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CHAPTER 1:
Old and New at TAC
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‘Sheep. How was the long weekend?’

Rog Shepherd, or Sheep, as his mates called him, fist-pumped his best friend after hopping off the bus onto the grounds of Te Arawa College. ‘Maaaan, I tell you, Ginge... it was something special.’

‘Come on, spill it,’ his athletic, ginger-haired mate urged.

‘Yeah, Sheep, give us the goss,’ said the burly, long-haired Will Ullman, stepping up beside them. ‘Did you enjoy hanging out with Granny at Paraparaumu?’

Sheep snickered. ‘Hey, man, I was on the beach most of the time. I met this way hot girl there.’

‘I can imagine it,’ Will said. ‘Rog Shepherd sitting on the beach, drooling while this hot girl frolics in the ocean with her friends but he’s so busy dripping saliva he forgets to go over and hit on her.’

Sheep delivered him a wry smile. It was typical of Will or Wal as he was better known, to mock him but he was used to it so he brushed it off, not letting it get to him. ‘As a matter of fact we hit it off right away. Her name was Vicki and we spent most of the weekend together. Oh, man, she was so fine.’

‘So, what happened?’ Ginge asked. ‘Did you get her phone number? Is she on your Facelink?’

‘Nah. No way.’ Sheep slung his bag over his shoulder. ‘I’m not into long-distance stuff.’ 

‘So, you let her down gently?’ 

‘I gave her my details... just not my real number. Not my real name. Told her I was Shep Rogers from New Plymouth.’ He grinned. 

‘What?’ Wal scoffed. ‘Why would you be such a scumbag?’

Sheep grunted and walked in the direction of the Year-thirteen common room. His two schoolmates tagged along beside him ‘I just wanted a fun weekend. I didn’t want strings attached.’

‘So, you led her on?’ said Wal in a surly tone. 

Sheep glanced at him but kept walking. ‘So, what? Since when were you a saint? How many times have you lied to girls?’

‘I wouldn’t go that far.’

Sheep cast him a sideways smirk. ‘No, of course, you wouldn’t because you’d never get that far. Most girls would wanna give you the flick after a few hours. Like Nicky Barrett did.’

Wal slapped him across the back of the shoulder. 

The force sent Sheep staggering. 

‘Watch it, Sheep!’ Wal snarled. ‘We lasted two weeks!’

Sheep recovered his footing. ‘You’re a right Casanova.’ He snickered, but kept walking, not daring to goad him further. Wal was one big guy and not someone to be messed with. 

Ginge shook his head as they made their way down the path between the hall and gymnasium. ‘You have to admit, Sheep, that was pretty low. Leading a girl on simply for a bit of fun.’

‘Yeah, what a scumbag,’ Wal said.

Sheep chuckled. ‘At least I had a great weekend. What were you doing, Wal? Looking at porn online?’ He dodged another swipe just in time. He picked up the pace. ‘She’ll get over it.’ 

Sheep felt a twinge of guilt at the thought of the poor girl discovering he was a fraud.

He reached the year-thirteen common room, a prefabricated building in between the gym and some of the other stand-alone classrooms. He turned to face Wal and Ginge. ‘She had a good time too, you know.’

Ginge smirked. ‘Sure. Keep telling yourself that. Karma’s a bitch.’ 

‘I don’t believe in karma...’ 

Just then, a girl stepped out of the admin block. Sheep froze. ‘Oh my God. Who is that?’

She had to be new and she was mind-bogglingly gorgeous. Perhaps even up to the standard of the goddess, Vanessa Danté... No, she wasn’t that amazing but she certainly came closer than any other girl Sheep had ever seen. 

‘Whoa!’ Wal uttered.

Ginge stared, too. ‘Man alive... I’ve no idea, but I hope she’s in year-thirteen like us. She’s in mufti, so maybe she is.’

Sheep loved that year-thirteens didn’t have to wear uniform anymore – especially when the girls wore figure-hugging outfits like this one. The dress clung to her in all the right places. ‘Hope she’s doing swimming sports today. I need to see her in a swimsuit.’

Ginge nodded. ‘Same.’

She drew closer – long blonde hair, killer figure, eyes like a dream. Right up Sheep’s alley.

‘Wait! I know her...’ Wal frowned. ‘Could it be...?’

‘What?’ Sheep asked. ‘You know who she is?’

‘God, I hope it is,’ Wal said. 

