



[image: ]









[image: ]









Copyright © 2018 by Patty Carothers and Amy Brewer


All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher.


Omnific Publishing


2355 Westwood Blvd., Suite 506


Los Angeles, CA 90064


www.omnificpublishing.com


First Omnific ebook edition, May 2018


First Omnific trade paperback edition, May 2018


The characters and events in this book are fictitious.


Any similarity to real persons, living or dead,


is coincidental and not intended by the author.


Library of Congress Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


Carothers, Patty and Brewer, Amy


Texting Prince Charming / Patty Carothers and Amy Brewer – 1st ed. ISBN: 978-1-623422-61-5


1. Young Adult —Non Fiction. 2. Basketball—Fiction.


3. Romance— Fiction. 4. Disability — Fiction. I. Title


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Book Cover Design by Amy Brokaw


Printed in the United States of America









To Morgan,
It all started with you.









Prologue


Minutes dwindled to seconds, shedding themselves from the clock until the buzzer shrilled zero.


The basketball hanging in the air, hit the backboard before settling into the basket with a gentle, silence-piercing swoosh. I raised the blue and gold pom-poms over my head, screaming at the top of my lungs and reveling in the fact that Patterson High Knight’s varsity basketball team had just won their third consecutive state championship, by only one point no less.


The pounding footfalls on the wood bleachers resonated behind me. The crowd rushed the court, cheering and yelling at the top of their lungs. Celebratory music played over the loudspeaker and matched the pace of my racing heartbeat.


Standing in the center of it all was Patterson High’s all-star basketball player, my sometimes archnemesis, and my twin brother Kyle’s jerk of a best friend, Sebastian “Bass” Birch. He threw me a playful smirk as the mayhem enveloped him and the rest of the team.


It took a few minutes for the chaos to subside and the immediate area to clear. Once everyone returned to their seats, the state officials handed out the trophies to each of the ten players. I stood at the sidelines, my iPhone in hand, taking pictures of the momentous occasion along with everyone else.


The announcer called out over the loudspeaker, “This year’s state championship MVP is… Kyle Ryan.”


My brother’s hazel eyes stretched, a look of feigned shock etched his expression. I rolled my eyes at the ridiculousness of this entire ceremony. Every single game, the title of most valuable player either went to Kyle or Sebastian. So this here was no big surprise to anyone, let alone him. But he just had to play it up anyway.


Everyone in attendance applauded once Kyle accepted the last trophy of the afternoon. The hoopla died down, and a couple of reporters cornered Sebastian and my brother for a final photo that would undoubtedly end up in the newspaper tomorrow; and then cut out, framed, and hung somewhere in my house right after to immortalize this moment forever.


The adrenaline pumping through my veins dissipated as the last of the crowd trickled from the Patterson High gymnasium.


A sudden change in the bipolar Midwest weather caught me off guard once I exited the building. Before dashing across the parking lot to my mom’s minivan, I perched my pom-poms atop my head as a makeshift umbrella. A howling wind barreled past, whipping my already shorter than short cheer skirt up, and leaving me running along with my spankies on full display.


A high-pitched whistle from behind caught my attention. “Looking good, Shelby!” Sebastian shouted loud enough for the rest of the team to hear.


With a smug smile in place, I flipped him off and ran toward the car. Those damn poms were useless. I ended up drenched from head to toe anyway.


The side door to the minivan automatically opened, and I clambered inside as a bolt of lightning forked in the distance. I found a clean towel on the third seat and used it to wipe the water from my face to see.


Kyle’s amused gaze locked with mine in the rearview mirror. “What did he do now?” His chuckling made the question even more annoying.


“Bass is just being himself. A complete asshole,” I said snidely.


“Shelby. Language!” Dad’s gruff voice radiated from the front passenger seat.


Why did I even bother complaining? My parents had already drunk the Sebastian Birch is wonderful Kool-Aid years ago, and in their eyes, he did no wrong.


Yeah, right.


Kyle’s laughter grew raucous. He found it utterly hilarious and entertaining that his best friend could drive me crazy in mere seconds. He took Sebastian’s side in everything, even though I was his damn twin.


I’d shared a uterus with him for Christ sake!


But did that earn me any preferential treatment?


Nope. Not when it came to those two.


My brother was long lost to the dark side. Between that and dating Lindsay Matthews, the she-devil incarnate of Patterson High, it was in my professional sisterly opinion that he was out of his freaking mind.


Still all riled up, I flung a pom-pom at the back of Kyle’s blond head. The plastic handle hit, resulting in a dull, yet satisfying thud.


“Damn it, Shelby.” Kyle’s hand rubbed the point of impact. “Can’t you see I’m getting ready to drive here?”


Therein lied the problem.


My completely gullible parents were allowing Kyle, also known as the absolute worst driver in the United States, to drive. They should have realized six failed driver’s tests ago it was a lost cause. That and their darling son would’ve been better off investing in one hell of a reliable bicycle or start saving now for all those Uber rides he’d inevitably have to take.


But no.


My parents gave Kyle yet another chance to practice driving. And this time, I had to contribute as an unwilling participant to their madness.


“Yeah, and can’t you see my plan is to inflict enough brain damage to ensure Dad drives and not you?” I aimed the other pom-pom at his head and threw it. It almost hit in the same exact spot. Score!


