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        "A riveting, intriguing, and mysterious debut from author Kelsey Ketch. I turned pages deep into the night just to see what would happen next with ‘Natti.’ I loved the reflections to Egyptian Mythology and can’t wait to see what happens in the next book..."

        —Beth, Curling Up With A Good Book

      

        

      
        "Daughter of Isis is an addicting and enthralling read brimming with Egyptian mythology. Readers will be pulled into the story after simply reading a page!"

        —Emily, Reader Rising

      

        

      
        "Daughter of Isis is a great read for fantasy and mythology fans! It draws you in and keeps you wondering and guessing the outcome every step of the way."

        —Jamie, Vailia's Page Turner

      

        

      
        “I loved the character development in Kelsey Ketch's debut novel. The Daughter of Isis and Son of Set grow through adversity to embrace their fated futures. I can't wait to see what happens next!”

        —Author, Jennifer Lane

      

        

      
        "A highly entertaining and intense read filled with mythology, suspense and hot romance."

        —Author, Kristi Helvig

      

        

      
        "Set in the modern world, Daughter of Isis is a captivating, charismatic and charming must read book of 2013! With the Egyptian culture comes a page-turning sizzling romance!"

        —Momina, The YA Book Fever

      

        

      
        “I always enjoy a good book about Mythology and Daughter of Isis brings a thrilling modern day spin to one of the tales. Kelsey Ketch wove the story perfectly and sucked me right into her magnificent world.”

        —Naomi, Naomi's Paranormal Palace

      

        

      
        “An emotional roller coaster filled with well-researched ancient Egyptian mythology, danger, and romance, Daughter of Isis grabbed me by the heart and wouldn’t let go. Natti and Seth are now two of my favorite YA Couples, and I can’t wait for the rest of their dark yet hopeful, heart-wrenching story.”

        —Author, Trisha Wolfe
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      Tired and grumpy from the long flight, Natti fidgeted in her seat as she scanned the Southern California desert with its rolling hills of brush. The rental car whizzed east along the empty road that split off Highway 40.

      “The desert?” she groaned, her British accent giving her words a bit of an edge. “You emigrated us from beautiful London to live in the desert?”

      “I was tired of the fog and rain.” Her father, Alexander, smiled, and Natti glared at his so-called humor. “Oh, come now. It’s not that bad. It’s peaceful out here.”

      “Yeah, except for the buzzards flying overhead, it’s grand,” Natti mumbled under her breath.

      She hated this. She didn’t want to move from her home. It was her father who thought this was the best course of action, considering her grandmother had recently been murdered. The police stated it was most likely a “robbery gone wrong,” but not everyone was entirely convinced. Her grandparents’ mansion had been tossed, and priceless Egyptian artifacts had been smashed and broken. Her grandmother, Zofia, was left on the floor of the sitting room, her throat slit, and her heart cut out of her chest. It was more than a robbery; it was a brutal act. Even Trish, her grandmother’s lawyer, felt something was amiss about the case. And though she openly disapproved of the move, she agreed it was best that Natti and her father leave the United Kingdom.

      Life is so unfair, Natti moaned in her thoughts, still feeling the weight of being outnumbered in the vote. She twisted under her seat belt, trying to get some feeling back into her legs. “What is this town called again?” she asked.

      “Setemple.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “I think you’ll enjoy it.” Natti snorted in disdain. How could she like the desert? There wasn’t even a drop of moisture in the air. Her father ignored her and pointed toward the windshield. “Well, look at that, we’re already here.”

      “‘Welcome to Setemple. Population—’” Natti shot up in her seat. “‘Two thousand, eight hundred and fifty-five’? There were more students in my secondary school.”

      “They’ll have to correct that.” Her father laughed. “It’s officially two thousand, eight hundred and fifty-seven.”

      Natti turned her gaze back to the window. She started to catch glimpses of civilization in the distance. “What is this, a one-horse town?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure the brochure said they have two horses.”

      Her father’s joke grated on her nerves. “Dad, honestly. How do you expect us to live here? It’s dry, no trees as far as I can see, and well . . . it’s practically unpopulated.”

      Her father breathed the air. “I know it’s not home, but give it a try, yeah?”

      “You couldn’t have picked Los Angeles or San Diego? At least I’ve heard of those cities,” Natti grumbled, thinking of all the places they could have lived. Why not Paris? Why not New York? No, her father had to drag her into the one environment she despised.

      “Natti . . .”

      “Fine.” Natti gave up, already knowing what her father was about to say. “I’ll give it a go.”

      Bastet, a seven-month-old Egyptian Mau Natti’s grandmother gave her as an early seventeenth-birthday gift, wailed in the backseat. Natti leaned over, opened the travel carrier, and picked up the cat, holding her up to see the view.

      “I bet you love this weather,” she whispered. “Look, just like your birthplace. Nothing but sand.”

      Her grandmother had purchased the cat from a breeder in Zagazig, Egypt. Despite living in England for three generations now, both Natti’s grandmother and mother held deep connections to their Egyptian heritage. Natti even sported the dominant features that her grandmother claimed gave her the look of an Egyptian goddess: silky black hair, light bronze skin, and almond shaped eyes. Yet it was the unusual silver-violet color of her irises, inherited from her mother’s maternal line, that made her stand out in a crowd.

      “Natti—” Her father scowled at the cat.

      “What?” Natti pushed back a strand of hair. “She’s been stuck in an airplane for almost twelve hours, and we have been driving for over two more. She needs to stretch her paws.”

