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      Isabella Fuentes pulled the dark, heavy curtain aside and peeked down into the driveway. The large pickup truck pulling up to the house had seen better days, with its forest green paint chipping in the front and several dents on either side.

      She tried swallowing, but her throat was too dry. Her shaking hands made the curtain brush against her hair. To get a better view of the driver, she pressed her forehead against the cold glass.

      Tonight everything would change. And the man who just arrived would decide how.

      The truck pulled to a stop next to her father’s car.

      Squeal!

      Bella grimaced at the piercing noise. If it was that loud inside the house, it had to be even worse outside.

      The headlights cut, and the man fiddled with things in the cab. In Washington, dusk fell early in mid-October, cloaking his movements in shadow. If only he would turn on the dome light, or better yet step outside. Then she could see him. The man who—

      “Isabella!” Her mother’s sharp tone grated even more trust than the truck’s brakes.

      Bella turned around, her heart pounding. “What?”

      “Excuse me?” she snapped.

      “I mean, yes ma’am?”

      “Better.” Her expression remained pinched. “Get downstairs. You can’t leave him waiting when he gets inside.” She turned around and grabbed the doorknob. “And fix your hair first. Now!”

      Slam!

      Bella jumped before turning to the cracked mirror in her vanity. The curtain had barely messed up her hair. One quick swipe of her fingers through the curls fixed it.

      “Hurry!” Her mother pounded on the bedroom door.

      Normally Bella would be annoyed, but her nerves were off the charts tonight. She couldn’t get her hands to stop shaking.

      She’d give anything to go back in time to when she was a little girl and hardly had a care in the world. Anything to avoid meeting the man in the truck. She hurried back over to the window to see if she could get a quick peek. Prepare herself before meeting him.

      The door flung open, hitting the wall behind it.

      “What are you waiting for?” Her mother tapped her foot rapidly.

      “Nothing.” Bella’s shoulders slumped as she followed her mother down the staircase.

      No voices below. That meant he wasn’t inside yet.

      She hadn’t kept him waiting.

      “Faster!” Mother nudged her hard.

      Bella stumbled and grabbed onto the railing. She couldn’t wait for the evening to be over.

      Unless the man wasn’t as bad as she feared. But given what her sister Margarita had been through, Bella had every reason to dread meeting the driver of the pickup.

      He would change her life forever, for better or worse.

      When she reached the bottom step, her dad glared at her and waved her over to where he stood next to the door. “You very nearly left him waiting, Isabella.”

      Ding-dong!

      Knock, knock!

      “But I didn’t,” Bella said. “I’m right on time.”

      “No backtalk.” His eyebrows drew together. “You need to be on your best behavior tonight.”

      “I know. We’ve gone over this.”

      For hours, every day of the last week.

      Ding-dong!

      Bella bit back a comment about how her dad was the one making the mystery man wait.

      He shot her a glare before opening the door. “Neil, we’re so glad you could make it.”

      Bella tried to look around her father, but he blocked her view of the man.

      Neil.

      Hopefully he was better looking than his name implied. It made him sound like someone her parents’ age, not hers.

      She tried even harder to get a good view of him.

      Mother pinched her arm just below the armpit.

      Bella started to cry out in pain but stopped herself. She knew better.

      Not that it kept her mother from glowering at her.

      She was getting a lot of that tonight, though the dirty looks were the least of her worries.

      Dad finally stepped aside and allowed Neil in.

      Bella’s stomach sank.

      The man standing in front of her was almost as old as her parents. He was nowhere near her age, not even close. Neil’s hair was a mass of frizzy waves, his brows too bushy, and he had deep lines around his eyes and on his forehead.

      He was the person her parents had chosen for her to marry — before the end of the year. She wouldn’t be able to finish college unless Neil gave her permission. There was no way he would approve of her studying pre-law, a plan she’d hidden from even her parents. They thought she was on the path to become an elementary teacher.

      Neil’s gaze roved over her body before he finally made eye contact. Something dark in his expression sent an icy chill down her spine.

      Her stomach lurched. She resisted the urge to hide behind her parents like she’d done as a little girl. They wouldn’t protect her.

      They were going to push her toward the wolf.