‘Who is she?’ Ginge asked. 

Wal didn’t reply. He waited as she approached. She was about to walk by but Wal called out. ‘Hey... Are you Skylar?’

She stopped and turned. Her skin was flawless, her blue eyes wide and wary. ‘Yeeaaah. Who wants to know?’

‘My name’s Will. Well, you might know me better as Wal.’

‘I might?’ She continued to eye him dubiously. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘Well... Rex would have mentioned me, wouldn’t he have?’ Wal looked hopefully at her.

Sheep’s heart sank. So, she was one of Rex’s friends, someone from outside of Te Arawa until now. That meant she probably worshipped the ground he walked on – like every other girl – and would never look twice at someone like Sheep.

The blonde nodded. ‘Yeah he has.’

She didn’t elaborate, nor did she act like she was pleased to meet him. 

That was fine with Sheep.

‘Where is he?’ Wal asked. ‘I would have thought he’d have walked in with you. Or at least driven you in.’

‘I walked. On my own.’ 

Maybe now was Sheep’s chance. He didn’t want loudmouth Will Ullman to scare off the hot babe before he could get a chance to talk to her. 

‘Hi, Skylar,’ he said. ‘I’m Rog but people call me Sheep. I’m a friend of Rex’s too.’ He extended his hand.

Skylar hesitated but finally shook it. ‘Hi.’ She didn’t smile, which caused Sheep’s heart to sink even lower. 

‘I’m Ginge.’ 

She turned to him. ‘Are you a friend of Rex’s too?’

‘Absolutely. And any friend of Rex’s is a friend of mine.’

Her eyes lingered on Ginge a second too long for Sheep’s liking.

Why couldn’t they have lingered on Sheep like that? 

He had to draw her attention away. ‘Have you known Rex for long?’ 

Wal snickered.

‘Umm...’ Skylar said. ‘Yeah. You could say that.’

‘Where are you from?’

‘Wellington.’

‘So, you’re living here now?’

‘Yes.’ 

‘How did you meet?’

Before she could answer, a group wandered over from the common room entrance, their eyes locked on Skylar. Sheep realised it was going to be a challenge keeping her attention on him.

‘Hi!’ said one guy. ‘Wow, who are you?’

‘Are you a year-thirteen?’ another asked. 

‘Yes. My name’s Skylar. I suppose you’re friends of Rex too?’

‘Of course!’ said one.

‘Yeah,’ said one girl.

Others chimed in with agreement.

Skylar snickered. ‘Seems like Rex is Mr Popularity here.’ She eyed the girls coldly. 

Sheep could imagine she saw the girls as unwanted competition. 

‘Do you know him?’ asked another of the girls. 

‘Yes.’

Sheep was about to speak but Wal beat him to the punch. 

‘Hey, Skylar. How about I show you around the school?’

Skylar sighed. ‘Thanks for the offer, Wal, but I’d prefer to look around on my own.’

‘You sure?’

‘I’m sure.’ She turned and smiled at them all. ‘Nice to meet you all. Perhaps I’ll see you later.’ With that, she walked on, her shapely behind swinging side to side deliciously as she walked. It was almost as sexy as Vanessa’s walk.

Sheep wanted to go after her and offer to show her around himself, but he didn’t want to seem too pushy. He turned and noticed the way Wal stared after her.

The other students drifted away, leaving just the three of them.

‘Nice one, Wal,’ said Sheep. ‘You scared her off with that offer, you beggar. You should’ve let me make the suggestion.’

Wal scowled. ‘She wouldn’t give you the time of day.’

‘And what makes you so sure about that?’

‘Because I know who she is.’

‘You do?’ Ginge asked. 

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Sheep scowled. ‘Doesn’t make him an expert on girls.’

Wal snickered. ‘I just know you won’t be her type.’

Sheep flagged him away. ‘Yah, whatever. Anyway, we know her now too. She’s some groupie of Rex’s.’

Wal burst out laughing. ‘Shepherd, Shepherd, Shepherd, you really are a clueless bastard.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

‘Have you never heard Rex talk about her? Didn’t you know she was coming?’

‘No. He’s always meeting hot babes. I never heard him talking about one coming here to Te Arawa.’

‘Come on, Wal quit playing games,’ Ginge said. ‘What’s so special about this girl? She’s not another Vanessa, is she? Another Daryl Chambers? Some babe Rex fell in love with who’s returned to get him back?’