      Her father shook his head, letting the matter slide. He didn’t appreciate Zofia’s gift as much as Natti did. Despite being wary about her grandmother’s obsession, she loved the little cat. She let Bastet sit on her lap and stare out the window with her wide saucer eyes.

      Large lots of empty land soon became clusters of small communities with green lawns and gardens. Eventually they had reached the center of town where little novelty shops and businesses lined the main street. There were small crowds along the sidewalks, but to Natti, it still looked barren for a Friday afternoon. A small pyramid standing next to the town hall caught Natti’s eye. The words “Welcome to Setemple” were engraved along the side.

      Natti grimaced as a shiver ran down her spine. “I don’t know about horses, but you didn’t mention anything about this town having a . . . a pyramid.”

      “I didn’t know,” her father groaned, turning the car while the guidance system instructed him to circle around town hall and the massive field behind it. “I guess every town has to have their gimmick.”

      “But a pyramid?” she emphasized with concern.

      “Well, we are in the desert.” Natti nervously glanced at her father, catching a glimpse of his chocolate-colored eyes under his wavy mop of brown hair. They reflected a moment of sadness and anger she recognized. “Okay,” he admitted. “If I had known . . . especially considering Sarah . . .” He froze once he mentioned Natti’s mother’s name, his face becoming sour. He didn’t like to bring her up in any conversation. “It’s only one structure. And I’ve already made the commitment by selling our townhouse in London and emigrating across the pond. And might I remind you what Trish had to go through to get our visas. All that bloody paperwork she sorted.” Alexander exhaled. “We’ll both have to make the best of it. Besides, the town came highly recommended.”

      “Recommended by whom?” Natti muttered. “King Tut?” It sure wasn’t Trish. Natti could tell by the look on Trish’s face when she bid them goodbye. Plus, Natti knew how uncomfortable her father felt around things that linked to her mother and her Egyptian heritage. Natti settled back into her seat. “How much farther?”

      “Not too much.” He looked at the guidance screen. “Maybe a couple more miles.”

      Natti sighed, her thoughts returning to her old home. She wished she could sleep in her old bed. “Do you think any of our stuff has arrived yet?”

      “We’ll find out when we get there.”

      Driving for another minute along the main road, her father finally turned and navigated through a community of large, single-family homes. Each was unique in style and sat on a quarter of an acre lot. Many were surrounded by thick, green lawns while a few had landscaped gardens that were still in bloom. Some had massive garages while others had extended driveways.

      They drove a little farther until they came to a subdivision of smaller homes. To Natti, they seemed just as grand and unique as the larger ones across the way. Her father turned into a community called Myrrh Valley and made a right onto Palm Court. Natti scanned the circle until she spotted the boxes lined up at the front door of a gray, two-storey house. She cocked her head, surprised to see a red and white Mini Cooper in the driveway.

      “Are we expecting company?” Natti asked.

      A mischievous grin spread on her father’s thin lips. “Nope.”

      “Then whose car is—?”

      “A little bribery for dragging you out of London.”

      Natti’s jaw dropped when they pulled alongside the small car. She tore off her seat belt and jumped out with Bastet in her arms. She ran her hand over the slick metal while she circled around the Mini Cooper, still in delighted disbelief.

      “Bloody hell. She’s perfect,” Natti squealed.

      Her father snickered. “I’m glad you like her.”

      “Like her? I love her!”

      “Brilliant.” Her father opened the Mini Cooper door and tossed her the keys. “You can drive her to school on Monday. Just remember to stay on the other side of the road.”

      Natti rolled her eyes. “Why do Americans have to do everything backward?”

      “Let’s check out the house.”

      Natti hesitated, not wanting to leave the Mini Cooper so soon, but Bastet began to struggle in her arms. She rushed forward as her father opened the lock box and pulled out the key. For a purchase sight unseen, Natti was impressed with the interior. In the large hall before her, a crystal chandelier hung from the high ceiling. The floor was made of light hardwood, which reflected the sunlight onto the cream-colored walls. A set of carpeted stairs split the floor plan, leaving only enough room to slip into the kitchen and breakfast nook.

      Natti stepped inside and drifted as she took in the new surroundings. To her right was a cozy little living room. Light blue curtains were drawn across the bay window that viewed the front gardens. Just past a knee wall in the back was the dining room and a full view of the kitchen. The walls and cabinets glared bright white, even in the shade, and the counters and tile floor were a dark slate gray. Shuffling back into the hall, Natti turned to her left. Two small hardwood steps led into the vast dark family room. Its walls hinted more of gray than white. And in the far back on a diagonal wall, a door opened to an office. From what she could see, it had a large corner window facing southeast into the backyard and was painted a hunter green.

      “We both have master suites upstairs,” her father told her. “Of course, we’ll have to sleep on air mattresses until I purchase furniture. But . . . What do you think?”

      Natti put Bastet down, wandered a few steps, and leaned against the arched threshold. “Not bad, I guess. It’s not our old townhouse.”

      Her father exhaled. “No, it’s not, but it’s home.”

      Natti nodded despite the fact she would never consider it her home. She had left her heart in London, along with everything else she loved.
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      After winding through about a hundred and fifty cars, Natti finally found a single parking spot in the back of the student lot. It was an aggravating experience, but she was relieved she didn’t have to use one of the parking meters along the sidewalk. She pulled up the parking brake of her Mini Cooper, grabbed her pack from the back, slipped out, and headed to the entrance in front of her.

