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“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power 

of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and 
also to the Greek.” 
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Prologue 

His hand wrapped around the base of the beer bottle, Gervasio eyed the dark-haired beauty 

from the corner of the room. These parties served as good hunting grounds. On occasion he’d 

locate a victim no one would miss. A lonely girl starved for attention. But this one, she was 

different. She’d spent the last hour tucked against a wall, much as he’d done. Her inability to 

socialize and interact with her peers hadn’t been what caught his attention. 

Long midnight black hair. At his current vantage point, he’d been unable to tell its true 

length. High cheekbones. Structured like that of a goddess. Mocha colored skin tone.  A richer 

chocolate than his own. Compared to her, his skin would be fair, but it sufficed for that of a 

Latino male. Other features convinced him she looked familiar, though he hadn’t entirely placed 

the face. In the recesses of his mind, he’d become certain he knew this young woman. 

Only one way he’d discover the truth. He drained the last of his beer, set the empty bottle 

down on the nearest table and strode across the room. The Fourth of July party had been in full 

swing. Writhing bodies parted as he cut through the middle of the dance floor. None dared to 

grumble or get in his way. Good thing too. Disposing of a body because some idiot crossed paths 

with him hadn’t been in the cards tonight. No. This evening had been about desire mixed with 

pleasure. His pleasure. 

 Gervasio saddled up next to his dark-haired beauty. Her midnight tresses had been loosely 

braided and ended near her nice round ass. She fidgeted with the hem of the white lace top she’d 

worn. It worked well with the short denim skirt. His eyes travelled along the curve of her hips, 

continued down the length of her smooth legs and paused at the brown ankle boots. Certainly 

one of a kind. A grin tugged at the corner of his lips as his gaze returned to her face. Soft hazel 

eyes touched with speckles of green. 

Of course. Why hadn’t he seen it sooner? She had her mother’s eyes and cheekbones. No 

wonder she looked so familiar. That woman had been his favorite of all those he’d taken. Hmm, 

her presence at this party presented him with the opportunity he’d been in search of all these 

years. A way to get someone out of hiding. Indeed. It was time to play ball. He smiled at the 

teenage girl beside him. “You not like party?” 

“Huh? What? Oh no, I’m having a great time.” 

“How this possible? Pretty girl like you stand here alone. Cannot be fun.” 

“Am I that obvious?” She raised an eyebrow at him. 

He nodded and offered her his hand. Normally he took what he wanted, but he had special 

plans for this one. For a short time, he could play the part of a nice host. One who simply 

welcomed everyone into their home; even if the house hadn’t belonged to him. He just provided 



the party favors. And none had ever been wiser as to what he truly used them for. “Si. I am 

Jorge. Tell me, you have drink?” 

“Bella. And no. I’m not really big into alcohol.” A warm smile crawled on her mouth as she 

gently placed her hand in his and the two exchanged a polite handshake. 

“This okay. I get you something. You like orange juice?” 

“Oh. That’s not necessary. Really, I’m fine.” 

Not for what he’d intended. She’d be the type to fight back. While he’d get there eventually, 

now he wanted quiet. He’d break her like he’d done with his other girls. All he’d have to do, 

spike her drink. The drugs he had with him would be tasteless in orange juice. His own special 

cocktail. She’d never know what hit her. “Plain orange juice. No alcohol. I promise.” 

“Well, all right. I am kind of thirsty.” 

“Okay. I be back.” Gervasio pushed off the wall and trekked down the hallway into the 

kitchen. He’d been to this house enough times to know its layout by heart. Except he’d 

memorized it the first time he’d ever visited. Never before had he taken a girl at the party. He 

had to be sure the attacks couldn’t be linked to his hunting grounds. Otherwise he’d lose his 

favorite pastime. However, for Bella, he’d make an exception. 

Upon entry, he scanned the kitchen. Must be his lucky night. Empty. Without a second to 

waste, he collected a couple of glasses and made two drinks. One laced OJ and one plain coke. 

No more alcohol for him. A few beers had barely given him a buzz. For the rest of the night to 

go according to plan, he’d require a clear head. Leaving the kitchen as he’d found it, he returned 

to the spot on the wall Bella awaited. Smiling brightly, he handed the OJ to his dark-haired 

beauty and held his glass toward hers for a toast. “To fun for rest of night.” 

“I can drink to that.” They clinked glasses and she swallowed a couple of big gulps from the 

glass. 

Exactly what he’d wanted. Soon enough she’d feel the effects. And he’d gently escort her up 

the stairs, where he’d do anything he desired. His gaze held to her face. Her eyes wandered 

around the room. One hand dropped to the hem of that blouse again. Nervous ticks worked in his 

favor. Would she be as good as her mother? No. She’d be better. The teenage girl who stood 

before him, she still had her virtue. And he’d enjoy ripping it from her. Another smile pulled at 

the corners of his lips. “I not see you at parties before.” 

