah gripped the straps of his backpack. “I like that, too.”
The library was just around the corner. How could she drag this out? “Where did you transfer from?”
“Los Angeles.”
“I bet Rescate County is nothing like that.”
He shrugged. “No. But I haven’t had much time to explore. Maybe you can tell me what there is to do around here.”
“Mostly we have downtown. And our churches have functions.”
“I didn’t think this place was big enough for more than one church.”
“Sure, it is. Three towns make up Rescate County. We’re in Nautica Valley, and then there’s Desemper Ridge and Amorte Cliffstone. Each town has its own church. Ours is United Under Christ or UC
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