      Setemple High School was a long, two-storey building made of limestone-colored stucco. It was obviously modified to look like a large, ancient Egyptian temple in profile. Toward the front, the architect had placed a pylon, a monumental gateway flanked by two vast towers that would have been decorated in giant reliefs. Along the length of the building, the tall windows and glass doors glittered in the sunlight. Over the entryway, four open lotus columns held up a large pergola.

      Natti groaned. “We could have just emigrated to Cairo.” She couldn’t even believe her father agreed to move here. His taste for Egyptian culture died along with her mother when Natti was five. So, what persuaded him to move here?

      Taking a deep breath to settle her uptight nerves, she decided to give her father the benefit of the doubt that he really didn’t know. After all, the town’s website wasn’t all too revealing when she checked it out the prior night. Neither was the high school’s, considering the main content hadn’t been updated for nearly ten years.

      Natti walked toward the door. Each step felt like a crawl. Her muscles tensed when she scanned all the unfamiliar faces. The lush green lawns were covered with patches of students, who were engrossed in their conversations. Only a few stared in her direction. Her stomach squirmed as she tucked her head between her shoulders. If she could lay low for the day, maybe she could get through this without throwing up. She just had to avoid drawing any unwanted attention to herself.

      More students fell silent as Natti walked by. Eyebrows rose with curious looks, whispers started to drift from all around, and fingers pointed in her direction. Natti’s cheeks burned.

      Brilliant. She felt her body tremble. So much for lying low.

      A weight in her heart drew her attention to three male upper-class students who were gathered around a black Jaguar XK convertible. They were staring along with the rest of the student body, each with an intense hungry look in their eyes. The copper-haired boy in the center let his eyes wander over her figure before nodding his approval and sending her a beguiling smile. Natti pretended not to notice, even though she could still feel his gaze as she continued toward the school’s entrance. A deep wolf whistle trailed behind her, and Natti picked up her pace.

      “Twits,” she muttered to herself.

      The bell rang when she reached the door and opened it. Students were shuffling to their classrooms. Natti gazed around, watching the chaos while trying to stop someone for help. She finally grabbed hold of a female student.

      “Excuse me. Where is the headteacher’s or principal’s office?”

      The girl stared at her for a long moment, then used her pencil to point down the hall next to her. “It’s in the north wing by the main entrance. Follow this hall and make a right at the end. You can’t miss it.”

      “Lovely. Thanks,” Natti said, still trying to get her bearings.

      She walked down the hall, passing lines of rust-colored lockers, classroom doors with frosted glass panes, and walls the color of sand. The bell overhead rang again, and then there was complete silence. It felt eerie, like Natti had entered a tomb. She continued moving, trying to reason with herself that her fears were merely first-day jitters. She took the right as the female student had instructed.

      The hall fanned out into a small indoor atrium with a diminutive fountain in the center of a six foot by six foot raised flower bed. As she approached it, she could see the main entrance, once again made of glass, two sets of curved stairs that led to a lofted region of the second floor, and a skylight above. On the walls hung slabs of limestone painted with Egyptian figures, reminding her of the papyrus depictions from the Book of the Dead that hung on the walls of her grandparents’ mansion. She walked up to a bronze plaque at the base of the fountain and read:

      
        
        Setemple High Atrium

        2008

        A gift to my beloved Alma Mater.

        Sean O’Keefe

      

      

      Natti snorted before turning to the office door to her right. She walked inside, finally feeling there was something normal about this school. The office had a regular clerk’s desk with a few inner offices surrounding it, and just beside her was a break and mail room for the staff. She walked up to the secretary.

      “Hi, I’m Natara Stone. I’m here to pick up my timetable.”

      The woman raised a brow, then after a moment of silence grinned. “Oh, of course. You are our new student from England. One second.”

      She wheeled back and picked up a file from a little metal holder on the desk. Natti glanced back at the little garden.

      “Um, why the ancient Egyptian décor in the hall?”

      “Oh, yes. Isn’t it lovely? Mr. Sean O’Keefe, an alumnus here in town, donated the money for its construction. He’s so charming and very handsome.” The woman blushed and giggled. “He’s done so much for this school. He designed and funded the construction of the atrium, contributed much of the school equipment, and a few years ago, donated the money to remodel the cafeteria. We owe him and his family a great debt for his generosity. Oh, but I digress, our team is named the Pharaohs, hence the Egyptian motif.”

      Natti raised the corner of her lips in an attempt to smile. The Pharaohs. She should have guessed from the little figure on the school’s main webpage. It didn’t thrill her to be attending a school decorated like the inside of an Egyptian museum, but oddly, it did remind her a little of her grandparents’ mansion. Somehow, that was comforting in the unfamiliar setting.

      The secretary opened Natti’s file, flipping through the papers inside. “It seems everything is in order in terms of your paperwork. You’ll be able to pick up your textbooks from the library.” She took out a paper slip which had Natti’s course work listed: American Literature, Trigonometry, Photography, World History, lunch, Chemistry, French, and Physical Education. The secretary pointed her pen to American Literature. “Your first class is with Mr. Jackson in room two-forty-five. Head up the stairs here, pass the library, head down the third hall, and make a right.” She then placed the tip of her pen in the corner of the sheet. “And I have written your locker number, gym locker, and the combinations right here.”

      “Thank you,” Natti said and picked up her schedule.