“Yeah. I don’t usually go. My friend dragged me to this one tonight.” 

“But friend not here?” A friend could complicate things. Especially a regular party-goer. No 

way he’d be able to disappear both girls. But he could find out information on this unavailable 

friend. 

“Well no, she’s around.” 



His brain tumbled over a few ideas as a plan formed together. Gervasio set his half-empty 

glass of coke down and offered Bella his hand. “Come to dance floor. Maybe you see her there.” 

And then he’d know more about the possible problem for what he’d intended. 

“Umm, okay. I guess it couldn’t hurt.” She set her half-full glass of OJ down, set her hand in 

his, stepped off the wall and stopped. Blinking a few times, she placed her free hand on her 

forehead and rubbed the area above the bridge of her nose. 

“Okay?” 

Bella nodded. “Yeah. Guess I’d just been standing there too long. Come on, let’s go.” As if 

nothing had happened, the two headed onto the dance floor hand in hand. They made their way 

to the center of the throng of bodies and arrived as the music slowed. 

Perfect. He gave her one quick spin out, then spun her back until she’d ended up flush 

against his body. Precisely where he’d longed to have her. Dropping one hand to her low back, 

he kept he pressed in tight against him and slowly they proceeded to move to the music. A slight 

tinge of pink touched those dark cheeks of hers. Her skin tone hid the blush well, but her body 

deceived her and warmed beneath his touch.  

No woman had ever been attracted to his mangled face. Her response simply had to be from 

male attention. Or the physicality of his body. He’d bulked up over the last few years. The brute 

strength alone had come as a force of nature and helped with his favorite pastime. And that, 

women would find nice, but no way any woman could ever see past the scar on the right side of 

his face. The one he’d been left with as parting gift from Bella’s father. Bastard would get what 

was coming. And Gervasio would use the man’s daughter to do it. 

“B, hey B!” A girl with stringy, dirty blonde hair shoved through the crowd dragging some 

guy behind her and approached them. The girl was tall and lanky, much like the young man 

she’d brought along for the ride. 

His girl’s soft smile dissipated and her eyes narrowed in concern at whom Gervasio had to 

presume to be the friend. “Alex! Where have you been?” 

“Sorry. Joe and I had some stuff to do, but you look like you’re doing okay. I’m Alex.” Her 

attention shifted from her friend to him. 

Upon closer inspection, he took account of the girl’s wide, blood shot eyes. Though she’d be 

hard to recognize under normal circumstances, he knew the teenager because she frequented one 

of his men. For the same tasteful morsel that had her stoned out of her mind right then. Gervasio 

grinned. His girl could’ve selected better friends. “Jorge. And no worry. Friend in good hands.” 

“I’m sure. B, you okay?” 

“Yeah. Go do what you want. I’m okay.” Bella nodded. 

Alex shrugged and eyed Gervasio once. “Take good care of her. I’ll leave you guys to it.” 

Briefly she squeezed Bella’s arm and shuffled back through the crowd with her guy. 



No chance for him to respond. Just the way he’d liked it. As little conversation as possible. 

His dark-haired beauty wouldn’t remember the night. And based on the amount of orange juice 

she’d drunk, the drugs he’d dosed her with would really take effect any moment now. “Good 

friend?” 

“Yeah. My best friend actually. Probably why I joined her tonight.” 

“Always hard to say no to best friend.” 

“Yeah.” Bella mumbled the single word response. Her eyelids dropped to half-mast and she 

curled her head against Gervasio’s chest. Sagging a bit in his arms, she rubbed her forehead. 

“Room’s spinning.” 

Perfect. He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “No worry. I take you upstairs. Si?” 

“Umm... yeah...” The words barely tumbled out of her mouth before she slumped further 

into his body.  

Though she’d been thicker than most girls he’d taken, he carried her weight with ease as he 

escorted her off the dance floor. To most it’d simply appear as if she’d had a tad too much to 

drink. Gervasio snagged her half-empty glass of orange juice along the way. Without any 

resistance, he urged her up the stairs and toward the master bedroom. The one room that had 

always remained unoccupied. Also happened to be the only one with a lock on the inside of the 

door.  

Coats covered the bed. He set the glass down and took Bella over to the bed. The items in 

his way could be moved shortly. Her body sunk further against his, close to the point where 

she’d quickly pass out. Shooting a glance over his shoulder, he confirmed privacy and scooped 

her into his arms. He laid her out on the bed and pressed a chaste kiss to her lips. “Be good girl, 

honey bear.” 

