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Chapter One

 


Oh, how I hated my stepsister. Cinderella.
Just thinking her name had my nose curling with displeasure. I
stared across the high school courtyard at her and had a hard time
containing my anger at the way the wind swept through her hair, at
the way her laughter tinkled across the air to reach my ears. She
was like a fairy tale princess brought to life. She was beautiful
and charismatic and just … too damn perfect.

She reached out to touch the shoulder of one
of the varsity football players, but he wasn’t the only one who had
eyes all for her. Everyone seemed drawn to her. Cinderella would
always be at the center of attention, and I would always be right
where I currently was, watching invisibly from the
shadows.

Cinderella—or better known as Ella to her
adoring flock of mindless sheep—was only perfect on the surface.
For those of us who truly knew her, she was a spoiled brat who
wouldn’t know the meaning of the word compassion if it slapped her
between those pretty baby blues. She was vapid with a massive ego
and an overblown sense of entitlement.

When my mother married her father, I’d been
ecstatic at the thought of having another sister. That excitement
got squashed very quickly. Ella was a part of the ‘it crowd’ at
school and had no room in her life for what she referred to as
desperate parasites who would never fit in. She’d shunned me and my
twin sister Anastasia from the moment we moved in.

Ella’s father had been a surgeon. Living in
the rich part of town hadn’t been enough for him. He’d purchased a
large chunk of land and built on it what could only be described as
a castle. All that room and all that money, and yet Ella still
acted as if she were tripping over Anastasia and me.

Ella’s father, Maxwell, had been a decent man.
He’d treated Anastasia and I like his own children. He’d been a
buffer between us and Ella, encouraging her to be kinder. He’d been
a good man who just had the inability to tell his ‘little princess’
no.

After Maxwell’s untimely death, things only
got worse. Ella resented our presence, and she hated that my mother
was now her legal guardian. She was also bitter that Mom was
somewhat cautious with Maxwell’s fortune. She wanted to see that we
all had paid trips to college and that our futures were provided
for, so she saw fit to rein Ella in when her spending got out of
control. As a result, Ella acted out. She also had little regard
for authority. Mom was tough as nails, though. I don’t know how she
did it, but she handled Ella well enough. It was just the rest of
us who were miserable.

As I gazed across the courtyard at my
stepsister, I found myself unable to rein in my bitterness. As
always, Ella was surrounded by the elite socialites of the school.
Everyone fawned over her, and her beautiful blonde hair shone in
the sunlight as if she were some type of goddess. It was unfair. No
one that mean should be so damn lovely.

Shaking my head at the injustice of the world,
I started down the sidewalk for the four-mile hike home. It was a
long walk, but I would gladly make it. I still didn’t have my
license, though I would be seventeen next month. I didn’t like
driving. It scared me.

If I’d had friends, I could have possibly
gotten a ride—like Ella did every day—but alas, I did not. If Annie
was here, she could have driven me, but she was spending six months
in Germany on some stupid exchange student program. My social
status was already bad without being the junior who still rode the
bus like a little kid. Walking was my only real option.

I was barely a quarter of a mile down the road
when a flashy sports car no high schooler should be driving whizzed
by me. A male voice hurled an obscene comment out the window,
directing it at me. I opened my mouth to say something just as
nasty back when I caught sight of the back of a head with telltale
blonde hair in the passenger seat, accompanied by an all too
familiar giggle. Ella.

Whatever I’d been about to holler died in my
throat. I just didn’t have the heart or desire for it anymore. Ella
sapped me of all self-confidence and left me feeling awkward.
Everyone claimed she lit up a room, but they were wrong. She
drained the energy from a room, stealing it for her own until no
one could see anything other than her. Next to Ella, I was nearly
invisible. I’d always been, and I always would be. There was no
point in fighting it.

****

Disappointment filled me when I caught sight
of the red sports car in our driveway. Whoever had given Ella a
ride home had decided to hang out for a while. Bummer. I’d been
hoping Ella would be out of the house for the evening, or at least
barricaded in her room. No such luck.

Warily, I tiptoed into the house.
I heard multiple voices in the living room so hurried past the
doorway on my way to the kitchen. As I darted by, I heard Ella give
a comment about her ‘evil stepmother’ thankfully working late
tonight but ignored it. If I took offense to every rotten thing
Ella said, I’d never not
be offended.

Once I was safely in the kitchen, I let out a
breath of relief. I just wanted to make myself a sandwich and head
upstairs to my room. There, no one would bother me. Ella and her
friends could happily continue to pretend I didn’t exist, and I
could avoid them for the evening. It was a winning situation for
everyone involved.

Going to the cupboard, I pulled out a
half-used loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter. With Mom gone
for the evening, I would stick to the basics. I could cook, but I
saw no sense in it when there was only me to eat whatever I made.
Ella would look at any offering of dinner with suspicion. I knew
without a doubt she wouldn’t accept anything I prepared for her, so
why even bother?