      “Not to worry.” The secretary beamed. “Have a nice day.”
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      “‘Head down the third hall, and make a right,’” Natti repeated the secretary’s words with a groan. She glanced down at her schedule, and then back at the room numbers before her. “Brilliant, here for thirty minutes and I’m already lost. Couldn’t she have given me a bloody map?”

      There was a crash and a loud gasping moan. She turned to the door next to her and stepped into the room. Her eyes widened as two entangled bodies jumped in the dark, the light shining from the hall streaming over the couple. She recognized the tall copper-haired, upper-class student from the parking lot. Only now he was completely shirtless, his fly clearly unzipped, and a brunette held tight in his arms. The girl glared at Natti as she struggled against the boy’s grasp, trying to cover herself with her bra.

      Natti blinked. “Okay.” She glanced at the empty room. “This is obviously not American Literature.”

      “No duh,” the brunette snapped.

      The young man chuckled and turned to the girl in his arms. The brunette’s cold demeanor melted away once her eyes met his. He stroked her cheek, sending visible shivers through her body. Natti rolled her eyes, ready to gag.

      “Now, Charlotte.” The honey-sweet voice made Natti freeze as she turned to leave. It gave her a dizzy feeling. Like a fog was creeping at the back of her mind. “We shouldn’t be rude to our guest.” The boy’s eyes traveled over Natti’s curves again, and his grin widened. “Maybe we can all get to know each other a little better.”

      He motioned Natti to come inside. She unconsciously took a step forward, a strange force compelling her to join them. But a familiar heavy sensation rested against Natti’s chest. It was one she often felt when someone lied to her. A gift that could tell her when something wasn’t right. And as much as her body suddenly wanted to be next to the boy, feeling the skin of his lean, muscular chest, her gift was telling her something was off.

      She took a step back into the hall. “Sorry. I don’t do threesomes.”

      The young man looked completely stunned for a moment before he quickly regained his composure. He softened his eyes and gave what seemed to be his best innocent smile. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us?” The force that was trying to draw Natti in was becoming stronger. “There’s plenty to go around.”

      Once again, her body began to move as the fog slipped deeper into her mind. It was a strange sensation, almost overpowering her conscious thought. She had never felt anything like it. A dull headache began to build between her temples, and the pounding of her heart made it easier for Natti to brush aside the strange effect the young man’s words had on her.

      When she could finally think clearly again, she leaned on the door handle with a mischievous grin. “Thanks, but no. You obviously have your hands full.”

      The boy gaped, and Natti closed the door before he could recover from her remark. She shut her eyes, leaned on the door, and took a deep breath while her body flushed with excitement. She had no idea how one look and a few words could draw her in so easily. And the girl—Charlotte?—was complete putty in the young man’s arms. She didn’t even protest at his recommendation of Natti joining in their fun.

      He's obviously a player.

      Feeling hot and tired, Natti made a mental note to avoid the young man in the future. She reflected on the boy’s shocked face when she refused him. It was like he had never heard the word ‘no’ before, and she sniggered with satisfaction.

      “Cheeky sod.”
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      Natti knocked on the door before entering her first period classroom, feeling guilty for interrupting. The teacher froze and turned to her. His brown eyes were kind and gentle, and his sandy blond hair was beginning to recede. He leaned casually on his desk.

      “Sorry I’m late,” she whispered. “I got a little lost.”

      “Not to worry.” He waved a hand, dismissing her apology. “You must be Natara Stone.”

      “Ah, yes, but I prefer Natti.”

      Not that she didn’t like her given name. Her mother had chosen it, after all. But when she started school in London, all her old friends began calling her Natti for short. Even her father preferred it.

      “Well, Natti, welcome to American Literature. I’m Howard Jackson. Come in and take a seat.” He scanned the room. “I don’t believe in assigning, so I’m afraid the back is filled up. There are plenty of empty seats here in the second row, however.”

      Natti nodded and slipped into a chair. A girl with square-framed glasses smiled quickly at her before turning her attention back to Mr. Jackson.

      Mr. Jackson focused on Natti and raised the book in his hand. “Sad to say you missed several weeks of analyzing early American poetry with us, but you’re in time to start The Great Gatsby.” His gaze then turned to the room full of students. “Perhaps someone can tell the class a little about F. Scott Fitzgerald?”

      Natti looked around. The room became silent, except for the bird calls drifting from the open window. Oh, you must be joking, she thought. Yes, she knew she had an advantage, having a father who was a writer and strong believer in all the classics, as well as learning about F. Scott Fitzgerald in a prior literature course. But did anyone think to give a guess, read the back of their book aloud, or even make a wise-crack remark?

      “Anyone?” Mr. Jackson called. “Anyone at least read the author page?”

      Where’s Hermione when you need her? Natti let out a deep breath. Though she wanted to lay low for the day, the drawn-out silence compelled her to raise her hand.

      Mr. Jackson’s brow rose high on his long forehead. “Yes, Natti?”

      Natti dropped her hand onto the table. “Though not my favorite author, he is considered by many to be one of the great American novelists. He was raised in Minnesota, sent to boarding school in New Jersey, and enrolled into Princeton, yet he never graduated. Instead, he enlisted in the army as World War I neared. When he became a second lieutenant, he was stationed in . . . Alabama I believe?” Mr. Jackson nodded, and she continued, “It was there that he met his future wife, Zelda. However, with her desire for wealth, fun, and leisure, she wouldn’t marry him until he proved to be successful. This came when he published This Side of Paradise in nineteen-twenty. The Great Gatsby, which was published later in nineteen-twenty-five, illustrates many of the events that occurred in Fitzgerald’s earlier life and his relationship with his wife.”