Wal chuckled. ‘The only girl Rex has ever loved is Vanessa. That goes back to them exchanging chocolate biscuits in primary school. Daryl was one small infatuation that didn’t las...’ His eyes widened suddenly, staring past them. ‘Whoa, holy shit!’

Sheep and Ginge spun their heads. When they saw who walked along the path towards them, their jaws dropped.

‘Man alive!’ Ginge said. ‘Are you kidding me? What’s she doing back here?’

‘Speaking of girls who Rex had a brief thing for...’ Sheep gazed. ‘Chelsea flaming Brown!’

The three of them stood frozen as the slender blonde strolled towards them. She reached them, ran her fingers through her wavy shoulder-length hair, and smiled. Oh, how Sheep had missed that smile... and those gorgeous sapphire-blue eyes. He wanted to hug her but didn’t dare.

‘Chels!’ He grinned. ‘What the hell are you doing back here? I thought you were in Girl’s High?’

‘Well...’ She smiled back. ‘Let’s say that kind of didn’t work out.’

‘Whoa, Chels, you are looking amazing!’ Wal said. ‘It’s so good to see you.’

‘It’s great to see you too, Wal. And Sheep... and Ginge. I must admit though, I’m kind of nervous, especially when it comes to Holly and Mav.’

‘Do they know you’re coming?’ Ginge asked.

‘No, I haven’t been in contact with them. Not even Holly. They may not be too pleased to see me.’

Sheep understood. She had upset Holly a lot when she’d had a brief fling with Mav during one of the school holidays. It had been because of that she moved schools. Sheep thought it very brave of her to return. ‘So, what went wrong? I mean at Girls High. Was it costing too much... all the travelling and that?’

A twinkle appeared in her eye. ‘You really wanna know?’

‘Hell yeah.’

‘Come on Chelsea, out with it,’ Wal urged.

‘You won’t believe me.’

‘Of course, we will,’ Ginge said. ‘You’ve always been straight up.’

‘Yeah, come on, stop beating about the bush,’ Sheep said.

‘I was expelled...’
​
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CHAPTER 2:
Real Power
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Tucker Pyles arrived at school with a violently rumbling stomach. He’d had to work early that morning at Fenton’s Livery and, as a result, hadn’t eaten a decent breakfast. He’d even been tempted to help himself to some horse feed. It looked surprisingly appetising. He might’ve taken a nibble too, if Bill Fenton hadn’t turned up just in time to saddle him with a miserable job.

Now, Tucker eyed a couple of junior boys on a bench outside the school hall, cheerfully munching on a packet of chocolate biscuits. A year ago, he’d have swaggered over and intimidated them into handing some over. But not anymore. Everyone knew to report him to Rex Cassidy if he did. 

He didn’t want Rex coming down on him and causing him humiliation and pain. He’d had enough of that in the past.

With a groan, he slumped onto a nearby bench. Alone. He was always alone these days. His best mates, Ash and Hew, had both dropped out the previous year, leaving him behind. Tucker was still struggling through level one units and his mother had flat-out refused to let him quit. Any spare time he had was swallowed up by the stables, leaving no room for a social life. Just horses. Horse shit. And humiliation.

If only something could change.

‘Hey, Tucks. Fancy seeing you here.’

Tucker spun around at the sound of a male voice. It was pleasantly familiar to him, which was a new experience as most people spoke to him in condescending or contemptuous tones.  

When he saw who it was, a surge ran through him and he gasped with delight. It was as if he’d seen an angel. There he was, one of the guys he had only just been thinking about grinning at him with his rugged jaw and bushy eyebrows. 

‘Hew! What the ubbing hell are you doing here?’  Tucker leapt to his feet and shook his best friend’s hand vigorously. ‘Are you back? I thought you were working at a wreckers in New Plymouth.’

‘I was but I got laid off so decided to come back and finish off high school.’ 

To Tucker, he still looked much the same as he had last year with his scruffy brown hair and lean build. The only difference was that, like Tucker, he no longer wore a school uniform. Instead, he wore a tatty pair of jeans and a Korn T-shirt. Even his sneakers looked like they’d seen better days. 

Tucker beamed. ‘Oh man, it’s so ubbery to see you back. It’s been hell without you.’

Hew dropped down beside him on the bench. ‘Can’t say I’m thrilled to be back, but yeah, here I am. I’ll coast along for a bit—see how it goes. If another job pops up, I might head off again.’