“Stop!” Kyle twisted in his seat and glared. “Unless you want to catch a ride home with someone else?”


“Hmm…” I tapped my chin, pretending to mull over my options. “Maybe I should?”


My stupid brown-nosing brother looked at our dad to intervene.


Dad chuckled. He wouldn’t dare get in the middle of our squabbling—especially taking sides. That was just Dad code for wrong. “Tonya,” he groaned, signaling my mother to step in as referee.


“Kids, behave.” Mom’s nose stayed deep in the pages of one of her silly celebrity gossip magazines. She had a stack of them she perused during the games since her attention span when it came to organized sports was zilch.


Kyle flashed me a quick smirk in the rearview mirror again, thinking he’d won this round.


Yeah, I wasn’t going down without a fight. I sat spine straight in my seat and fired back, “At least if I ride home with someone else, I’ll make it there in one piece.”


Mom unbuckled her seatbelt to face me. “Shelby Elizabeth! Apologize to your brother right now.” She shook her head with that scowl in place, leaving no room for challenging.


Why did they always take his side in everything? Ugh.


“Fine,” I spat. “Sorry, dear brother.” Sprawling on the third seat seemed like the best option to hide from any further retaliation. There were far more pertinent issues to attend to at the moment. Most importantly, the hunger pangs in my stomach. “Can we at least go through a drive-through, please?”


“Nope,” Kyle said as the van began moving at a steady pace. “That’s a negative, sis.”


The relentless pounding rain on the vehicle’s roof resonated like multiple taps on a snare drum and distracted me momentarily. “What? Starving child back here.” I waved my hand around, in the hopes my parents would take notice. “I need sustenance, or I shall wither away to nothing…”


“Then you should’ve eaten before the game,” Kyle said loud enough that it echoed in the confines of the car. “Oh, but that’s right, we were almost late because of you. I wonder why you slept till almost noon?”


Kyle knew exactly why I’d slept in late, considering he went to the same party as me last night. Mister Goody-Two-Shoes left early since he needed his precious beauty sleep to get up and play in the stupid game today. All I had to do was cheer, and therefore snuck in a good two hours after curfew. Next time my twin stayed out late, I’d just throw him under the bus as payback.


I slinked lower in the seat. The last thing I needed was for my parents to catch on to what Kyle was inferring. Subject change was essential to this plan. “Food? Because I know Mom isn’t cooking this late.”


“You’ve got that right,” Mom muttered.


“You’ll be getting fed, Shelby. The team will be over in a little while to celebrate.” Dad shifted sideways in his seat to face Mom. “So, what do you think, Tonya? Will twenty pizzas be enough for dinner?”


Ugh. The team. That meant ten male varsity basketball players contaminating our home for the next few hours with their inflated egos. And if I knew my parents, most of them would end up spending the night which would entail even more torture at my expense. Those overgrown, mindless baboons would traipse around the house like they owned the place, and I wouldn’t get an ounce of peace, let alone sleep. Even my room wasn’t safe.


“Can you drop me off at Trina’s?”


“Nope,” Dad said without even considering it.


“Well, can she come over then?” My fingers were already busy messaging her. I typed S.O.S. on the screen and was itching to hit send. No way could I handle this crap on my own. I needed reinforcements. “And Katlyn?”


“Umm,” Kyle sounded as the car jerked to a stop. Probably at the last stoplight on Main before reaching home from my guesstimate. “That’s a no on Katlyn coming over.”


Where did he get off on deciding who came over? Nine of his idiotic buddies were invited, so what was wrong with two of mine? Trina was my best friend and would receive an invite just on that merit. Katlyn Severs was meh. I didn’t care for her, but she was Sebastian’s new girlfriend and would serve as enough of a distraction for him to leave me the hell alone.


A girl could hope.


I propped myself on the back side of the second seat, ready to win this argument. “The last time I looked you weren’t Mom or Dad, so why do you get a say in who comes over?”


The light turned green, and the car moved forward.


“Shelby, we’ll—” Dad started as the impact from an oncoming car crashed into the driver’s side, cutting him off.


The extreme force lurched everything and everyone toward the right side of the van. The deafening noise of crunching and shrieking metal drowned out the screams of my mother. Shards of glass sliced into my face and prickled my arms as the windows imploded. The car rolled, flipping my world upside down. Once. Twice. My head rammed into the ceiling right before I was sucked from the vehicle like a vacuum.


My trembling body landed on the damp pavement. A swirling cloud of smoke mixed with the acrid fumes from the burning chemicals and gasoline formed above me. A heavy force jolted onto my lower body and then bounced off just as quick. Mom’s cries still echoed into the humid late afternoon air as raindrops pelted my battered body.


Mustering every ounce of strength that I had, I tilted my head, taking the scene into view. A trail of gasoline ignited, trickling a streak of pale yellow fire directly toward the mangled upside-down minivan. The roof had caved; the tires were still spinning as the flames caused the vehicle to explode.


I budged an inch but felt trapped within myself. My eyes stayed fixated on the bright yellow and white flames as they hissed and sizzled from the rain. I stayed here—helpless and unmoving—in complete disbelief while the ground violently shook beneath me. My family. Mom? Dad? Kyle? They were in there, but where were they now?