“I... ” 

“Sssh. No worry. I take good care of you.” Gervasio crossed the space between the bed and 

door in two strides. He closed the door and locked it. No interruptions. Exactly the way he’d 

wanted it. Pulling his shirt over his head, he returned to the bed, shoved the coats onto the floor 

and scooted Bella to the middle of the bed. Less room for her to struggle. He climbed on top of 

the bed and straddled her hips. A grin tugged on the corners of his lips, like the Cheshire who ate 

the canary, as her eyelids drifted shut and she likely passed out.  

Tonight he’d touch the unmarred skin of purity and destroy it. His well-used hands would 

cover her body from head to toe; not that she’d remember any of it. He’d  break her the same 

way he’d done all his other whores. Except she was special. What made her so different? Her 

parents. Gervasio leaned in close to Bella’s ear and whispered words he hoped to bury in her 

memory. “No worry. Next time you remember your first.” 

 

  



Chapter One 

Bella straightened in the chair at the two words the principal had uttered. Head Tutor. If 

he’d called her into his office early on the first day of school, it could only mean one thing. She 

gripped the hem of her white short-sleeve blouse and prayed. Please don’t let him say it. “What 

about it?” 

“As you know we normally elect a senior, except none of them qualified for the position 

this year. With the full support of the staff, I have decided to appoint you.” 

What? Bella blinked. “I’m sorry. What was that?” 

“I’m appointing you as Head Tutor.” 

Not happening. So, not happening! Bella rested a hand on her chest as her breathing 

became labored and her throat swelled. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Her eyes darted from one 

side of the room to the other. Had the room shrunk? She stood and her books landed on the 

carpeted floor with a gentle thud. She paced from one side of the room to the other and returned 

to the chair. She gripped the back of the chair, inhaled two ragged breaths, and stared at the 

principal. “You can’t be serious? I’m not qualified! I don’t lead!” 

“You meet all the requirements. Previously in the group, and in grades.” The principal 

ticked the two things off as if they hardly mattered. 

“I haven’t led at anything. I’m not a leader.” 

“Didn’t I overhear you tell Mrs. Brown you got the lead vocalist position at church?” 

Of course he’d listened in on the conversation. He’d anticipated her reaction and had to 

have something to throw in her face. Well the joke was on him. “That’s different. I don’t lead. I 

don’t make any decisions. I just sing. Principal Owen, there has to be somebody else. Anybody 

else.” 

“I’m sorry, but there isn’t.” 

Bella pushed off the chair, traipsed from one side of the room to the other and chewed on 

the inside of her cheek. There had to be someone else who could lead. And if he was right and 

there really wasn’t anyone else, what the hell would she do? Would the group fall apart if she 

refused? Could she decline to accept his proposal? She pulled the full length of her braid over 

her shoulder and played with the ends. Maybe there was someone else. She straightened her back 

and turned toward the principal. “What about Regina McKamey? Or Sean Johnson?” 

“I’m afraid not.” 

Tossing her braid back over her shoulder, she paraded to the chair and dropped down. 

Bella buried her head in her hands and rubbed her face. There had to be another option. Wait. 

She popped up out of her seat. “What about Victor Hilliard? He’s got the grades and he’s a 

senior.” 



“And a transfer student. You know the rules.” 

“Can’t you make an exception?” 

“I am. I’m giving the position to a junior.” 

Bella sat again. Life in the background had ended. She closed her eyes and wiped at the 

tears that threatened to spill over. “What happens if I don’t take the position?” 

“The group will have to be disbanded.” The principal stood and walked around to the 

front of his desk. He leaned back and crossed his arms. “Have you considered you might enjoy 

it? That you might be good at it?” 

He had her. She wasn’t inclined to be small enough to let the group end. Not on her 

watch. She just had to make this work in her favor. “Okay. I accept, but on one condition.” 

“Which is?” 

“After one semester, you offer the same opportunity to Victor Hilliard. He’s better at 

leading than I am.” She abhorred the idea of throwing him to the wolves like this, but she hadn’t 

joked about his capabilities. The guy had been like an overbearing brother since they were kids. 

Still, he’d lead a heck of a lot better than she could. 

“I’ll concede with an added stipulation. If your GPA is better than his and the group has 

moved forward without any major hiccups, you maintain the position for the remainder of the 

year. Agreed?” 

Damn. The man played hard ball. He’d cornered her. When it came to overall GPA, hers 

had generally been better than Vick’s. They’d both worked hard for the grades they’d received, 

but certain things came more naturally to her than they had him. Bella frowned. She had no 

choice. “Fine. I agree.” 

“Good. Now get going. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon for you student buddy meeting.” 

“Yes sir.” She collected her belongings from the floor and left the principal’s office. 

Slowing her pace, Bella raised an eyebrow at the plump assistant she’d exchanged polite 

commentary with several minutes earlier. Had the woman known? Of course she had. Mrs. 