That didn’t bother Tucker. Hew’s return meant one thing: protection. With his old friend around, he might claw back some respect.

‘Man,’ Tucker said. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. You’ll have a lot of catching up to do with classwork.’

‘It’s only a few weeks into the year. I won’t have missed much.’

‘Well, I haven’t seen you since last year. Before the Christmas holidays. Now if only Ash would return then it would be like old times.’

Hew shook his head. ‘Nah, Ash won’t be coming back. He’s doing fine with his carpentry apprenticeship. He’s enjoying it. Haven’t you kept in contact?’

Tucker lowered his gaze, a slight sinking feeling in his gut. ‘No. He never rings or texts.’

Hew scoffed. ‘Typical.’ 

‘But then neither have you.’

‘And you haven’t rung or texted me.’

‘Been busy working.’ 

‘So have I.’

Tucker shrugged. He guessed they were both just as slack. ‘Well, you picked the right day to return to school. It’s swimming sports day today, so we won’t have to do any work.’

‘Nice.’ Hew reached into his bag and pulled out an apple. ‘So, anything new this year?’

Tucker eyed the apple hungrily. ‘Same old, same old. Got another one of those?’

Hew rubbed the apple on the front of his shirt. ‘Sorry, pal, it’s my only one. Any new girls?’

Tucker shrugged with a defeated sigh. ‘Yeah, a few. One of them likes Pete Cook, can you believe? Her name’s Sharona. She’s an exchange student from Australia. Don’t know what she sees in that little runt but there’s no accounting for some girls’ tastes.’

‘How’s that hot horsy chick of yours at the livery?’

Tucker released another deep sigh. ‘Nothing happening there. She’s pretty much said she’s not interested in me.’

‘Same old story, huh?’ Hew crunched into his apple.

‘Yep.’ Tucker gazed at the two boys with the chocolate biscuits. His stomach rumbled again. 

Hew munched as he spoke. ‘Is the Goddess still here?’ 

Tucker sat up straighter. ‘She sure is and looking even more amazing than ever because she gets to wear mufti now. You should see some of her outfits. Wow! Tight jeans, bare midriff, Daisy Dukes, short skirts. In the winter we’ll no doubt get her in her sexy fishnets.’

‘I can’t wait to see her.’

‘We’ll be lucky because we’ll get to see her in a swimsuit later.’ His stomach gurgled again and he eyed the group of juniors. ‘Mmmmm. What say you and I go over there and put a little pressure on those two ubbheads? Get some biscuits out of them.’

Hew paused from eating his apple and let out a deep sigh. ‘What’s the point? You know Cassidy will come down on you like a ton of bricks like he always does.’

Tucker scowled at the thought of his foe. ‘Ubbhead... But hey, I don’t need to force them, you know. All you need to do is stand there staunch like you used to. I’ll sweet-talk them. They’ll be too scared to refuse me but they won’t be able to say I bullied them.’

Hew snorted. ‘Forget it. I’m not doing any more of your dirty work. If you wanna wangle food out of them, you can do it on your own.’

Tucker blinked. ‘What?’ 

Hew waved his partially eaten apple in the air. ‘You know that people in this school always thought I was a jerk because I hung out with you and did your bidding. The girls here never gave me the time of day. I’m sick of being looked at like I’m a creep.’ He stood. ‘I’m gonna go and say hi to some of the others. Like Rex and Pete.’

Tucker recoiled and stared at him in disbelief. ‘What? Are you for real?’

‘Yes. Those guys respect me despite the last two years. They think I’m okay. You know, I ran into Mandy Evans earlier and she actually said “Hi” to me. She asked me how I was. I mean man, if there’s a chance I might hang out with girls like her, I wanna take it. If I go back to being your lapdog, they’ll start to hate me and I’ll be a social outcast again, just like you.’

Tucker’s voice faltered. ‘Are you saying you’re not gonna hang out with me anymore?’

Hew shrugged. ‘That’s up to you. You can tag along if you want but I’m doing my own thing now.’

He tossed his half-eaten apple into the rubbish bin and began walking. 

Tucker hauled himself to his feet. At first, he considered grabbing the partially eaten apple out of the bin but lumbered after his friend instead. ‘Wait! Come on, Hew, we’re mates. Are you really gonna cast me aside for Cassidy and his tarts?’