Soft sobs emanated from my chest as my entire body tremored. I finally gave up, waving that white flag toward consciousness as sirens wailed in the distance.


The only thing left was darkness.









Chapter 1


Snow White,
Mirror, mirror on the wall,
You’re the fairest of them all.
It will be hard,
It will be tough,
But even you can overcome all that stuff.
Yours truly,
Prince Charming


My eyes focused on the white ceiling and the freshly painted violet walls. They skipped over the half-deflated princess balloons my aunt Sarah insisted on bringing home from the hospital after I was discharged last week. If you asked me, someone should have put them out of their misery already.


For what felt like the millionth time today, I stared at my lower body, surveying the damage. Much to my dismay, my injuries hadn’t magically healed on their own. Not that I’d thought they would. But after almost six months since my left leg was amputated, the scars shouldn’t have been this noticeable with the puckering skin, and the newly formed, gross blisters since I was still getting used to my new prosthetic. Like it’s not bad enough having to deal with a few zits outbreaks here and there, but now I had to deal with this crap too? Ugh.


A dull ache settled into the remains of my stump, probably from sitting for far too long. And the longer I stayed in this bed, in all likelihood it would morph into a burning sensation that tore right through me. I needed something for the pain. But there was a problem. Not a major one per se, just locational difficulties, seeing as my bottle of Percocet sat on the dresser across the room.


Who would have thought a five-foot trek across the room would seem so daunting?


I huffed while scooting my body to the edge of the bed. The new wheelchair I’d been using for the past few days was parked close, only not close enough. With an arm extended toward the armrest, I misjudged the distance by a couple of inches. My left hand clamped into a fist around the Little Mermaid comforter on the bed between my shaky fingers. I breathed deep, holding the air in as long as possible while stretching even further. The blanket gave way, slowly pooling to the gray carpet and taking me along with it. I hit the floor with a thud and groaned.


“Did you say something, Shelby?” Aunt Sarah poked her head through the doorway. Her eyes widened, and she dropped a box held in her arms. Within a few racing heartbeats, she squatted at my side, forcing an arm underneath me to help. “Are you okay? Did you hurt anything?”


It was bad enough that anyone had to help me, but if I didn’t let her, she’d only end up worrying more.


“Maybe just my pride… again.” I stifled a wince before she went in full aunt mode by driving me back to the hospital for x-rays, just in case.


She hoisted me to a somewhat standing position with me balancing solely on my right leg. Sarah’s hand held onto mine, steering me as I halfway hopped backward and sat on the bed. I closed my eyes, damning the tears—a mixture of humiliation, fragility, and frustration—from falling.


Sarah grabbed the cover off the floor and passed it to me. “What were you trying to do?”


I pointed to the dresser, lined with a row of greeting cards telling me to Get Well! Nestled between it all, was a translucent orange bottle with a white cap. “I needed something for the pain.”


Hazel eyes filled with concern dropped from my face. “Is it bothering you more than usual?”


“No.” I forced a brief smile and rubbed my left thigh. “I’ve just been sitting for too long, I think.”


The added manufactured smile I gave her must have worked. Sarah passed me my nightly meds, plus the Percocet, and a glass of water from the nightstand. The other pills were supposed to help with my myriad of issues. A yellow round one for PTSD. Another the size of a horse to manage my depression. But my favorite was the tiny white tablet that lessened my anxiety—Xanax.


I swallowed the medicine without complaint this time.


Sarah wasted no time retrieving the box from the floor and raised it with my brother’s name in bold, black lettering on full display. “When do you want to start going through all of this?”


Never. I blinked away, deliberately not meeting my aunt’s speculative gaze. Maybe she’d get the hint that I wanted nothing to do with this discussion?


“Shelby?” she prompted.


“Can we not talk about this right now?” I said between clenched teeth. It was bad enough that she had chosen the day before I started back to school to move into a new house, but wanting me to rummage through my brother’s things and deciding what to keep or donate too?


Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.


Footsteps rounded the edge of the bed in my periphery. Sarah’s hand touched my cheek. “I know how much you miss your mom and dad. And then Kyle.” She paused abruptly, the tremor in her voice giving way. “But it’s been over six months since they died, honey. They would want you to start moving on with your life. To go to physical therapy and walk again. And as long as you refuse to come to terms with what happened…”


Was she serious? I suffered a few cracked ribs, a collapsed lung, a brain bleed; had to have my spleen removed and as a bonus, had my left leg amputated below the knee. On top of all that, my parents, my twin brother, and any semblance of happiness were taken from me in a blink of an eye. How could anyone “come to terms” with what happened if it robbed them of everything?


I peered at her; a cold sweat prickled my skin. “I’m trying, Aunt Sarah.” That was a bold-faced lie, but if it kept her from bringing up my family again for a few days then so be it.


“That’s all I’m asking for.” She feigned a wan smile for my benefit. We both knew it.


Glass shattering in the hallway startled me, and luckily halted our conversation.


“Owen!” Trina shouted while carrying two boxes labeled “Shelby’s” into the room. She rolled her green eyes and huffed. “I swear that boy can’t do anything right.”