      Natti heard a pencil drop behind her and turned in time to see it roll off the desk while a boy with golden skin gaped at her. Her cheeks burning up again, Natti crouched in her chair and used a lock of her hair to hide the side of her face.

      “Well, Natti, I am very impressed.” Mr. Jackson’s smile boosted Natti’s confidence. He stood up and walked to the board behind him. “She is correct, and as Natti has pointed out, Fitzgerald applies himself into his book through two characters: Nick Carraway and Jay Gatsby.”
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      Natti was relieved once she had reached her locker. She hadn’t seen the upper-class student she ran into since their little encounter, and she only had one more class for the day: Physical Education. All for the better. She didn’t know what exactly happened back in that empty classroom. She only knew that she didn’t want a repeat experience. Exchanging her books for a pair of tennis shoes, she locked her locker and turned around to find the tall, copper-haired boy standing over her.

      She leapt back, hitting the back of her head against the locker-lined wall. “Ow,” Natti growled and rubbed the small bump that was developing. “Why are you sneaking up behind me like that?”

      The young man grinned and placed his hand on the wall beside her, blocking her path. For the first time, Natti noticed the color of his eyes. They were a gorgeous shade of turquoise, which was as warm and hypnotic as the flickering flames of a bonfire. She could feel their power over her, trying to pull her into their depths. Natti refused to be drawn into them. Instead, she stared at the chest of the young man’s tight, black T-shirt that showed off his perfectly lean muscles.

      Natti’s cheeks warmed. “Do you mind?” she snapped, shifting her stance. “I have to get to gym class.”

      He leaned a little closer, forcing her to look up into his eyes. A heart-melting grin exposed his brilliant white teeth. They were shaped perfectly, unlike several of the boys she knew back in London. It only added to the undeniable features that made her heart pound wildly. But her fury burned underneath.

      “That wasn’t a request. Clear off.”

      The young man was dumbfounded by her abrupt response. His eyes moved down the exposed skin of her legs to her flip-flops, as if he were searching for something. Natti squirmed under the gaze, wishing she knew what he was looking for. She wouldn’t give him a free ride, if that was what he was thinking. Natti’s body flinched when his eyes locked on hers again. He straightened his stance and stroked the back of his neck.

      “Um . . . Sorry,” he told her. There wasn’t even a hint of the overwhelming pull his voice had earlier. Nothing to ensnare her senses with. “You’re . . . You’re not like other girls.”

      Natti crinkled her brow. “Is that supposed to be a pickup line?”

      “No.” The young man chuckled. “An observation. You’re really not like other girls.”

      “And you’ve been around enough to make such an evaluation, have you?”

      His enchanting grin returned. “I’ve had my fair share of experience.”

      Natti forced back a gag and glared at him in disgust. Her reaction only encouraged him. His hypnotic eyes were beginning to draw her in again. A wild, intense tingling sensation coursed through her veins. Natti shoved the exciting feeling from her mind and transfixed her gaze once again on his shirt. He held out his hand to her.

      “My name’s Seth.”

      A strange fog took over Natti’s thoughts. She felt the urge to give him her name, yet the heaviness on her chest made her feel dizzy and sick to her stomach. As charming and gorgeous as Seth was, something about him made her feel like she was being controlled, which she did not like.

      She stepped to the side, only to have Seth block her path once again. “Come on. I just want your name.”

      The fog intensified, making her judgment waver. Her tongue started to form the first syllable of her name. She closed her mouth shut before it could slip out.

      “It’s only one little word,” Seth pressed, his voice becoming silky and sweet.

      This interaction was getting stranger by the second. His presence was like a drug, dulling Natti’s senses and trying to make her unaware of the cobra in front of her. She wouldn’t have it.

      “Oh, sod off, will ya,” she hissed. “I’ve got to get to tennis class.”

      Seth didn’t even seem perturbed by her words. He just continued to stare into her eyes, as if he were lost in their gaze. “I’ll walk you,” he offered while his hand slipped down her arm.

      Natti pulled away, scared of the tingling sensation from his touch. Her heart skipped, and her headache flared. “I am perfectly capable of walking on my own,” she shrieked.

      “Whoa, okay. No need to be snippy about it.” His hand reached for her again.

      She lurched. “Just stay away.”

      Seth leapt back, his eyes reflecting the confusion and pain her reaction caused him. “All right, I got the message.”

      Natti felt the strange sensations affecting her mind slowly recede, allowing her to think clearly again. She glanced at Seth, wary of him, yet she wondered if she might have overreacted. After all, she was already stressed with the murder of her grandmother and the move to the middle of nowhere. She was angry and frustrated, and the intense, inexplicable attraction this boy generated probably caused her to use him as target practice for her emotions.

      A sneer spread over Seth’s beautifully full lips. “You better get moving, or you’ll be late for class.”

      Natti snatched her cell phone out of her pocket and looked at the time just as the bell rang overhead. “Bloody hell!”

      She headed down the hall when Seth gave a slight cough. “Um, the gymnasium is that way.” Natti wheeled around to see him pointing in the opposite direction. He smiled. “Sure you don’t want me to walk you?”

      Natti’s entire body flashed hot, and she dashed off without another word.
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      Natti pushed past a crowd of girls that were already in their drab uniforms and heading out for class. By the time she reached the locker room, it was completely empty. Every one of her footsteps echoed along the rows of small gym lockers. She looked down at her schedule.