      Mother pinched her again.

      Bella swallowed and stepped forward. “Hello, sir. I’m Bella—”

      Another pinch, this one harder than the other two.

      “I’m Isabella,” she corrected herself.

      A fourth pinch.

      She turned and glowered at her mother.

      Her mother gave her a threatening stare.

      Bella turned back to Neil, her mouth dry. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      His only response was to look her over again, now taking more time to rake his gaze over every inch of her. Finally he nodded in approval. “You’ll do.”

      Her skin crawled.

      Neil turned toward the kitchen. “What did you make to eat, Camila? It smells acceptable.”

      Bella’s mother scurried toward the dining room with an eager-to-please smile. “I heard you love pot roast, so that’s what I made. The meat is fresh — Diego got it on a hunt this morning.”

      He gave a barely visible nod before taking a seat at the head of the table. “Bring it out, woman.”

      When her mother reached for Bella, she moved out of the way to avoid another painful pinch.

      “It’s time to serve. Now.” Mother’s eyes narrowed as she gestured toward the kitchen.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Bella followed her in then carried dishes out to the dining room table.

      Her father and the guest discussed the merits of certain guns over others.

      While she didn’t look directly at Neil, she could feel him leering at her, mentally undressing her. If her parents wouldn’t punish her, she’d put on her winter coat to keep him from staring.

      Imagining his thoughts and desires made her stomach churn acid. With any luck, he’d leave right after the meal. Now that he’d seen Bella and had deemed her an acceptable future wife, hopefully he would be eager to go back to wherever he came from.

      And maybe change his mind about her.

      But that was wishful thinking. Her future was nothing more than a business transaction for her parents. They didn’t care if she’d be happy or not. According to them, suffering built character, which was far more important than frivolous trivialities like being fulfilled or feeling safe.

      She rushed back into the kitchen, unable to leave Neil’s lascivious attentions fast enough. All too soon, she and her mom returned with everything needed for the meal.

      Her father said a quick prayer before they dug in. Bella could hardly take a bite.

      “Aren’t you hungry, Isabella?” Neil asked, staring at her chest. He didn’t even try to hide it with her parents right there.

      Not that they showed any inclination to defend her.

      She slunk down in her chair. “I’m just… I don’t have much of an appetite.”

      “Sit up straight!” her mom barked.

      Bella obeyed.

      Neil smiled slowly and kept his gaze below her neck. “You’re too skinny. You need to eat more so you can fill out. That would be more to my liking.”

      Her face flamed.

      Father glared at her. “You heard the man. Eat!”

      She stuffed a forkful of food into her mouth. Her stomach lurched even worse than before. How she would get the food down was a mystery.

      Thankfully her father and future husband returned to their conversation about guns. Neil’s watchful eyes pulled to his plate, away from her chest that apparently needed ‘filling out.’

      Bella managed to swallow the food in her mouth, but no more. Luckily nobody noticed. Her parents were too busy sucking up to Neil, who hadn’t stopped talking about how great he was. She covered her full plate with a napkin and gathered other empty dishes to take into the kitchen.

      When she returned, Neil held out his empty plate for her. After she took it, he cupped her butt.

      She gasped, and almost dropped the plate.

      “What’s wrong?” her father asked.

      Neil leaned forward. “Your daughter is jumpy. Fix that before I marry her.”

      “Of course.”

      Bella raced into the kitchen before she said something that would surely earn her a harsh punishment. Her patience was wearing thin, but she couldn’t afford to give into her humiliation and anger. She just needed to get through a few more minutes of torture, then she’d be fine.

      Until the wedding.

      Her marriage to that creep out there.

      She shoved the thought from her mind and filled the sink with soapy water. They didn’t have a dishwasher, as her father believed it would make the women in the house lazy — while they were serving him. The double standards never ended with him.

      Neil didn’t appear to be any different.

      After a few minutes, footsteps sounded behind her.

      Bella braced herself for a lecture from her mother.

      Instead, hands rested on her waist, then fingers gripped her tightly. Soon, Neil pulled her backward until she firmly pressed against him. He brushed his rough beard against her cheek. “I love seeing you hard at work. Remember what I said about eating more, because I wasn’t kidding. You need to be hardy so you can handle your chores when I bring you home. Wait until you see how much there is to do. I’m so relieved to see you already have a good work ethic.”