Hew glanced at him as he walked. ‘I’m not casting you aside. I’m just not gonna spend all day hanging around listening to your fantasies and helping you bully juniors for snacks.’ He halted and stared dead ahead. 

Tucker stepped up beside him and followed his gaze. He gasped when an unknown blonde walked to one of the nearby benches, sat and pulled out her phone.  

‘Wow...’ Hew said. ‘Is that the girl who’s into Pete?’

‘No...’ Tucker stared. ‘I’ve never seen her before. She must be new. She’s ubbing amazing. She could be my next girlfriend.’

Hew turned a contemptuous eye towards his pal. ‘Next? You haven’t even had a first. Even Myrtle the Turtle stopped giving you the time of day last year. I’m gonna say Hi.’

Hew headed towards her, so Tucker followed along behind. 

‘Hi! You must be new,’ Hew said on reaching the stunning blonde.

She paused from her phone, looked him up and down and nodded with a glimmer of a smile on her lush red lips. ‘You’re very observant.’

Tucker stepped up beside him, determined to get his intro in. ‘I’m Tucker Pyles. You may have heard of me. I have a reputation around here for saving people’s lives... I even took a few bullets for a classmate once.’

Hew rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t mind him. He has an overactive imagination. He has a reputation all right but it’s for nothing worthy.’

The girl laughed and her blue eyes twinkled. ‘I’ve heard of him.’

Tucker reeled and couldn’t help but smile broadly. A hot babe had heard of him? ‘See, Hew? I do have a reputation. Everyone knows the name Tucker Pyles in this town. That’s because I’m a hero.’

‘Not likely,’ the girl said. ‘Your friend is right. The things I’ve heard about you are nothing to be proud of.’ She snickered. ‘And I know for a fact you didn’t take bullets for anyone. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.’ She turned her eyes back to her phone. 

Tucker’s smile faltered. ‘What? Who told you that?’

She smirked but kept her attention on her phone.  

There was something uncomfortably familiar about that smirk.

‘I’m Colin anyway,’ Hew said. ‘But my friends call me Hew. Hewes is my surname.’

She paused, held out her hand and shook his. ‘My name’s Skylar. So, I take it, seeing as you’re a friend of his, you’re not a friend of Rex’s?’

Hew hesitated. ‘Rex? Well, kind of.’

Tucker bristled. The mention of Rex always made things tense. Still, he kept his cool. ‘I am now too.’ 

‘You are?’ Her eyebrows rose.

Tucker puffed out his chest. ‘Yep. We have an understanding. We’ve overcome our differences.’

‘Oh...’ She sighed. ‘It seems everyone is Rex’s friend here. I should have known.’ Her attention returned to her phone. 

Tucker paused for a moment. Was he imagining it or was she disappointed he had announced himself as a friend of Rex? He decided to hedge his bets. ‘Well, I’m not that good a friend. More of an acquaintance really.’

‘Really?’ A glimmer of a smile crossed her lips as she tapped buttons. 

‘To be honest, I don’t even get along with the guy.’

Her smile widened.

‘Actually, we hate each other’s guts but I did take those bullets for him recently.’

‘A-ha,’ Skylar laughed but kept her eyes focused on her screen. ‘The one where you got unlucky and happened to be in the right place at the right time. I know.’

Hew tilted his head. ‘You know Rex?’ 

‘Oh yeah. I know Rex alright and I know how he always has to be the gallant knight who goes to the rescue.’ 

Tucker scratched his head and furrowed his brow. Just how close was she to Rex? For that matter, were they even friends?

Hew came up with a question. ‘So err... how long have you known Rex for?’

‘How long?’ She turned her eyes up at him and snickered.

‘Yeah. Did you know him from another school?’

She chuckled. ‘Dude... I’ve known Rex all my life.’

‘You have?’

‘Yes. I’m his sister.’

Tucker gasped. How could it be? Was this a joke? 

He shuddered to think how Rex would react if he learned Tucker was hitting on his flesh and blood. ‘Sister?’

‘Half-sister. We share the same father.’

Tucker grimaced, his stomach churning. ‘ I’m... I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to harass you. I was just being friendly.’

Skylar laughed. ‘Relax. My god, you’d think he was gonna kill you for simply talking to me. He’s not like that.’

‘B... but... You’re his sister!’

‘Err yes, I was the one who told you that, remember? I can talk to whoever I like.’