      “Locker twenty-nine. Where the bloody hell is locker twenty-nine?”

      Natti scanned the little cubbies until she spotted a bench with a set of rust-colored clothes lying out. She stepped forward, noticing her name pinned to the shirt. Natti unlocked her locker and quickly changed, shoving all her clothes into the tiny space. The spare uniform was a size too large for her, and the shorts continually slipped down her hips.

      “Just perfect,” Natti hissed while looking into a mirror and tying her hair in a ponytail.

      She jogged from the locker room, around the indoor basketball courts, and burst outside toward the track and tennis courts. The blazing sun warmed her light bronze skin while she dashed over the green grass. The four tennis courts were surrounded by an eight-foot chain link fence where she could see fourteen students gathered around a single bench. The teacher marched in front of them calling out students’ names.

      “Natara Stone,” the woman barked. Her short, curly hair was a flyaway mess. “Natara Stone?”

      “Here,” Natti panted, still twenty feet away. “I’m here.”

      The teacher paused. A stern glare peeked over her pink and green reading glasses. She folded her hands over the edge of the clipboard and waited until Natti finally reached the gate.

      “You’re late, Ms. Stone,” the teacher growled.

      “I’m sorry. I swear it won’t happen again.”

      “Stay after class, Ms. Stone. You’ll be running a few laps around the track for your tardiness.”

      Natti let out a deep sigh. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She took a seat at the end of the bench, and the teacher continued her roll call.

      The tall, well-built Black American boy next to Natti nodded a greeting and whispered, “Mrs. Kuft is a bit tough, but you’ll get used to her. I’m Kevin.”

      “Natti.” She offered a small smile.

      “I take it you’re new here.”

      Natti laughed. “That obvious?”

      “Well, the accent is kinda a dead giveaway, among other things.” Kevin’s eyes traveled over the T-shirt and shorts she was wearing. “You’re in my Trigonometry and Chemistry classes. Junior, right?”

      “Oh, ah.” Natti paused to recall her new educational stage. “Yes, I am. You?”

      “Same.”

      “Wanda Winfall,” Mrs. Kuft hollered.

      “Here,” called the petite girl with square-framed glasses Natti had seen in her American Literature class.

      “Seems you have a new partner,” Mrs. Kuft informed. “You are now paired with Ms. Stone.”

      The girl glanced across the bench with a warm and welcoming smile. Natti returned it with a wave. Kevin snorted a laugh next to her and shook his head.

      “Right.” Mrs. Kuft raised her voice. “Today you will be starting—”

      “Sorry I’m late.”

      Natti nearly fell off her seat when the familiar, honey-sweet voice drifted through the gate. This couldn’t be happening. Not for a third time in one day. She refused to look and turned to watch all the girls’ faces light up. It was like entering an episode of The Twilight Zone. Every girl was trying to catch a glimpse over Natti’s shoulder. Their cheeks rosy with color as they all swooned in their seats. Even Mrs. Kuft, who had to be in her mid-thirties, seemed weak at the knees.

      Kevin groaned and turned away with a scowl while other boys in the class bowed their heads in a show of respect. Natti recognized two young men standing at the opposite end of the court from the parking lot that morning. They whispered to each other and sniggered at the scene before them.

      Natti hesitated, but curiosity finally won out. She let her eyes fall away from the crowd. Two tennis shoes appeared in the corner of her peripheral vision, and she slowly turned to find Seth standing a few feet from her. He gazed down at her with that beguiling smile. Her heart rate increasing, Natti’s eyes wandered over his well-fitted gym uniform and the Wilson Pro tennis racket in his hand.

      “Hi again.” He nodded.

      Kevin glanced Natti’s way as all the girls’ eyes latched onto her. Only Wanda sent her a small, sympathetic smile before her face fell, looking completely crushed.

      “Ah . . .” Natti shrank back in her seat, not sure what to do. She didn’t want to appear rude in front of the entire class. “Hi?”

      Natti’s cheeks grew blazing hot, and Seth laughed. The magical sound was as hypnotic as his eyes. How could he be so perfect? It was like he should be in modeling or in films, not going to a pathetic high school in the middle of the desert. Yet Natti felt it again, that heaviness. Why was she constantly feeling that around him? It was like his very presence was a lie.

      After a moment of gawking, Natti realized neither Mrs. Kuft nor Kevin found the exchange amusing. “Mr. O’Keefe, you are late yet again.”

      Seth returned his attention to Mrs. Kuft. Her sour face melted when he locked his eyes on hers. He flashed a pleasant grin which made her giggle like a schoolgirl.

      “Yes . . . ah . . .” He glanced at Natti. “I got a little distracted. You understand. Right, Mrs. Kuft?”

      Natti could already feel knives being driven into her flesh from the other girls’ murderous glares. She caught sight of Kevin shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Oh.” Mrs. Kuft looked lost for words. “Well, we all get distracted occasionally. Take a seat.”

      Natti’s jaw dropped when Mrs. Kuft let Seth slide by, not even giving him a warning. How could she just let him walk by when she had to run laps for being tardy? As if in reply to her thought, Seth winked at her, and then jogged over to the two boys waiting at the other side. One jerked his head toward her with a grin that sent shivers down her spine. Seth turned to look at her. He whispered something to his friends, wiggling his eyebrows and smiling like the cat that ate the canary. The others laughed.