Brown knew everything that occurred in the school. It seemed unnecessary to complain at all 

about the woman’s failure to warn her of the situation. The same thing would’ve happened 

whether she had prior notice or not.  

Hanging her head and slumping her shoulders, Bella stepped out of the administrative 

office and bumped right into a round warm body. Lifting her eyes, the apology she’d planned to 

spout off fell from her lips. Of all the people she had to literally run into, it had to be her former 

best-friend. Great. She’d gone from one pile of crap to another. 

“Still as clumsy as ever, I see. I’d tell you to watch where you’re going, but I can tell 

you’re too preoccupied for me to bother.” 



Keep your trap shut. The four word mantra she’d repeated to herself over the last year 

replayed in her mind. Had it really been a year since their friendship had ended? The time had 

passed and she’d barely realized it. So many things had gone on in her life since that fateful day. 

Best if she remained quiet. Dismissing the thoughts in her head, Bella sidestepped Sarresh and 

moved around her. 

“Really? Nothing? Fine. Be a bitch. I could care less what you do.” 

All the curly haired, dark-skinned girl had to do was let it go. Nope. Not Sarresh. She’d 

never been good at dropping shit. Bella pivoted on her heel and glowered at the pregnant girl 

who stood in front of her. “Still as refined as ever, Z. I mean I’d say how thrilled I am to see you, 

but I’d be lying. Would you feel better if I’d asked how things are at home? Parents still ignoring 

you? I mean, they have to be, right. Otherwise, I’m fairly certain you wouldn’t be —” 

“Well, well, well. What do we have here? The slut and the virgin going at each other’s 

throats? How entertaining.” Heather snickered. 

Dear God, can the morning get any worse? Her archenemy’s minions sauntered up. She 

lifted her eyes to the ceiling. It had been a rhetorical question. As in answer not required. 

Heather, Missy, and Cassie had become a trio of popular girls who’d become a major pain in her 

rear three years ago.  

“Takes one to know one.” 

Heather flipped her sleek blue-black hair over her shoulder and smirked. “Yeah, but at 

least I didn’t get knocked up.” 

“You know, I hear she doesn’t even know who the father is.” Cassie piped in and 

giggled. 

Sarresh’s lips tightened into a thin line. She stormed past Bella and headed into the 

administrative office. It had been the original direction she’d been going, but the girl looked like 

she’d been on the verge of tears. 

Hugging her books to her chest, Bella spun around and glared at Heather. Sure, her 

friendship with Sarresh had died a while ago, but in most cases, they’d been cordial or simply 

disregarded one another. The tweedle triplets on the other hand, the three of them picked at 

whatever wound had been created. “Was that really necessary? I mean, I know you get off on 

picking on people, but you didn’t have be cruel.” 

“Oh, don’t be such a prude. I can’t help it if we only spoke the truth. Besides, don’t you 

think your messages will get a little mixed by hanging around her. As far as I can tell, we did you 

a favor.” Heather grinned. 

“Ugh! Crikey, you’re such a... ” Bella grinded her teeth and bit her tongue. That awful 

word had nearly fallen from her lips. How had she allowed Heather to get under her skin? Easy. 

The bitch had gotten good at it over the last few years. She’d learned which buttons to push. 

Shaking her head, Bella smirked. “No. I’m not going to stoop to your level. I’m better than that.” 



Heather narrowed her eyes and snickered. “Please. For someone who can’t even say the 

word bitch, you’ll never come close to measuring up. Play pretend all you like, but you should 

save it for us big girls.” 

“Big girl, huh? Keep telling yourself that.” A small smile tugged on the corners of her 

lips. Satisfied with what she’d said, Bella turned and headed off. Yeah, she’d won that round, but 

with Heather, another would probably pop up sometime during the day. Taking a deep breath, 

she opened the door to the girls’ bathroom and slipped inside. A moment to reset before class 

never hurt anyone. 

 

Poking her head around the corner of the hallway, Alex raised an eyebrow as her best 

friend stalked past her and disappeared into the bathroom. Hmm. First day of school and already 

something had happened. Great. She sighed and gathered the book and notebook she’d needed 

for class. Briefly she glanced at the black and white clock on the wall. About fifteen minutes to 

go. What the hell? She rolled her eyes, closed her locker and made her way to the bathroom. 

Heather and her tweedle-dumb and dumber followers strolled past her and made their 

way down the hallway she’d just left. Alex paused at the bathroom door. Explained a lot. She 

pushed on the door and scanned the immediate area for her friend. Bella leaned with both hands 

on one of the sinks like it had been the only thing to hold her up. “You okay, B?” 

Bella lifted her head and sniffled. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Why do I let her get 

to me? Get under my skin like that?” 