‘I... I didn’t know Rex had a sister.’

‘He’s talked about her before,’ Hew said.

Tucker threw up his hands. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘That’s because he doesn’t tell you stuff because you’re an ass towards him.’ Hew turned his eyes back to Skylar. ‘So why aren’t you hanging out with Rex?’

‘Umm gee.... Do you have a sibling? Would you hang out with them at school?’

‘I might show her around seeing as she’s new.’

‘I don’t need anyone to show me around. I’m fine.’ 

‘But... but...’ Tucker said. ‘How come we haven’t seen you before? Has... has...’ A horrible thought came to mind. ‘Have your parents kept you hidden in the basement or something?’

Skylar rolled her eyes. ‘Do I look like someone who hasn’t seen much daylight? I thought I had a good suntan.’

‘But... So where have you been?’

‘Living with my mother in Wellington. I’m only Rex’s half-sister but my mother lost her battle with cancer a month ago, so I had to come here to live with my dad... and Rex... and his mother of course.’

‘Oh, man...’ Hew winced. ‘So sorry to hear about your mother. That must have been hard.’

‘It was. And I miss her but we knew it was coming, so we were prepared when she passed on.’

Hew sat beside her. ‘So how do you feel about being in Te Arawa?’

She squirmed and toyed with her phone. ‘I wish I wasn’t here.’

Tucker sat on the other side of her. ‘So why don’t you get a job? You could be a model. I bet Vanessa could help get you work.’

Her tone cooled immediately. ‘I don’t want any favours from Vanessa.’  

‘Why?’ Hew asked. ‘What have you got against her?’ 

Skylar’s eyes narrowed. ‘Nothing.’

Tucker blinked. That was a strange reaction. Who didn’t like the Goddess? ‘Don’t like her much, huh?’

Skylar turned her eyes to him and she glared this time. ‘I have no opinion of Vanessa. Why should I care? She’s not my girlfriend, God forbid.’

‘So, you’re straight then?’

‘Yes. Obviously. Oh my god, dude, can we stop talking about Rex and Vanessa?’  She rose to her feet. ‘Anyway, I need to go to the office and report in.’

Tucker and Hew admired her shapely derriere as she walked off.

‘Wow,’ Hew muttered. ‘Rex’s sister? Can you believe that?’

Tucker scoffed. ‘Yet another girl who’ll end up hating my guts.’

‘Maybe... maybe not but why do I get the funny feeling she’s not on good terms with either Rex or Vanessa?’

‘Mmmmm, yeah,’ Tucker said. ‘It seemed that way, right?’

‘Right.’

‘So that could mean I might actually have a chance with that babe.’

‘Yeah,’ Hew said. ‘Anything’s possible in the realms of fantasy.’

Soon after, Tucker sat alone in the stands overlooking the school pool, dressed in his swimsuit. Swimming Sports Day—one of his favourite events of the year. Not because he swam. God no. Tucker just liked to sit, spectate, and appreciate the scenery... namely, the girls in swimsuits.

And none more so than the Goddess.

Vanessa. With her flawless figure, long dark spiral hair, and those deep sapphire blue eyes—currently hidden behind a pair of sunglasses, much to Tucker’s regret. Still, her delicate celestial nose and the glittering diamond stud made her every bit as divine as ever.

He wished Hew was there with him to admire the heavenly darling but he was still at the offices, sorting out his enrolment. 

No doubt Rex’s gorgeous sister, Skylar, was also at the office, as Tucker had not seen hide nor hair of her at the pool yet. He hoped Hew wasn’t getting to talk to her first because he wanted to be the one who did that. Especially if she didn’t get on with her brother.

Tucker’s eyes returned to Vanessa. She was up in the stands, not far from him.

Instantly his mood soured. The Evil One himself, Rex Cassidy, sat beside her, one muscular arm draped around her waist while her dainty hand rested on his leg. On the other side, Mandy Evans, one of the school’s other top-tier hotties, leaned in close, practically nestled against him. 

Tucker bristled still more as there was a two-foot gap between her and Laura Stott, another blonde, who sat on the other side of her. Why was there any need for Mandy to be so close to Rex?

It was criminal, Tucker thought. All the hot girls orbiting around the Evil One when he, Tucker Pyles, was the one who deserved the attention.

His stewing was interrupted by a voice behind him—sharp and irritated.

‘Hey, man, don’t you ever talk? What’s the matter are you dumb or something?’