      “All right,” Mrs. Kuft called. “As I was saying you will be breaking into your groups today to practice your strokes, especially your lobs. So, get your partners and take your places at your assigned courts.”

      She blew the whistle that dangled around her neck, making everyone jump. Before Kevin could slip away, Natti tugged at his shirt.

      “Oi, what’s the story with those three?” She gestured to Seth and the two other boys with him.

      Kevin scowled at the group. “Well, if you don’t know them already, I might as well tell you. That’s Seth O’Keefe and his buddies. They’re seniors. Based on that little exchange, I take it you’ve met their ringleader.” Natti nodded in response. “Well, you probably also have heard of his reputation.”

      “More like seen it in action,” Natti commented.

      Kevin’s brows rose as he stared.

      “Oh, no.” Natti shook her head. “I didn’t mean . . . I sort of walked in on him and his girlfriend this morning.”

      “You mean one of his girls.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind. The other two with him over there are Quant and Ky. Quant Chang is the short Asian-American with the thick glasses. Prefers to be called Q. He’s a real smart aleck and believes he’s truly a gift from God. The other one”—Kevin pointed to the modern-day Hercules with bleached tips in his chestnut brown hair—“is Ky Petersen. Kinda the strong-arm of the group, yet not that intelligent. Great football player though.”

      Natti watched the group. “I see. So, they’re the popular type.”

      Kevin’s lips twisted into a wicked sneer. “You can say that.”

      “Yo, Kevin, are you coming or what?” called a girl with dyed black pigtails.

      “Yeah, I’ll be right there.” Kevin looked at Natti. “Well, welcome to Setemple. Hope to see you around and . . . ah . . . good luck.”

      Natti nodded. “Thanks.”

      She stood up from her seat. Several girls shoved their shoulders into her when they walked by, giving her the feeling Seth had made her a few new enemies. Letting it slide, she picked up a spare racket and started toward Wanda, who was rooted to the bench. She eyed Natti with caution like a hare would eye a lynx approaching. Wanda pushed her pink-rimmed glasses up her nose, finally standing up.

      “Natara Stone,” Natti introduced herself, holding out her hand. “You can call me Natti.”

      “Wanda.” The girl’s voice was soft and shy.

      “Pleased to meet you. So, which court is ours?”

      Wanda pointed beyond the fence splitting the paired tennis courts to a far-off corner.

      Natti nodded. “Right. Let’s go.”

      They strolled through the fence opening and walked along the boundary of the third court toward the fourth. Two boys were already using half the court while everyone practiced their backhands, top spins, slices, and lobs. Tennis balls bounced across the terracotta clay and clanked against the chain link fence. The sounds were rhythmic, and Natti loved every second of it. Having spent many a happy hour at the Sutton Tennis Academy, it was the first thing that felt anything like normal since she had arrived at Setemple.

      “Just to warn you”—Wanda returned Natti from her thoughts of England—“I’m not very good.”

      Natti shrugged. “That’s fine. The point of physical education is having fun. And what better sport is there than tennis?”

      “You’ve played before?”

      “I learned at the Sutton Tennis Academy. I can give you some pointers if you want.”

      “Thanks, but I’m hopeless at this game. I’d much rather be studying my Advanced Calculus book.”

      “Rubbish. Now, would you like to start, or shall I?” Wanda shoved the tennis ball in Natti’s direction as if it were diseased. Natti raised her brow. “Okay. I’ll be sure to start off easy for you, yeah?”

      Wanda nodded, and Natti moved to the other side of the net. As she walked, she caught sight of Seth watching her through the fence from the opposite side of the second court. He was smiling, eyeing her in her uniform. Natti looked down to see her hip exposed, gasped, and quickly pulled up her pants. Grousing, she positioned herself on the court behind the service line. She could still feel Seth’s eyes on her. Forcing her embarrassment and anger aside, she gripped the ball and got her mind wrapped around the game she loved.

      Trying to judge how much strength to use, she studied Wanda. Her slight frame and frightened eyes told her to be very gentle. She decided to start off with the flat forehand, letting her hand form into the appropriate grip.

      “Are you ready?”

      Wanda’s knuckles turned white as her grip on the racket tightened. She swallowed slowly, and then nodded. Natti tossed the ball into the air and tapped it with the flat strings of her racket. The tennis ball glided through the air. Reactively, Wanda dropped to the ground and covered her head when the ball gently bounced by.

      The students around them began to laugh. Natti rushed around the net to help her partner up, shooting everyone a death glare that silenced the class in seconds flat. All except Q and Ky, who walked up behind the fence.

      “Nice job, geek,” Ky mocked.

      Natti marched up to the fence and hit it with the racket, making Ky jump back. “Leave her!”

      “Ms. Stone,” Mrs. Kuft bellowed. “We do not take out our temper on school equipment.”

      Natti snarled at Ky. His hungry eyes looked her over, making her skin crawl. Frustrated and enraged, she forced the frame of the racket into the fence again before turning back to Wanda.

      “Sorry,” she whispered as she pushed up her glasses. “Reflex.”

      “And a good one too.” Natti tried to smile. “It just won’t help your game very much.”

      “I told you I was hopeless.”

      “No, we just have to go about this a different way.”

      “How?” Wanda asked.

      Natti handed Wanda her racket. “Well, first off, you’re gripping the racket too tight. Here, let me show you.” Natti cuffed Wanda’s hand around the grip. “Place the base knuckle of the index over the third bevel of the grip. Loosen up a bit. Think of it as a handshake. You want it firm enough so you don’t lose the grip, but not hard enough to break your fingers.”