Sarah grabbed a box from my best friend’s weak arms. “Cut him some slack, Trina. He is helping.”


“Fine.” Trina flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder. “This way boys,” she called to the other occupants in the hall. Probably commanding a whole pack of them, knowing her.


Every member of the varsity basketball team piled into my bedroom, each toting a couple of items or so. My face flushed hot, and I flipped a blanket over the remains of my left leg to hide it. Along with my matching Little Mermaid bed sheets that no one needed to see.


“How does one person have this much stuff?” Owen Clark set three boxes on the ground.


Someone chuckled in the hallway behind him. “You’re forgetting who we’re talking about here.” Sebastian Birch ducked under the doorframe and flashed me a shit-eating grin. “The great Shelby Ryan.” His comment garnered a few snickers.


I narrowed my green eyes at my somewhat archenemy; the gray-eyed, golden-brown locked giant that loved to do anything and everything to get under my skin. “Who invited you again?”


He plunked the bags in his arms on top of my dresser. Everyone else in the room exited past him to retrieve more of my stuff. “Oh, I don’t see you jumping up to help.” He waved a hand toward me. “So, by all means.”


“Ha, ha, ha.” I played off his comment like it didn’t bother me because it honestly didn’t. If it were anyone other than Sebastian, it would have stung. From him, I expected nothing less. The only compassion he showed me was when he came to the hospital every day to visit me. But in retrospect, maybe it was his way of torturing me with his presence when I wasn’t coherent enough to put up a fight. One of the more intolerable side effects from the symphony of drugs the doctors used to keep my pain at bay.


Regardless, I respected Sebastian for not treating me like some cripple damaged beyond repair. Everyone else did to some capacity. But not him. Not yet, at least.


Sebastian raised his hands to the ceiling. He always did stuff like that to show off how tall he was. Well, that and to accentuate his muscular arms or his “guns” as he called them.


“Did you grow in the past few months or?” Leaning over the side of the bed, I wanted to see if he wore shoes with lifts or something. Nope, just his standard Air Jordan’s.


“I’m six-eight now.” He nonchalantly shrugged. Yeah, like everyone could claim that height. Still, he didn’t drop his arms, and instead flexed them a few times until the veins looked like they would pop. He must have spent the entire summer in the weight room by the looks of it.


“Good God, Sebastian, what’s your mom feeding you?” I asked. “Miracle Grow?”


“Don’t call me that,” he scoffed. He should’ve been more offended by the Miracle Grow statement than me addressing him by his actual name. But no.


“Fine, Bass, what… ever.” I rolled my eyes. “I was just making an observation is all.”


For some weird reason, Sebastian liked the odd nickname of “Bass” I made up for him back in second grade. Little did he know at the time I named him after a stupid, ugly fish. Although, shortly after that, he began calling me “princess” as payback. Sebastian thought it was cute. Now over ten years later, and almost everyone from school still used that stupid moniker on an annoyingly frequent basis.


Sebastian lowered his stance and sat on the edge of the bed. “You’re just jealous that you’re not as tall as me.” He patted my strawberry blond bun on my head to irritate me and feigned a lopsided frown. A hand of mine instinctively rose and batted his away. It was my natural reflex for handling guys like Sebastian. My new Kung Fu talent could have manifested itself a little sooner with my ex-boyfriend Connor, though. Oh well, better late than never.


“There’s no way that I’m jealous of how tall you are. I’m already at five-ten, thank you very much.” I sighed as the satisfaction trickled through my veins at the sight of his smug smile faltering.


Sebastian sat there, quietly, and stared at me for what seemed like minutes. His steely gray eyes scanned my body, ending with my legs. I tucked the blanket underneath me, securing it in place and shot him a chastising look.


He cleared his throat. “Does it hurt still?” The softness in his voice irked me. Nothing about Sebastian was ever soft. Everything with him was rough and harsh and always a full court press.


“No. It’s fine.” I lied, using my go-to statement I’d concocted. The truth was on bad days it throbbed when I moved around, and on a good day, maybe it only was a dull ache. But still, it was a constant reminder, whether I liked it or not.


Sebastian raised his eyebrows to counter. “Are you sure?”


My eyes tore away from his. I freaking hated anyone pitying me, especially him.


Dylan Starsky walked into the room, hauling a dresser by himself. “Well, it looks like someone is sitting down on the job again.” He huffed, straining as the weight of the furniture slipped from his grasp. “Princess, where do you want this?”


I groaned. Come tomorrow I’d have to formulate a plan to ensure everyone quit calling me that idiotic nickname. Even Sebastian.


I pointed to the vacant spot beside the sofa. “Over there is fine, Dylan.”


My eyes lingered on Dylan’s body as he moved. Damn, that boy was the epitome of beautiful. Tall, dark hair, dark eyes, tanned skin. He was easily one of the best-looking guys in school. Unfortunately, he had to share that distinction with the basketball god sitting on my bed. Although, Sebastian knew just how good-looking he was and conveniently used it to his full advantage with every girl he met.


A large hand waved in front of my eyes and pulled me from my reverie. “Earth to Shelby.”


I jumped a tad. “Huh? What?”


“I asked if you’re excited about school tomorrow?” asked Sebastian.


“Of course.” I motioned to the wheelchair. “Because it’s always been my dream to be pushed around in one of those.”