“Hey, everybody knows Heather’s a bitch. She doesn’t care about anyone except herself. 

I don’t even think she gives two shits about her own brother.” A story in and of itself. The girl, 

well, no, she had bad bones in her body. And it made her pure evil. Heather had lived to torture 

the “little people” as she called them. Anyone she considered beneath her, which included at 

least a quarter of the school. Okay. A bit of an exaggeration, but she despised everything about 

Heather. Especially the way she’d always targeted her best friend as if it had become a hobby.  

“And yet I’m the one in the bathroom crying on the first day of school. Why can’t I be 

more like you?” 

Alex frowned. One of the many things she liked about Bella. The girl overlooked all of 

her flaws. “First, I think my blonde hair would look ridiculous on you. Second, you don’t need to 

be like me. You’re perfect the way you are.” 

With a faint laugh, Bella faced the mirror and pulled her braid over her shoulder. “Don’t 

think I could cut it as a blonde?” 



“Of that, I have no doubt. I just think you’d really stand out if you had blonde hair.” Alex 

traipsed across the bathroom and stopped behind Bella. The girl’s skin was a mix of cocoa and 

latte. Made the color a smooth toffee, a compliment of her heritage. Looked absolutely brilliant 

with her long midnight locks. But blonde? Even with the soft shades of brown layered 

throughout her hair, Bella would still be better off with her own color. 

A small smile settled on her mouth. Bella plucked a paper-towel free from the metal 

container bolted to the wall and wiped at the splotches on her face. “I guess you’re right.” 

“You know I am, but if you’re certain you need to see for yourself, we can always go to a 

wig shop after class.” 

“With the way this morning has started, I could use a little distraction. I’m in.” Bella 

grabbed her books and strode toward the bathroom door. 

“I should know by now not to joke with you about something so mundane.” 

Snickering, Bella propped open the door and nodded. “That you should.” 

“Fine. We can go, but you need to tell me about the rest of your morning. I know Heather 

isn’t cause enough for you to require a distraction.” 

“Deal, but we can do it on the way to class?” 

“Fine.” Alex groaned and made a show as she stomped over to the door like it had been 

the most difficult thing in the world. Even if it had only been for her friend to laugh. Her life’s 

mission. Simple and sweet. 

 

“I’m telling you, he looks like DMX.” Alex held her cell phone out to Bella and revealed 

one of the many pictures of the musician he’d often been compared to. 

Vick shook his head and scratched at the hairs on his chin. The association between him 

and the rapper had been heard more frequently since he’d begun to grow out the beard. And to 

think he’d actually cleaned up for his first day at a new school. “I really don’t see it.” 

“B, tell me I’m wrong.” 

Bella shifted her gaze from the phone to him and shrugged. “Maybe a little. I mean, this 

guy has a little more beard. But I guess the shape of his face matches.” 

“Ugh! No support. None whatsoever!” Alex grabbed her phone out of Bella’s hand and 

tucked it into the back pocket of her jeans. 



He chuckled. “Don’t be offended. She rarely gives it to me too.” 

“Whatever. I’m off. I’ll catch you both later.” 

Left to their own devices with what time remained of lunch, Vick folded his arms across 

his chest. He’d waited for an opportunity to discuss the situation his little sister had placed him 

in. She’d actually volunteered to make him leader of her tutor group. Hadn’t discussed it at all or 

even mentioned the idea. Welcome to Jackson Heights High School. Place of snap decisions. 

“Glad we finally have some time alone.” 

“You know anything you had to say to me, you could’ve addressed in front of Alex. I 

mean, she is my best friend. Besides, I trust her with my life.” 

“So you wouldn’t have had a problem if I questioned your motives about the head tutor 

position with her around?”Bella paused mid-bite and lifted her soft hazel eyes to his. Yep. Just as 

he’d thought. Not a question she would’ve responded to with her supposed best friend around. 

Vick rubbed his chin and narrowed his eyes. Yeah, she’d done a questionable thing, but he 

certainly deserved an answer. 

“Principal Owen told you?” 

The man hadn’t been given much of a choice. He’d simple explained his right as a 

student to be well aware of any positions he’d been volunteered for without prior consultation. 

Vick leaned on the table. “Yeah. My question is why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I’d planned to, but it wasn’t something I wanted to get into with Alex around. I really do 

trust her; she’s just highly opinionated and probably would’ve interjected her thoughts without 

giving us much of a chance to actually discuss the proposal.” 

“Which is what exactly?” 

“I’ve been elected the Head Tutor. If after the first semester, your GPA is better than 

mine, I suggested you be given the opportunity to take over. If you wanted it.” 

Something hadn’t completely added up. She’d delivered partial pieces. What was 

missing? He replayed her statement in his head. Of course. “What if my GPA isn’t better than 

yours?” 