Tucker turned. Rob Barnett. Classmate. Jerk. 

He was glaring at the dark-skinned guy sitting beside him—someone Tucker hadn’t seen before. Maybe an exchange student. The new guy had a muscular build and a distinct mohawk, and while Rob berated him, he just stared coolly over the pool, unfazed.

‘Hey, I’m talking to you jerk face,’ said Rob. ‘Don’t ignore me.’

The African turned his eyes slowly towards Rob—intense, cold, unreadable.

Tucker shivered. There was something unnerving about that stare.

Rob faltered. ‘Geez man. Don’t you ever say anything?’

The African continued to eye Rob.

‘Man, what a weirdo.’ Rob turned to face the other way. 

Before Tucker could process it further, a heavy shape loomed beside him.

‘God, that Vanessa.’

Tucker jerked sideways as a large frame dropped down beside him—Jeff Bullock, better known as Bulldozer. The sight of him made Tucker’s stomach twist. Bulldozer had tormented him mercilessly at his old school, and now here he was, bruised and battered, sporting a black eye and split lip. That was courtesy of Rex Cassidy, who’d thrashed him the previous weekend for messing with his friends and harassing Vanessa.

Still, even beaten up, Bulldozer was a menace.

‘That bod,’ Bulldozer muttered, his bug-eyes locked on Vanessa. His unibrow knitted in a leer. ‘Hottest thing on the planet. And that Cassidy... thinks he owns her. He’s gonna pay for what he did to me.’

Tucker stiffened. The thought of Bulldozer laying a finger on Vanessa turned his stomach.

‘I’m gonna take him down a notch in a few minutes,’ Bulldozer said.

Tucker peered at him, wondering what he had in mind. ‘What? You’re gonna jump him or something?’

Bulldozer snickered. ‘I’m not talking about that sort of thing, dude. That’s still to come. I’m talking about showing him up in the senior’s 100-meter freestyle event.’

Tucker found it hard to believe that a guy of Bulldozer’s imposing bulk would be fast in the water but then again, he vaguely remembered Bulldozer being a great swimmer at his previous school. He was an extremely powerful guy with enormous arms and chest. If anyone could beat Cassidy, maybe he had a chance. ‘You reckon you can beat him?’

Bulldozer snorted. ‘Of course, yes! I beat everyone at my last school. I’ll show that asshole up once and for all. And then I’ll put him to shame at the athletics, too.’ 

Before Tucker could reply, he felt a hard thump on the shoulder.

‘Pyles, ya spaz, why the hell do you take up so much bloody room? Move out of the way will ya, you fat moron.’

He turned to see another of his despised enemies; this one being Rog Shepherd. Sheep, as he was better known. In Rex’s circle of friends, which alone was a crime as far as Tucker was concerned.  

He was an athletic guy with short, slicked back, fair hair, piercing blue eyes and a nose that seemed way too snooty to Tucker. He wanted to tell Sheep to rack off and go another way but he dared not. He did his best to move aside a little to let him pass. 

Sheep stepped down without giving Tucker a second glance.

Bulldozer snorted. ‘What the hell happened to you, Pyles? You used to be tough. Now you’re letting assholes like him treat you like that? Just because he’s Cassidy’s friend?’

Tucker didn’t answer. It was true. He could deal with the likes of Sheep otherwise.

Bulldozer’s eyes drifted back to Vanessa. ‘Just wait, dude. I’ll show Cassidy up and then she’ll see he’s not the best at everything. You know, Pyles a girl like her needs the best. She’s used to it. The finest clothes, the finest food, the finest cars... the finest guys. I’ll show her who the finest guy is.’

Tucker peered at Bulldozer again, not liking the gleam in his eye. 

‘Oh yeah... I’ll show her...’

Tucker spoke boldly. ‘There’s no way she’ll ever leave Rex. Not for you, not for anyone.’

Bulldozer turned slowly and glared. 

Tucker recoiled, his boldness evaporating. ‘I... I mean he’s rich...’

‘So is she. She’s a model. She’s on TV commercials and in magazines. She makes her own money.’ Bulldozer snickered. ‘Her on that soft drink commercial? Her facial expressions man. So expressive. Smile and eyes...all that jazz. Freaking gorgeous.’

It was true. Tucker had the ad on his phone and watched it regularly. It even had him buying the soft drink. ‘But... but... you’re not
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