      She swallowed, couldn’t find her voice, so she nodded.

      “I’m glad we understand each other.” He breathed in deeply then moaned before walking away.

      With her heart in her throat, she spun around, trying to blink her tears away.

      Her father leaned against the doorway, a smug look on his face. He’d seen the whole thing and didn’t care.

      She needed to find a way out of the engagement.

      Where could she turn? No matter where she went, Father would find her. He had cameras all over the property, so sneaking away would be impossible.

      If there was a solution, she would find it.

      Her life depended on it.
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      Ariana rewound the video again. It was the third time in ten minutes.

      “Focus.”

      She stared at the screen, trying her best to listen to everything the teacher said. It was a good thing these classes were recorded and not live, and also that she didn’t have a deadline. If it took her two years to get through the material, it didn’t matter. At this rate, it would likely take that long.

      Knock, knock!

      She paused the video. “Come in!”

      Damon entered with a tray of snacks. He set it next to her.

      Ari leaped from her chair and threw her arms around him. “How did I manage to get the world’s best husband?”

      He chuckled. “It’s just cheese and crackers.”

      “But you knew I’d need them.” She squeezed him. “You’re the best!”

      “If I’d known you’d react this way, I’d have brought better food for you.” He gave her a kiss that made her weak in the knees. “Can I do anything else for you?”

      “Anything.”

      He lifted a brow. “Are you okay?”

      She sighed. “I can’t focus on my class.”

      “Looks like you’ve taken a lot of notes.” He nodded toward her spiral notebook filled with things she’d written down.

      “Those are ideas for the Halloween party. That’s all I can think about. At least until you came into the room.”  She pressed her lips on his, pushing aside thoughts of both her class and the upcoming party.

      He pulled back. “As much as I’d love to continue with this, I promised Charles I’d be over” — he checked the wall clock — “in three minutes to help him pack.”

      Ariana’s heart sank. It was just as well that he was busy. She needed to get back to her private investigator class. If there was an award for taking the longest to get through it, she would get the gold medal.

      He gave her a quick kiss. “We can pick this up when I get back.”

      “I’d like that. Is Lia back in town with him?”

      “No, she’s still in LA at their new house. Apparently the previous owners last updated the house in the eighties, so she’s tearing up carpet and picking out hardwoods. Things like that.”

      “Right. I remember her telling me about taking down curtains and installing blinds. Will she be back before they move everything out? I’d love to throw them a going away party. After everything they did for us earlier this year, it’s the least I could do.”

      Damon squeezed her hand. “I’ll mention it to Charles. I’m not sure what their plans are, but you could send her a text.”

      “Good idea. Then I’ll get back to my class.”

      He handed her the notes for the Halloween bash. “Or you could gather your friends and work on this instead. Obviously that’s what’s on your mind.”

      She could hardly deny that.

      “Rita’s car is in her driveway. I bet she’d love to get in on the action.”

      That went without saying. Their friend loved planning events. Between her and Ariana, they could probably put together the biggest Halloween party Rosy Hills had ever seen. After everything their gated community had been through this year, the whole neighborhood would appreciate the lighthearted fun. That was one thing Ari had always loved about the holiday — it was a night of unlimited imagination and creativity. A time to temporarily pretend to be someone else.

      Of course there was also a darker side to the night. When she was a kid, she’d been abducted that time of year. It took a lot of work, but she’d mostly moved on from the horrific experience, other than the occasional flashback or nightmare. She was beginning to accept she’d never fully put it behind her. Some things were too traumatic for complete healing, and this was one of them.

      At least it hadn’t squashed the love of her favorite holiday. As soon as summer ended, she began counting down the days in the same way some people counted down to Christmas.

      “Babe?” Damon’s voice brought her back to her home office.

      “Sorry. My mind keeps wandering.”

      “All the more reason to head across the street.” He kissed her cheek. “If you need me, I’ll be helping Charles.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks for the cheese and crackers.” She popped some into her mouth, realizing just how hungry she was. Had she even taken a lunch break?