“Then I have to keep the position.” 

“B, you know I love you, but I’m really not interested in playing leader to the tutor group. 

I’ll help out, but I have to think about other things this year.” 

“But you know it would look good on a college application.” Bella’s eyes widened in a 

silent plea.  

Normally she played her cards well. That one he’d fallen for on a couple of occasions. 

Not this time. He’d had all morning to consider an appropriate action. Vick sighed. “You’re 

right, but so would several other positions. Like Student Body President. And track, maybe even 

soccer.” 



“I get it. I’m just... stuck. I’ve never been the leader for anything. I don’t know why this 

year had to be different.” 

“Okay. How about this? I’ll serve as your backup. Plus, I can guide you on leading.” 

“I guess I don’t have a choice. I won’t let the program die on account of my failings.” 

She shoved her half-eaten sandwich into the brown paper bag and gathered the rest of her empty 

items. 

Vick stood and collected his own trash. Her reasoning for sticking it out had been good. 

Too bad her faith in herself hadn’t been on the same level. He’d have to take full advantage of 

situation to boost her confidence. “I’m glad you feel that way. But I promise, with a little help 

from me, you’ll be a natural.” 

 

Things hadn’t quite worked out the way she’d hoped. Bella opened her locker and 

selected her pre-calculus book and notebook. A couple years ago Vick’s family had moved out 

of state for his father’s work. Then trouble had been stirred and his family had decided to 

relocate back to Rescate County. She’d gone to one of his track meets, but she hadn’t recalled 

anything about soccer. And of the all the sports in the world, why soccer? Him on the same team 

as David, nope... not a thought she wanted to even ponder. “Okay. I’m dying here. When did you 

become a fan of soccer?” 

“The end of my sophomore year. It’s uh... yeah, anyway. I found I liked it, so I tried out 

last year and did fairly well on the team.” 

“What position?” Made sense now. He’d met his ex-girlfriend playing soccer. Not a 

memory he’d like to dredge up. Especially with how things had ended. Talk about too much 

information, but he’d reached out to her and they’d spoken about things like they’d used to 

before he’d moved. 

Vick crossed his arms. “A forward, but do you even know what that means?” 

“Yes. One of the guys I tutor is a striker and captain of the soccer team.” Bella rolled her 

eyes. It happened to one of the topics David liked to bring up. A tactic he likely used as a way 

for her to get to know him outside of tutoring. Something she’d added to the multitude of things 

she’d never asked to learn about him. 

“Really? Maybe you could introduce us.” 

Heather stepped in front of Bella and held her hand out to Vick. “If you need an 

introduction, all you have to do is ask. But maybe we should get to know each other first. I’m 

Heather Warren and I run this school.” 



“Victor Hilliard. A pleasure I’m sure.” He tilted his head, glanced past the girl’s shoulder 

and raised an eyebrow. 

Bella giggled. The look said it all. From who is this chic to why me? She’d seen it before. 

A lot of girls openly flirted with him. They all saw something she’d never understood. Probably 

had to do with the way Alex described him earlier. Not that she’d ever been attracted to Vick. 

Course, they’d grown up together and he was way too much like a brother. Perhaps she should 

rescue him from David’s sister before the girl crawled into Vick’s lap. “I’m sure there will plenty 

of time for you to get to know him Heather. As for your brother, I can take care of 

introductions.” 

“Nobody asked you prude. Now back off.” 

Frowning, Vick peeled Heather’s hands off his arms and backed up several feet away 

from her. “While I understand I’m new here and you probably don’t know who you’re talking to, 

I won’t tolerate anyone who speaks to Bella that way.” 

“You know her?” Apparently shocked by the revelation, Heather blinked in confusion. 

“For all intents and purposes she’s my sister.” 

A term she’d heard a thousand plus times. Yet it hadn’t mattered more that he claimed 

her as his sister, even if they weren’t blood related, than it had at that moment. Bella smiled at 

the look of disgust on her so-called brother’s face. Nothing he hated more than someone who 

tried to put her down. She closed her locker. Hopefully Heather would get the picture and leave 

without any further harassment. 

Heather glanced back and forth between the two of them and laughed. “Oh, I get it. 

You’re adopted. Because you’re way too hot to be biologically related to her.” 

“Listen, Heather, is it? Right. Well, whether you’re just not comprehending or just not 

hearing what I’m saying doesn’t really matter. What does matter is that I don’t appreciate the 

way you’re referring to Bella. So, now would be a really good time for you to leave before you 

make an even bigger fool of yourself.” 

“Excuse me? I don’t think I heard you correctly. Because no one and I mean no one picks 

the virgin over me.” 