Setting my supplies down on the counter, I
moved to a drawer and pulled out a butter knife. When I spun back
around to face the kitchen’s center island, I gave a startled gasp
and jumped as I discovered I wasn’t alone.

On the other side of the island stood Jake
Bell. Captain of the football team. Most popular boy in school.
Richest kid in town. And the owner of the red sports car. I hadn’t
even heard him enter the kitchen.

Angered at how effortlessly he’d scared me, I
snapped at him in a nasty tone. “What do you want?” His easy grin
had my hackles rising. Grins like that usually meant nothing good.
They were attached to some offensive prank or upcoming
insult.

“I wanted to apologize.”

My eyes narrowed with my misgiving. Guys like
Jake didn’t apologize. Ever. “For what?” My hand tightened
instinctively around the knife handle. It wasn’t meant to be a
threatening gesture. It was more of me bearing down and preparing
myself for whatever blow was about to come, but as his eyes drifted
to my fingers, I wondered what he’d taken it as.

His brows lifted, but he didn’t comment on the
knife. “For Adam and his childish remarks.” He shrugged wide
shoulders. “I’m sorry I left you alongside the road. If I’d had
more room in the car, I would have offered you a ride home as
well.”

Disbelief filled me and I gave a snort to
match. “A ride home? From you?” I shook my head at the
ridiculousness of that statement. “No thank you.” I couldn’t think
of anything more hellacious than being trapped in a packed car with
Jake, Ella, and their obnoxious friends. I would rather accept a
ride from Jack the Ripper.

He cocked his head to the side and offered
another one of his famous grins. “Still, I feel bad for not picking
you up. I’d say I owe you a ride. Wouldn’t you?”

I’d hoped my rejection of his imaginary offer
would have ended our conversation, but apparently, he still wanted
to stick around for more pointless words. With a sigh, I lowered my
hands to the counter and stared across it at him. “How
so?”

“I left you to walk nearly four
miles. And that idiot Adam said … some not nice things to you out
the window of my car. That’s unacceptable. I feel responsible and would like
to make it up to you.”

“No thanks,” I said dismissively. “I’m used to
Adam acting like an imbecile. It’s kind of his thing.” There. At
least getting in a dig on the guy who took so much pleasure in
torturing me lifted my spirits a bit. Now if only I could get rid
of Jake. “So … are we done here?”

“Not until you allow me to make things up to
you.”

Emitting a sigh of frustration, I set him with
a stern look. “I don’t want you to make things up to me. I want you
to leave me alone.”

I’d hoped my less than civil comment would
have scared him off, as they tended to with most people, but
instead he circled the island to stand next to me.

“Stop being so difficult.”

He reached for the knife in my hand, and I
dropped it before his skin could contact mine, pulling back as if
burnt. I didn’t know what game he was playing at, but I didn’t like
it.

Amusement filling his features, he picked up
the knife and reached inside the bag of bread to pull out two
slices. “Here, let me make you a sandwich. It’s the least I can
do.”

“I don’t need you to make me a sandwich. I’m
perfectly capable of doing that on my own.”

“Then indulge me.” Ignoring my protests, he
unscrewed the cap on the peanut butter jar and lathered up a slice
of bread. Once that was completed, he fixed the lid and handed the
jar to me.

With a little glare, I turned and marched back
to the cabinet, shoving the peanut butter away. Then I slammed the
cabinet door with more force than was necessary. When I spun back
around, Jake had the halves of bread on a plate and was slicing up
a banana. “What in the world are you doing?”

“Making you a proper sandwich.”

I watched with morbid fascination as he lined
up slices of banana on top of the peanut butter. “That’s … really
weird.”

“It’s really good is what it is.” He slapped
the pieces of bread together and handed the concoction over to me.
“I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

He stared at me as if waiting for me to take a
bite, but I simply gaped back at him. I couldn’t figure out what
was happening here. What was he playing at? “Okay … well … thanks.
I’m going to head upstairs now.”

Placing the sandwich on the paper plate he’d
pulled from the bag on the counter, I put away the bread and then
tossed the dirty knife into the sink.

“You’ll have to let me know what you think,”
he said as he eased—finally—back in the direction of the living
room.

Yeah, that wouldn’t be happening. These were
the first unbearably awkward words I’d ever spoken to Jake, and I
hoped for them to be the last. Without a word, I turned and headed
for the stairs. I was halfway up them when I heard Adam holler from
the living room.

“Yo! Jake! Why are you in there talking to the
ugly stepsister? We’re waiting for you!”