      Wanda laughed and shook the racket in her hand to feel the grip. “That’s it,” Natti complimented. “Oh, and be sure not to overlay your thumb. There you go. Excellent! Now, let’s work on some of your strokes.”
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      The final bell rang in the distance, announcing the end of class. Natti and Wanda walked off the court together.

      “By the way, thanks for standing up for me,” Wanda said. “You really didn’t have to do that. I’m used to being laughed at.”

      Natti shrugged. “They were being twits. Someone had to put them in their place. Especially that moron, Ky.”

      “You don’t want to get in trouble with him,” Wanda warned.

      “Quite honestly, I think those three can go screw themselves.”

      Wanda smirked. “You won’t feel that way for long.”

      Natti clenched her fists, strangling the borrowed racket’s grip before putting the racket with the rest of the school’s equipment. “Why does everyone keep implying that? First Kevin. Now you.”

      “Because you’re pretty, and pretty girls always drift toward them eventually. Rumor has it Seth has already slept with half the girls in this school.”

      “I wouldn’t doubt that.” Natti sniggered. “But I’m not about to become one of his tarts.”

      Wanda glanced over at Seth, then shifted her gaze toward the ground. “Yeah, well . . . I have to catch the bus.”

      “And I have to run some laps before I can head home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Wanda sighed. “Yeah. It was nice meeting you.”

      Natti looked at her bewildered, wondering why everyone was acting like it was her funeral. Unfortunately, before she could ask, Wanda disappeared through the gate.

      “Ms. Stone,” Mrs. Kuft called as she tapped her pencil on her clipboard.

      Natti groaned. The mystery of Seth and his so-called power over the school would have to wait. She rushed over to Mrs. Kuft, who waved for her to follow. They walked to the track field where Mrs. Kuft pulled out a stopwatch from her pocket.

      “I want you to run five laps—”

      “‘Five laps’?”

      “Three for your tardiness and two for your little temper tantrum today. Five laps starting”—she pressed the start button on her watch—“now.”

      Natti continued to stare at Mrs. Kuft until she realized she was supposed to be running laps. She took off down the track, then slowed down into a comfortable pace. Her mind began to wander. The only sounds were the wind rushing past her ears and the beating of her heart. She took the first bend when she heard someone falling into her pace alongside her.

      “Dear God,” Natti snarled.

      Seth beamed at her. “Hi.”

      “Why won’t you piss off?”

      “Don’t you want some company?” His elbow brushed up against her arm, and a fog began to drift over her mind. Natti shook it off.

      “I’d rather be alone,” she hissed, sliding away.

      Seth shrugged, but he didn’t fall back. He only flashed another kind smile.

      “What is it that you want exactly?”

      “I don’t want anything,” Seth cooed.

      The weight of his lie caused Natti’s heart to crash into her stomach. “Liar.”

      “How would you know?”

      “I always can tell when someone is lying.” Seth cocked his head as if looking for more of an explanation. Natti didn’t really have an answer. At least, not one he would take seriously. It was more like a gut feeling, except it took place inside her heart. “It’s all in the telling. Now the truth, what do you want from me?”

      “Can’t a guy just be curious about his new classmate?”

      “Curious?” Natti laughed.

      “Like I told you, you’re not like other girls. You fascinate me.”

      Natti bit her lip to stop herself from smiling. “You just want to try it on with me.” Seth’s brow crinkled, clearly confused by her remark. Though the expression made him look sexier, she did her best to ignore the flutter in her stomach. “Try it on. You know . . . to try and start a sexual relationship. Which is not going to happen.”

      Seth burst into laughter. The sound was like listening to Big Ben’s chime singing across the Thames. Natti couldn’t help but love it, though she hated the guy.

      “So, they’ve told you, have they?”

      “Some,” Natti admitted while her head began to feel light and fuzzy. She still didn’t understand how he had such a power over her hormones or the hormones of the entire female student body. “The rest I pieced together from our little encounter this morning.”

      “Then why are you still resisting me,” Seth asked as he gently brushed his elbow against her arm again, “when you already know the inevitable?”

      Natti’s head began to pound. “Look, I don’t care how charming you are, it’s not going to happen.”

      “Ah, but you do think I’m charming, don’t you, Natara Stone?” Seth brightened, and his eyes began to pull her in. “Did I mention how lovely your name is? Natara . . .”

      Natti’s chest heaved while her heart charged with excitement. It wasn’t from the run or the adrenaline that pumped through her veins. It was the way Seth said her name. Creamy and sweet, like a decadent treat. Natti pulled her eyes away from Seth, trying to regain control over her shaky legs.

      “How . . .” She gulped. “How do you know my name? You weren’t at roll call.”

      Seth nodded to Mrs. Kuft when they ran by, starting on their third lap. The teacher blushed and giggled. Natti suddenly put two and two together.

      “You charmed it out of Mrs. Kuft, didn’t you?”

      “And she’s smart too,” Seth mocked as he eyed Natti.

      Natti subconsciously pulled up the oversized gym shorts. “Don’t get any ideas, or I will kick you right where it hurts.”

      “Ouch.” Seth chuckled.

      “And what is it with you?” Natti glanced back at Mrs. Kuft. “It’s like everyone here is wrapped around your little finger.”

      Seth seemed to chew on her question for a moment before responding. “I guess people just find me irresistible.”

      “I don’t,” Natti shot back.
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