End it now. Without thinking twice, she side-stepped Heather and hooked her arm 

through Vick’s. “Come on, let’s just go.” 

“Yeah, go. Shoo. Because with an attachment like that you’ll get nowhere in this school. 

Like I said, I run it.” 

Bella tugged on his arm and dragged him away. Her run in with Heather that morning 

had been bad enough, but a second time in one day, what the hell had she done to deserve that? 

On top of which Vick had to witness the whole thing. Great. Not what she’d asked for at all. 

“Don’t worry —” 

“How often does that happen?” 



“What?” 

“Her making fun of you. How often, B?” Vick snapped. 

Okay. The situation had perturbed him more than she’d expected. Yeah, he had a right to 

be upset. Like he hadn’t uttered a word about his interest in soccer, she hadn’t said anything 

about the daily torture she’d been subjected to for the last few years. He may have lived in 

Rescate County before, but she’d still been in middle school when he entered high school. Bella 

sighed. “I can deal with Heather. Just let it go.” 

“That isn’t a direct answer, so I’m going to assume it means every day.” 

“Vick, please, can you just let it go?” 

“No. Either you handle it or I will.” He growled and stormed off. 

 

 “What are you gonna do?” 

“I don’t have a choice.” Her best friend happened to be in her last class. Per usual, Bella 

and Alex staggered beside each other toward her locker. Compared to Alex, she was short and 

stout. So her strides were a bit wider than her own. As she managed to keep pace with her friend, 

Bella spent a few minutes recounting everything that occurred earlier with Heather and Vick. So 

far (to no surprise) Alex supported everything Vick suggested.   

“All I have to say is, I wanna be there. You have to let me be there when you tell Heather 

off.” Alex tucked a piece of her dirty blonde hair behind her ear. 

“I’m not planning for a particular time or day or anything.” 

“Oh come on. I’ve never seen anyone have the guts to tell Heather Warren off.” 

Bella laughed. “All right. I’ll do my best to wait until you’re around.” 

“Thank you.” Alex smiled and revealed a set of slightly crooked teeth. Usually she hid 

behind a close-mouthed grin, but things had changed over the past few months. Bella never 

questioned why. 

“Don’t mention it.” The two quieted as they rounded the corner of the hallway. They both 

stopped. Bella groaned and tucked her books against her chest. The answer was yes, the day 

could get worse. Then again, he appeared at her locker every day for the past two years. Why 

should the first day of a new year be any different? 

“Do you need me to stick around?” 



“No. I’ll have to deal with him sooner or later. Might as well be now.” 

“Okay, but you know if he’s there he’s a glutton for punishment.” 

Bella snickered. Her friend was right. First he stopped by just to talk to her. Most of the 

time, they spoke about school. In some cases, it was about weekend plans. After a few months he 

tried to make it personal, but Bella rejected every attempt. Then he started asking her out. She 

tutored him and refused to go out with him. Nothing stopped him. Even after last year, when 

everyone at school witnessed her rejecting him, he still pursued her. Of all the guys who chased 

her, she never understood why it was him. “I don’t think it’s necessarily punishment. Somehow 

he got the idea he’ll eventually wear me down and I’ll say yes.” 

“I still don’t get why you won’t go out with him. I mean, David Warren.” 

“If his sister didn’t already make my life miserable, I’d consider it.” 

“So you’ll say ‘yes’ after you tell her off.” Alex waggled her brows. 

“No.” 

“But why? He’s so fine. I could just eat him up. Let’s not forget he is the most popular 

guy in school and captain of the soccer team.” 

Bella had never denied David looked good, but sometimes bad things appeared in pretty 

packages. “Yes, he’s gorgeous, but my parents won’t let me date and even if they did, they 

wouldn’t let me date him. And how about I don’t even know why he wants to go out with me?” 

“In other words, you’re too chicken to ask your parents for permission, or to ask him 

why. Gotcha.” 

“Have you met my parents? As for him, part of me wants to know, and part of me isn’t 

interested.” 

Alex backed away a few steps. “If you say so. Go reject him, for what, the fiftieth time?” 

“Heck if I know. I stopped counting after the tenth.” Alex disappeared down the other 

side of the hall and Bella traipsed on to her locker. Maybe he would get tired of waiting and 

leave. No such luck. Alex could be right though. Maybe she was insane for saying no to David. 

He was quite attractive; six foot tall, well-toned, perfectly defined musculature. Not to mention 

all that luscious, blue-black, wavy hair. And he had a smile that could charm its way into almost 

any girl’s world. She loved his smile, but refused to get sucked in by it. If there was anything that 

would ever convince her to go out with him, it would be those piercing blue eyes. So what if she 

had curves and stood eight inches shorter than him. His eyes captivated her, which was the 

reason she avoided them at all costs. Especially now, when she could use some good in her day. 