“Well, you are a princess after all.” Dylan smiled, flashing me a thousand-watt smile. My heart raced for a few beats as a result. He sauntered over, probably anticipating my eyes were on him and kicked at the wheels of that metal contraption like it was a used car on a dealer’s lot.


Sebastian snorted and chuckled to himself.


“What?” I mouthed.


He leaned close and pressed a thumb underneath my chin. “You might want to close that. I think you have a little drool right...” His index finger tapped the corner of my mouth. “Here.”


“Shut up.” I swatted his hand from my face. “And don’t touch me.”


“Oh, darling.” Sebastian used his transplanted thick Southern accent. “I think you’re the first female ever to say that to me.” He leaned back dramatically with a hand pressed to his heart. I hit his arm as retaliation. “Hey, I’m just helping you save face here.” Sebastian raised both hands in retreat. “Go ahead and make a fool of yourself if you want. Isn’t that right, Starsky?”


My eyes widened in horror as Dylan turned at the prompting of his last name. “What did you say?”


Sebastian playfully winked and twisted to face Dylan. I scooted forward, grasping onto his arm to stop him.


“Hypocrite, get off me.” He pretended to brush my hand away. “You just said no touching, and here you are feeling me up already.”


“You’re an ass.” I crossed my arms and plopped myself back against the stack of pillows.


“So, you’ve said before,” he countered with his signature Sebastian Birch dashing smile. That smile would have been swoon-worthy if attached to a less obnoxious person.


Trina marched into the room, balancing a lamp in one arm and some of my cheerleading trophies in the other. “Is he bothering you again?” She narrowed her eyes at Sebastian in a vain attempt to scare him. An entirely laughable attempt at that. Nothing scared or intimidated him. Perks of being the size of a giant.


“Me?” He bolted from the bed while feigning his disgust at her accusation. “She was the one woman handling me.”


“Said no man ever.” She tried shoving Sebastian from the bedside. It took a lot more force than she intended, but he conceded after she continually whacked him in the arm several times. “Like you’re complaining if she was?” Trina spun and beamed at me in hilarity. “Which we all know she wasn’t.”


Yeah, that would never happen.


“Oh, I’d be a fool to complain about that. Shelby can touch me anywhere she likes.” His eyebrows wiggled a few times, infusing his whore-ish nature into the conversation; a natural skill he had mastered through the years.


Trina, my best friend since we met at cheer camp the summer before freshman year, stepped between Sebastian and me as deflection. It didn’t do any good anyway, seeing as he towered over her five-three frame. But I had to give props to the little Mighty Mouse for trying.


She propped an arm at her side. “Don’t you have something that you’re supposed to be doing?”


“I am. I’m making sure that everyone else is doing their jobs.” Sebastian stood straight and appeared to have grown an inch or two before my eyes. “Perks of being team captain, baby.”


For the first time in what seemed like forever, I laughed. I genuinely laughed at Sebastian’s conceited comment. Only a complete narcissist like him could have an ego that large.


“Pizzas here!” my aunt yelled from the hallway. Almost everyone in attendance scurried from the room at the promise of cheese and meat topping slices aplenty. I’d told her earlier that ordering only ten pizzas wouldn’t cut it. More like twenty, if she wanted to feed everyone.


Dylan single-handedly collapsed the wheelchair in seconds. He turned to me. “Looks like we’re ready to go for in the morning. What time do you want me to pick you up for school?”


“Umm.” I shrugged. “What do you think, seven?”


“Yep, I’ll be here.” He rocked on his heels and dug the car keys from his front jean pocket. “Well, I’ve got to get going. I promised my mom I’d be home for dinner.”


“Thanks, Dylan.” I sat up and smiled. “For all your help.”


“Sure thing, princess.” He winked and gave me a small wave. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Sebastian made his way to leave as well until he stopped at the wheelchair, and swiftly opened it again and placed it upright. What a freaking show-off!


“What are you doing?” I grabbed the phone off the nightstand to check my messages.


Sebastian turned and threw me that annoying duh look. “Just seeing how difficult it is to work this wheelchair.”


“And that matters to you, why?” The question absently passed my lips while I reread a message that seized my attention earlier and needed further intense scrutiny.


Sent to my Instagram account—Princess4life_999—the author, some guy, I think, claiming the handle “Prince Charming,” left me an anonymous message addressed to Snow White.


I responded back with a curt, Who is this? with still no reply even six hours later.


Who knew? Maybe it was some random text sent to the wrong account. And that just so happened to be moi? No need to get myself all in a tizzy for something silly like this. I had enough on my plate, and Lord knows, the last thing I needed was anything else to deal with. Especially some random guy.


“No reason.” Sebastian strode to the side of the bed and leaned over my shoulder. “Who are you texting?”


I held the phone close to my chest. “No one.” How was this any of his business? Oh wait, it’s not!


“Uh-huh, sure.” Sebastian waited for me to sneak a peek again and snatched the phone from my hands. Nosy bastard. He always did stuff like that just to piss me off. “By the look on your face, someone either sent you a picture that I definitely want to see or probably shouldn’t?”


“Hey! Give it back!” I tried reaching for it, but I leaned over way too far, almost falling off the bed.