The words dragged me to a stop. They were like
a knife slicing into my chest. I was only grateful I was halfway up
the stairs and hidden from view so no one could see my reaction. If
Jake responded, I didn’t hear. I pressed my back against the wall
and reminded myself that crying would only give them power over me.
I didn’t need idiots like Adam. I was at the top of my class. Next
year, I would graduate and I could escape this awful town. I had
less than two years left. I could survive. One day I would be
successful with a fulfilling career while they were still stuck in
the same town living out the glory days. As the first tear hit my
cheek, that was the only consolation I had.


Chapter Two

 


I awoke to the sound of shouts. Ella and my
mother were hollering at one another, their voices drifting all the
way upstairs. Ella’s voice was raised to the point that her
high-pitched shrieks had me flinching. What in the world was going
on?

Warily, I slipped out of bed and tiptoed down
the stairs.

My mother was facing off against
Ella, her face pinched with anger. “Your friends trashed the living
room. You made a mess of my home last night, and I will
not tolerate it! You are
going to scrub every inch of this house until it
shines!”

“That’s not fair,” Ella wailed. “I have plans
to go to the movies this afternoon! I’ll never be done in
time.”

“You’re not going,” my mother said
sharply. “You’re not going anywhere this entire weekend. Your
weekend belongs to me. You got that?”

Ella gave a screech of outrage. “This isn’t
even your house! This is my father’s house. You’re merely squatting
here!”

My mother’s expression never
changed. She was used to Ella’s outbursts and hurtful words. “And
how do you think your father would feel if he knew you let your
friend urinate in the
fireplace? Do you think he’d be bursting
with pride?”

Ella’s mouth snapped shut, but her glare
persisted.

“Clean up this mess.
Now. Or you’ll never
have to worry about going to the movies again, because you’ll be
grounded until the end of time.”

Wanting to avoid whatever came next, I
scurried past and slipped into the kitchen for some breakfast. Even
the kitchen was messy. A can of soda had been spilled across the
island, its contents now a sticky mess against the surface. There
was pudding—oh God, I hoped it was pudding—splattered against the
fridge.

Grabbing a bowl, I went to make myself some
cereal when I noticed someone had left the milk out on the counter.
The container was tipped on its side, its contents dribbling out
onto the counter. Lifting it, I gave the spout a delicate sniff and
recoiled at the smell. The milk had soured. Sighing, I placed the
carton back on the counter and put my bowl away. I wouldn’t be
having any cereal.

With my limited options, I reached into the
cupboard and pulled out a granola bar. Until the kitchen was
cleaned up, it was the only thing I felt safe eating. Peeling back
the wrapper, I headed back into the hallway, intent on getting to
the living room where I’d left the book I was currently
reading.

I didn’t make it that far. Ella was in the
hallway on hands and knees, scrubbing at some sort of sticky
substance that seemed melted to the wood. She caught sight of me
and let loose with a barrage of nasty comments. “Don’t you feel
even the least bit guilty that your mother pushes me around the way
she does? Do you think it’s funny that she plays
favorites?”

I knew I shouldn’t take the bait, but I spoke
before I could stop myself. “How exactly does she play
favorites?”

“I don’t see you on your hands and knees
scrubbing the floor. That’s an indignity reserved all for me. In
fact, all of the cleaning is saved especially for me. Cinderella,
scrub the floors. Cinderella, clean the kitchen. Cinderella, do the
dishes. Cinderella, Cinderella, Cinderella!”

I gaped at her in disbelief. “You were the one
who made the mess. You and your friends. I went upstairs and kept
to myself. ” How she could think I should be helping her was lost
on me. I hadn’t made any of the mess.

“You always have some excuse not to
help.”

I blinked, shocked at her anger. “It … it’s
not an excuse.”

As we stood staring at each other, my cat
Lucifer came racing into the room. He bumped into the bucket at
Ella’s elbow and sent a wave of water splashing onto the floor. She
let out an angry screech and took a swipe at the cat. “I hate that
awful beast! Hate him! Get him out of here before I feed him to the
neighbor’s dog!”

Without another word, I snatched Lucifer up
and carried the fat gray cat into the living room with me. As I
settled on the couch with my book, he curled up on my lap and began
purring.

He wasn’t a bad cat. In fact, he was a very
loving cat. I’d only named him Lucifer to get to Ella. She’d hated
him from the moment I brought him home, going as far as to call him
a little demon. Her hateful comments had inspired the name. My
mother had disapproved of naming our cat Lucifer, but Maxwell had
found it hilarious. He’d ultimately won, and the name
stuck.

Sighing, I stroked Lucifer’s back. “I miss
him,” I confessed. Maxwell might not have been my father, but he’d
been the closest thing to it that I’d ever had. He’d kept the house
peaceful, and his laughter had always made this mansion feel like
home. Now it felt like a prison. “I’ll get away from here soon,” I
said to Lucifer as he nuzzled against my hand. “I promise I’ll take
you with me when I do.”