      “My pleasure.” He gave her a lingering gaze before heading out of the room.

      Ariana ate half of her snack before sending a text. Rita was at the end of her second trimester and could be resting, so she didn’t want to go over unannounced.

      Her friend responded right away, inviting her over.

      Smiling, Ariana closed her laptop. It would be much more fun to plan the neighborhood party with Rita. Maybe after a good brainstorming session, Ari would get everything out of her mind and onto paper. Then she could finally focus on her class, which was only supposed to take a few months. But given everything that had happened since she enrolled, nobody could blame her for taking such a long time to get through the material.

      It also wasn’t like she and Damon were hurting for money. Between the money his father had left him and what they made with their books, speaking engagements, and revenue from their joint podcast, becoming a private investigator was more of an ambition than a need.

      Thankfully their bills didn’t depend on her ability to concentrate.

      She scarfed down the rest of the cheese and crackers, grabbed her notes, then made her way downstairs. With Rita’s expertise in event planning, this party was sure to be the event of the year.
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      Bella glanced behind her as the bus’s brakes squealed to a stop. This was it. She’d made it this far. It didn’t seem like anyone was following her, but how would she know? She’d never done anything like this before.

      She’d never done anything dangerous, period.

      If her dad or Neil caught her running away, the consequences would be dire. Once her father had locked her in the family shed for an entire week for an offense far less than this.

      Clutching her backpack, she leaped to her feet, hurried to the nearest doors, then glanced behind her again. Nobody in the city bus was familiar, but that wasn’t to say a car hadn’t followed. Though with as many transfers as she’d had to make to get to Rosy Hills, it wouldn’t have been easy for someone to keep up.

      Both Father and Neil would have the patience to track her.

      They thought they owned her. The impending wedding wasn’t a romantic event to them. No, it signified a transfer of property.

      Bella shuddered at the thought. If she had anything to say about it, the wedding would never happen. She would start a new life with just the items in her backpack. It wasn’t much, but hopefully her sister could take her in.

      Otherwise, she’d find another way to keep her freedom. It didn’t matter what she had to do, she would never show up at that wedding. If or when she got married, it would be for love.

      She darted behind a tree, waited for the bus to leave, then scrutinized every other vehicle on the street. They all continued on their way, none slowing or acting strange.

      That didn’t mean she was safe. She wouldn’t let her guard down until she was inside Rita’s house. Even then, she wouldn’t be able to relax. Not until the date of the wedding passed. Or maybe not even then. It wasn’t like her father or Neil would ever stop trying to recover what they thought they owned.

      A lump formed in her throat at the thought of them never giving up. Maybe Neil would. He could easily find another bride from the church, someone who wouldn’t be so much trouble. But how long would that take?

      He might find Bella before reaching that point. Then what?

      She’d have to deal with that later. For now, she needed to get to her sister’s house.

      Holding her breath, she glanced at the traffic again. Vehicles zipped by as expected. It was hard to believe she’d actually made it this far unnoticed. With any luck, her mom would think she went to the library to study after her classes.

      That would buy Bella time before Mother called Father to let him know she was missing. They would eventually learn she left her phone at school, but hopefully they ping her location first and think she’d stayed on campus. It would take them a while to figure out what really happened.

      By then, she’d have a plan in place. Rita and her new husband would know what to do. Grayson was an investigative reporter with his own show, and he was always trying to help people. He would know what to do.

      But first to get there, a task more difficult than it would seem. They lived in a gated community, and Bella’s name might not be on the approved guest list. Her parents’ names weren’t even on it.

      She would find a way in, one way or another.

      Rita had to help her. She knew exactly what Bella was going through. Her parents had made her marry Boone. He’d paid them even more money than Neil offered for Bella. Rita’s ex-husband was now in prison for murder, but even so, their parents still saw Boone as Rita’s legitimate husband. They were that heartless.

      The only reason they’d even gone to Rita and Grayson’s wedding had been to convince her to change her mind before the vows. Even though the ceremony had gone on, and Rita finally found her happiness, her parents refused to accept it. In their church, unmarried daughters were property of the parents and had to obey their wishes no matter how old they were.

      That was why they expected Bella to marry Neil.

      She would never let that happen
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