Sebastian smacked my hand away. “Whoa. I’m not taking the blame if you hurt yourself by doing something stupid.” He was damn lucky he moved across the room not to endure my immediate wrath.


This day had me spent already, and I was not in the mood for his bull.


“What’s this?” Sebastian amused eyes scanned the screen. “Dear Snow White,” he mocked in a high-pitched girly voice. “Mirror, mirror on the wall. You’re the fairest of them all.” He played up the theatrical performance by bobbing his head back and forth. “It will be hard. It will be tough. But even you can overcome all that stuff. Yours truly, Prince Charming.” Once he finished, he bent over and released a gut-busting cackle that accosted my ears.


I glared straight at Sebastian. “I really hate you.”


He, of course, didn’t take me seriously and continued laughing.


Trina strolled into the room, carrying a plate full of pizza. She glanced at Sebastian, busying himself with my phone to my apparent scowl and knew it was on. “What did you do now?”


Sebastian choked back his laughter. The remaining smug smile twitching his lips needed to get smacked off his pretty boy face though. “Oh, she’s just mad I read this lame message that some loser sent to her,” he said.


“It was my message, Bass. Not yours!” My entire body shook as the anger inside me neared its boiling point. “You don’t see me trying to read your stupid texts.” The majority of which were probably sent by mindless skanks no doubt.


“You want my phone?” Sebastian dug the phone out of his basketball shorts pocket and offered it to me. “Here you go.”


I stared at him, envisioning different ways to hurt him. Impaling. Poison. Possible drowning. There weren’t too many considering his size, and all the good ones would probably entail me having to wear an orange jumpsuit for the rest of my life. “No thanks. I don’t want to look at all those gross boob pics that are sent to you.”


“Your loss, princess,” he smirked with a slight shrug.


Yep, jail would totally be worth it.


Trina huffed and threw her hands up in the air. “Just give Shelby her phone back, please.”


“Nope.” Sebastian crossed his arms, causing the muscles in the biceps to bunch together. “She wants it.” He teased the device before my eyes. “She can come and get it.”


“Ugh!” I groaned. “Fine.” My finger pointed to the corner where the new prosthetic leg rested against the wall. “Trina, get the cyborg.”


On point as always, she quickly grabbed my leg and rushed past Sebastian. It took some swift maneuvering on her part to score by placing the metal item in my hands. But Sebastian sucked at defense—always had. Good thing he was a lazy center who only had to stand around, look pretty, and sweaty and make lots of baskets. Which also made him number one in the state for the most points scored for the past three years running.


It took a little longer to get the damn metal leg on considering I couldn’t concentrate with my heart beating out of my chest. Trina stayed at my side, ready for the assist. Sebastian stood there, arms crossed while watching the intricate process and seemingly memorizing the whole exercise like a drill for him to run through next time at practice. I should’ve been embarrassed he even saw me in this state, with my missing leg, blisters, and all the scars from the surgeries, but I was too pissed to care.


I stood, wobbly and unsteady. Trina offered her hand, which I clutched onto while taking a shaky step toward Sebastian. “Give it to me, and I won’t kick your ass.” After releasing my hold on Trina, I waited. Not so patiently.


Sebastian shook his head and stepped backward. “Nope. If you want it.” He paused and took another long stride back. “Come and get it.”


I clenched my teeth. “Why do you hate me?” I hobbled forward and shifted off balance. Trina offered me a hand, but I waved her away. “No. I’ve got it.”


Sebastian waited until I stood on my own. I moved forward two steps, and he, in sequence, walked back two. Gray eyes pierced mine. He gestured with a crooked finger. “Oh, I don’t hate you, princess.”


“Then why are you doing this?” I winced and limped again. My left thigh throbbed, but I kept going anyway. There was no way I would allow Sebastian Freaking Birch to see me fail. He’d enjoy it way too much.


Sebastian forced a strained chuckle, his intense eyes never leaving mine. “Because I can.” He added a cocky eyebrow raise that didn’t go unnoticed by me.


“Well, isn’t that nice of you,” I spat and grunted as it became increasingly harder to lift my leg. The combined unnatural weight of this prosthetic and the pills I’d ingested earlier were taking their toll.


His tall frame leaned against the wooden door frame with the phone clutched tight to his broad chest. “Just two more.”


Too bad every one of his steps equated to three for me. So that two meant I had a good six more steps until I received my prize.


The silence in the room lingered. I staggered those last six steps. I held my hand toward Sebastian and breathed deep at my accomplishment. “Can I have it now?” I hesitated, having to force out a pleasant enough sounding, “Please?”


If I didn’t play nice, the jerk would continue this whole obnoxious dance down the hallway and out the front door.


The satisfied smile on Sebastian’s face stretched an inch wider, and he handed the phone to me. “See, I knew you could do it.”


Glancing back at where I had started, it took almost twenty unassisted steps to get there. No, they weren’t pretty. Or stable. Or graceful for that matter.


But they still beat my record of five by a landslide.