Chapter Three

 


Three days later, I was walking home from
school when the beeping of a car horn had me jumping with a gasp. I
spun toward the vehicle, expecting to see Ella and her friends as
they rubbed my lack of a driver’s license in my nose. Instead, I
found Jake leaning out the driver side window of his
car.

“Dru!” He called out to me and waved me over
to him.

I turned back in the direction of my house and
started walking again. “No.” I issued the simple warning without
looking at him. Whatever he was after, I wanted no part in it. I
wasn’t into the games the popular crowd liked to play. They always
ended cruelly.

“Drusilla Javotte, I’m speaking to
you!”

My eyes widened in horror as he
yelled out my name. I enjoyed keeping a low profile. Having the
captain of the football team hollering my name less than two blocks
from the school was mortifying. “Shh!” Waving a hand to signal he
quiet down, I scurried over to the car window. At this point, I
didn’t seem to have much choice. He was a stubborn dude.
“What?” The word
came out a whispered hiss, and I glanced around to see if he’d
drawn any attention. Thankfully, we appeared to be in the clear.
“What do you want?”

Offering his charming grin, he patted the
empty passenger seat. “I believe I promised you a ride
home.”

The look I gave him was incredulous. Forget
stubborn. He was beyond stubborn. He was … impossibly obstinate.
“And I recall telling you no.”

He shook his head. “I’m not taking no for an
answer. What I did to you was uncool. I won’t leave you alone until
I make amends.”

So this was about his own feelings, about
making him feel good about himself. Maybe if I placated him, he’d
let go of this obsession. “If I let you give me a ride home, will
you leave me alone then?”

“Yes.” He grinned wickedly. “No. Maybe.” He
shrugged. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Shaking my head with a roll of my eyes, I
crossed in front of the car and climbed into the passenger seat.
The close proximity to him made me nervous, so I clutched my
backpack to my chest and tried to keep from wringing my fingers
together. “Thank you,” I said stiffly.

“You’re welcome.”

Silence fell over the car. Jake seemed to be
comfortable with the quiet, but I surely wasn’t. The lack of
conversation had my brain whirring, wondering what his end game
was. Ella and her friends were not nice to outsiders, and I was
definitely that. Guys like Jake did not hang out with girls like
me. It was socially unacceptable. So what the heck was he
doing?

Unable to tolerate the silence a moment more,
I spun on him with an accusing glare. “Why are you being nice to
me?”

His brows shot up, but he didn’t take his
attention off of the road. “Did it ever occur to you that I might
like you?”

My eyes narrowed even farther. “No. No, it
didn’t.” I blew out an exasperated breath. “How stupid do you think
I am?”

“Not stupid at all, actually. I find you to be
exceptionally intelligent.”

I rolled my eyes at this. “Whatever.” If he
wanted to keep pretending this wasn’t weird, I wasn’t going to
press this issue. All I had to do was survive a few more minutes,
and then I’d be free of him.

“You know, Ella isn’t as bad as you make her
out to be. Once you get to know her, once you look past all the
bullshit, she can be … sweet.”

My jaw dropped and my eyes
widened. Is that what this was about? Ella? Wasn’t it always, I thought
dryly. “Did she put you up to this? Is that it? What’s she trying
to do? Soften me up so I’ll help her clean up her mess? Or is she
planning something else she wants me to keep quiet about? What does
she want?” I realized I was rambling but couldn’t slow myself down.
I was all worked up. “I’m almost afraid to know what it is she
wants. It must be something major if she’s resorted to
this.” I waved a hand in
his direction in disgust.

He shook his head at my outburst. “Ella did
not put me up to this. Sheesh. I just thought it might be nice if
the two of you stopped fighting like a couple of alley cats and
realized the other isn’t as bad as you both think.”

“Ella is evil.”

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

“I don’t think it is,” I said candidly. “You
don’t live with her.”

“Look,” he said, frustration leaking into his
voice. “I get that she’s…”

“Nasty? Vapid? Entitled?
Malevolent?”

He ignored my abundance of adjectives and
slowly filled in his own. “Difficult. But that doesn’t mean she
doesn’t have feelings. The two of you should try to get along
better. She’s your sister.”

“No. Anastasia is my sister. Cinderella is an
inconvenience.”

“I was only trying to help.”

“Well don’t.” Thankfully, he’d pulled up to
the house, so I didn’t have to listen to any more of his Ella
propaganda. Unbuckling my seatbelt, I yanked open the door. “I
don’t appreciate you trying to butt into my life. It’s none of your
business what my relationship with Ella is. Don’t talk to me again.
I want you to leave me alone.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

I froze, my hand on the door. I’d been about
to shut it, about to shut him out of my life, but his comment
brought me to a
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