“Hey Bella.”  

Keeping her eyes averted, she opened her locker. “Hi, David. Have you been waiting 

long?” 

“No.” 



“Good. What’s up?” 

“I heard you’re Head Tutor. I wanted to come by and congratulate you.” 

Shit! No one was supposed to know yet, except the other tutors. He was now the second 

person to find out. Bella gave him a sidelong glance. “How’d you hear?” 

“Principal Owen told me when I stopped in to sign up for tutoring this year.” 

It made sense for Principal Owen to say something to Vick, but David? Maybe he meant 

Mrs. Brown. The woman was nice, but she couldn’t keep a secret if she was paid to. Bella 

focused all her attention on the books required for homework. Otherwise her foot might just meet 

her mouth. “Oh, okay.” 

“Anyway, he told me you may not be tutoring this year since you’ll have your plate full, 

but that I could check with you.” 

“Oh.” Now she understood. She had started tutoring David her freshman year. They’d 

worked together for two years, except that one time she attempted to have him reassigned. After 

she brutally rejected him in front of the entire school, their tutoring sessions had gotten awkward. 

He responded by yelling at the Head Tutor back then and refused to have anyone except Bella 

tutor him. Would he act the same way this time? He was a senior, so this would be their last year 

together. 

“I get it if you really are too busy, but please don’t say you are just to get rid of me.” 

There seemed to be no plausible reason to deny him her tutoring skills. If things got 

weird again she could always reassign him to someone. For now, she would worry about that 

bridge if they ever crossed it. Bella smiled at David. “I’ll still have time.” 

“Cool. When do we get together for our first session?” 

“I have an emergency tutor meeting for tomorrow afternoon, how about Wednesday after 

school?” 

“Perfect. I’ll see you then.” David turned to leave. 

What? He hadn’t asked her out. He’d always asked her out. Why hadn’t he done so now? 

Bella’s mouth opened and she blurted the question out before she had the opportunity to stop the 

words. “You aren’t going to ask me out again?” 

He glanced back at her. “Would you say yes if I did?” 

“No.” 

“Then no. When there comes a time I believe you’ll say yes, I’ll ask you out again.” He 

flashed her a charming smile and left. 

Bella gripped her locker door and held on tight. It helped keep her upright. She 

swallowed some saliva to settle the butterflies running wild in her stomach. Lord, have mercy. 

She sensed changes ahead. Too early to tell if they were good or not. Inhaling deeply, she shoved 



a couple of books in her backpack and tugged it over her shoulders. Her world had been flipped 

upside down. No better time to escape into a book. Maybe from her favorite author. A new had 

recently released. It had been settled. She’d head into downtown and hit the mall. Only bookstore 

in all of Rescate County. 

Nibbling on her bottom lip, she shut her locker and meandered through the throng of 

students still gathered in the hallway. Without any interruptions, she slipped out the doors and 

stopped. “Petar?” 

“Hey B. How’re you doing?” He hugged her. 

Briefly, she returned the warm squeeze. The guy neared six foot, but had fallen a couple 

inches shy of it. Still, he’d always towered over her five foot two inch frame. Had he bulked up? 

Bella stepped back and studied him. Same dark blonde hair and soft brown eyes, but he’d 

definitely put on some weight. The muscular kind. “You look good. I guess college has done you 

well, but what are you doing here?” 

“I came by to pick up a few things for school.” A smile pulled on the corners of his lips 

and he fidgeted with the folded up papers in his hands. 

Oh, but that hadn’t been all. She nodded, more to herself than in response to him. 

“Principal Owen asked you to talk to me, didn’t he?” 

“And here I thought I was doing an excellent job of hiding it.” 

The position she’d been given this year had been his last year. He’d been in charge. All 

their work in the tutor group had pushed them together. Forced them to get close. Close enough, 

he’d almost been her first kiss. A tiny secret she’d kept from her best friend. And she’d easily 

learned his nervous ticks. “If it were anyone else, I’m sure it would’ve gone unnoticed.” 

“He just thinks I can give you some pointers. Come on. A little help never hurts.” 

“Fine, but not today. I’m on my way to the bookstore.” Giving in to a minor request, 

okay, done. But not way he’d stop her from delving into the fantasy world. Besides, he’d done an 

excellent job last year. Probably no one better qualified to offer advice. 

“Tell you what. Let’s kill two birds. I’ve got my car here. We’ll drive to the store, talk on 

the way and get dinner after.” 

Raising an eyebrow, Bella picked apart his plan. Usually she’d walked everywhere, but if 

he met her at the mall, only made more sense to go with him. And they had become friends. 

Because she only had room in her life for one botched first kiss. “Okay, but it’s not a date.” 

“You drive a hard bargain, but I’ll concede.” 

 