Chapter 2


Dear Ariel,
It doesn’t matter who I am.
What matters is you taking that first step
onto dry land, Little Mermaid.
So, you can stand on your own again.
Yours forever,
Prince Eric


The next morning arrived way too soon, and once my eyes blinked open for the day, I already dreaded my decision of starting back to school. I’d hardly slept, tossing and turning as my mind filled with awful scenarios of my first day of senior year. One where everyone laughed and made fun of me because of the damn prosthetic leg I wore. And another, with me getting pushed in the wheelchair down the steps, which was stupid because how would I even get to the second floor for all my classes?


Ugh! Maybe I should rethink this whole “school” thing?


Did I need to graduate? Really?


At exactly seven on the dot, three loud thuds knocked at the front door. Considering the hellish morning that I had with having to get showered, then trying to do my hair, my makeup, and getting dressed, all of it took twice as long. Finally, I gave up and threw on a hoodie and sweatpants.


Glamorous, I know.


I wheeled myself down the hallway as the melodic chimes of the doorbell reverberated. “Hold on. I’m coming,” I called out.


The rubber on one of the wheels became stuck on a tassel from a rug in the foyer. I jerked the wheelchair forward and nothing. It took me backing up a couple of rotations for me to finally enable the contraption to move. The doorbell rang again, and I groaned, “Ugh. I’m almost there.”


A couple of seconds later and I finagled the locks on the door. The person on the other side knocked, twice. What the hell? When did Dylan get so damn impatient?


A twist of the doorknob with a forced smile, I said, “Dylan, I’m so sorry for—”


My apology ceased, and my face fell. I glared up at the gray-eyed devil standing on the doormat. “What are you doing here, Sebastian?”


“Why hello to you, too,” Sebastian said with a feigned cheerfulness. He proceeded to sidestep me and made his way into the house. Uninvited, of course.


I scooted back as Sebastian grabbed my backpack off the floor. “What are you—” I started to repeat my previous question.


“Doing here?” he finished my sentence. Sebastian always did that to aggravate me. Most of the time he was correct, but I’d counter him anyway, claiming that I meant to say something entirely different.


A quick peek out the front door, and there was no sign of the person that was supposed to drive me today. “Dylan’s going to be here any second.”


Before I even finished my sentence, Sebastian began shaking his head while unwrapping a new stick of gum. “Nope. Sorry, it looks like I’m your ride today, princess.”


“What? No. No. No,” I blurted. “Why isn’t Dylan taking me?”


Sebastian exaggerated his chewing. “All I know is that I’m supposed to drive you today.” A proud smile of his spread as I frowned. “And every day after that.”


“Whatever, Bass.” I rolled my eyes. One time maybe. But on a continual basis? Like hell, I would depend on Sebastian for a ride to school every day. “That’s not happening.”


“Okay. We’ll see.” Sebastian winked and grabbed the small picture frame off a side table. “I like this picture of you guys.”


I averted my eyes, pretending that I didn’t hear him. The photograph in Sebastian’s oversized hands was the last one taken of my family together at Christmas. The one with the four of us wearing those ridiculous matching ugly Christmas sweaters. That cringe worthy memento was one of about ten others I had found around the house already, and each one had my stomach lurching. Just like this one. Why Aunt Sarah wanted to keep all these little “reminders” around was beyond me. If it were my choice, they’d have been packed away with everything else.


When I didn’t respond, he set the picture back in its original place and opened the closet door. “Where’s your jacket? It’s a little chilly outside.”


I tugged the jersey material of my hoodie. “I think I’ll be okay. Where’s your jacket?”


If anyone needed to worry about the cold, it was Sebastian. All he had on was a pair of black basketball shorts and a short sleeved, royal blue T-shirt that hugged his perfectly muscular frame. But needing to feed his giant-sized ego, he probably wore that to ensure all the girls at school fawned over him. I found it pathetic.


“I don’t need one.” Sebastian gave me a once over and shook his head. “Well, at least you somewhat combed your hair.”


And so, the messing with me began. I slapped Sebastian’s arm in retaliation. “What’s wrong with the way I look?”


“Nothing. I’ve just never seen you go to school without your war paint on.” He motioned toward my face and shrugged. “I couldn’t care less if you wanted to wear a brown bag over your head.”


I dragged myself back to the mirror. My heart was erratically beating as I took a good long look. Was it my hair? I threw it up in a messy bun to keep up with the whole one-legged zombie vibe I was channeling today. I pressed against my cheeks, seeing if someone could notice my scars. Just a little. My lips could use some more gloss, and my lashes some mascara. Ugh. Maybe I should go back to my room?


Sebastian leaned forward and chuckled at me and my sudden vanity. “Stop. You look fine.”


Glad he thought this was funny.


Green eyes locked with gray in the reflection. “Fine?” I turned the chair to retreat. I’d just try again tomorrow. “Cause that’s what every girl loves to hear... ‘you look fine.’ Even I know that’s not what you meant, Bass.”


“Hey, I didn’t mean just fine.” Sebastian crouched to my level and forced my chin upwards. “You look good, au naturel. Beautiful.”


Glancing away, I avoided eye contact while trying to hide my blush. He was the first person to say anything to me like that since the accident. Not like I actually considered his compliment anything other complete crap, but it was still nice to hear nonetheless.


Sebastian’s piercing eyes stayed on me, watching for my reaction. By that dazzling smile on his face I apparently gave him what he wanted.


Ugh! What was wrong with me? Sebastian hadn’t been here but five minutes, and already he had the upper hand. I was definitely off my game. I wasn’t one of his groupies or his fan-girls that swooned at the sight of him!


Deep breath, Shelby. You’ve got this.


This was just another reminder of how Sebastian played—down and dirty.


My book bag bounced a few times in front of my face. “Is this everything?”


“Yeah.” I rolled backward, running over his giant foot. “Oops. Not sorry.”


Sebastian grunted low in his throat. He steered me to the front porch and down the temporary metal ramp. “Downsizing, huh?” He chuckled, and the huskiness of it irked me. “I’m used to you taking at least four bags with you every day to school.”


“Meh. I’m not cheering. So, there’s one bag down. The rest were mostly makeup and extra clothes for gym class, but again.” A quick gesture to my missing left leg finished the sentence. “Talk about downsizing.” I grabbed the wheels to keep him from moving me any further as I examined the black four-door Jeep Wrangler. Pretty, shiny, and new.


“Oh... that.”


I glanced over my shoulder at Sebastian, and my gaze dropped to the nervous smile twitching on his lips. “Yeah, that. Where’s Bert?”


Bert was Sebastian’s souped-up, monstrosity of a bright yellow Dodge Ram truck he had since—forever. I’d named it Bert from Bert and Ernie after my choices of Banana Boat, and Big Bird were both shot down. The wheels on it were almost as tall as me. No really. And every time I rode in it, either my brother or Sebastian had to hoist me up, or I’d use a step-stool.


“Bert’s been benched permanently.” He forced the wheelchair forward again and parked me right alongside the passenger door. The regular sized tires were a plus for enabling me to get in and out easily.


“Okay,” I said, now suspicious. “But you loved Bert. What happened to Bert?”


“Just.” Sebastian opened the door. “Nothing.”


After some fancy maneuvering on my part, Sebastian didn’t lay a hand on me to help. The two of us were on our way to Patterson High. And all further discussions about Bert were tabled for the moment.


“Do I get to name this one?” I patted the leather dashboard; the lingering aroma of new car and Armor All invaded my senses. Sebastian sure babied his vehicles.


“I get veto rights still. But I was waiting for you anyway to name it before I get my plates. Making it official and all.”


I smirked. Why in the hell would he wait for me? Like what I said mattered? Yeah, whatever. “Satan’s spawn?”


Sebastian cut his eyes to me. “Really?”


I nodded, and he mouthed, “No.”


“Hmm.” I tapped my chin, contemplating my choices. This car, like Bert before it, would signal an extension of Sebastian’s personality, and the name had to mean something. I had it. “The Beast.” Adding a cheer hand wave to the name made it more befitting.


Sebastian’s smile spread, and he muttered the name a few times. “Beast. I like it.” He nodded his happy approval. “I plan on getting it fixed up like Bert. Wheels. Trim. Lift kit.”


“Good for you.” I gave him a sarcastic thumb up and winked. He could have told me he was going to pour gasoline all over it and light it on fire, and I wouldn’t have cared less. That was a testament to how much I liked talking about cars.


For the rest of the drive, Sebastian didn’t say a word. Which was weird. Usually, he was all Chatty Cathy and never shut his big mouth. Without the distraction, I looked out the window as my nerves seized hold.


Per my crazy and a little unusual routine, the humming began. My silly way of coping with my nervousness. Before a big cheer competition, I’d hum. My first date with Connor, humming the entire night. During finals—my mouth would sting by the amount of buzzing coming from these lips. The songs were always different but somehow revolved around Disney movies.


This time it was the Beauty and the Beast theme song.


Sebastian gave me a sidelong glance once he realized what I was doing. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah. Umm.” I cleared my throat and fidgeted with the cuff of my sleeve. “I’m fine.”


“Fine, huh?” he mused with a half-cocked grin. “You seem anything but.”


What did he know? I pinched my lips together to keep from saying something I might regret later.


****


Within minutes, the two of us were in the school’s office. Mrs. Grady hopped from behind her desk and enveloped me in a huge hug. “Oh, Shelby. You don’t know how happy I am to see you.”


“You too,” I said a little breathless from the force. “I’m just here to get my schedule.”


A bit frazzled, the silver-haired woman waved her hands around frantically as she tossed papers and shifted books to find what she needed. Once she located the document, she held it high. “Ta-dah.” She scurried around the front of the desk and handed it to me.


I scanned the sheet and found nothing surprising. AP classes across the board, with two study halls per day. Easy peasy. Well, except the AP calculus class that needed acing to guarantee I could go to the college I wanted. If I still wanted.


“Now, Mr. Jenkins has given Sebastian and Trina special permission to escort you to all your classes. You can leave about five minutes before the end of each period.” Mrs. Grady scribbled something on a sheet of paper and passed it to Sebastian. “Here’s the code. Do not under any circumstances go handing this out, Mr. Birch.”


He saluted her. “Yes, ma’am. I wouldn’t think of it.”


She waved a warning finger at him in response. I couldn’t help but laugh at how this little old lady was putting him in his place. About time someone at this school did.


“What code?” I asked.


“Oh, to the elevator, dear. That way you can get to your classes safely without any problems. Sebastian was the one who recommended it.”
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