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PROLOGUE
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Noah

6 Years Ago

“GOOD MORNING, AUNT Cristal. Where’s Nando?” I greet my aunt as soon as I step into her house, and immediately spot my uncle Gael with his usual shit-eating grin. “Hey, Uncle. What’s up?”

“Hey, Uncle. What’s up? That’s it?” He repeats my words with this fake-wounded look, and I know exactly what’s coming next. “Hey, best uncle and godfather in the entire world, how are you? What a joy to see you.” I roll my eyes, laughing.

Gael and Cristal really are the best aunt and uncle—and godparents—I could ever ask for. I love them unconditionally. Not to mention they’re complete characters, acting more like teenagers than I do half the time. When they get together with my parents, honestly, I’m scared.

“Uncle, I saw you yesterday,” I answer, still laughing.

“Look at how lucky you are in life, getting to see me every single day, and you don’t even appreciate it.”

“Wow, you’re so full of yourself.” My aunt teases him.

“You think so, Barbie?” He wraps his arms around her from behind and kisses her shoulder.

The love, care, and respect they have for each other—just like my parents do—is something to admire. If I ever get married, I don’t want anything less than that.

“Yes, of course. You’re the one and only golden boy, my love,” she mocks, then turns to me. “Nando’s in his room, sweetheart. Are you staying for lunch?”

“Yeah, I am, Auntie.” I’m already running toward the stairs.

“Don’t run, you little idiot. You’ll crack your head open, and your dad will want to kill me.”

I smile at his over-the-top reaction but don’t answer, since I’m already at the top of the stairs. As I pass by Bella’s door, I think about knocking to say hi, but I decide to head straight to my cousin’s room and talk to her later.

“What’s up, Nando? You good?” I walk in without knocking—we don’t do that bullshit. “Shit, man. You started without me?”

We planned to play Call of Duty on his PS4. I’ve got one too, but I’d rather play here at his place. That way I get to see Bella too—and obviously, my aunt and uncle.

“Finally, dude. Thought you weren’t coming anymore.”

The greedy little bastard answers me without taking his eyes off the screen. I sit down next to him.

“You were traveling, remember? Did you really think your daddy here was gonna miss the chance to humiliate you again?” I taunt him. “Never.”

“Talk less, play more, my brother.”

We spend the next few hours locked into the game, trash-talking and arguing nonstop—which is pretty much all we do whenever we play.

“I’m the best. You can admit it.” I jump on top of him; he’s all pissed off because he lost to me again. “Go ahead, say it. I won’t tell anyone... Noah is the king.”

“Go fuck yourself, you little shit. Let’s play Fifa, and I’ll show you who’s boss.”

“Blah, blah, blah...” I keep teasing him. “Don’t be a sore loser, cuz.”

“You’re so damn annoying.” He gets up and flops onto the bed.

“But I’m your favorite cousin.”

“You’re my only cousin, dumbass.”

“Still. I’m the favorite.”

Fernando rolls his eyes. I know exactly how to get under his skin.

“I can’t believe my birthday is only a week away,” he says, switching topics, all excited. “You remember my dad promised to get me a PS5, right?”

“Of course I remember. But tone down the hype, man, because I’m gonna destroy you on that too,” I say, laughing. He flips me off.

“Boys! Come down for lunch!” We hear Aunt Cristal yell, and we head downstairs.

When we get to the dining room, we sit at the table, and I notice Bella isn’t there. I wait a bit. Maybe she’s posting makeup tutorial videos on her profile. But we start eating, and she still doesn’t show.

“Hey, Auntie. Where’s Bella?”

“She’s not coming, sweetheart. She’s feeling under the weather. I took her lunch to her room, but she barely touched it. I’ll bring her some juice or a smoothie later.”

Under the weather?

I get worried immediately. That’s how it always is when it comes to her. I practically inhale my food. Within a few minutes, I’m done eating and get up to announce:

“I’m gonna go to her room, okay?”

My aunt and uncle smile proudly at the gesture.

“Look at him, all worried about her,” my aunt comments.

“That’s normal, Barbie. They’re practically siblings,” my uncle says, and my whole body tenses up instantly. I snap back:

“I love Bella. I worry about her. But she’s not my sister,” I say, dead serious. “I’ve asked you guys before. Stop saying that.”

I walk away irritated, not waiting for them to respond. I don’t know why I get so upset when they hint at that. But it doesn’t feel right. We’re not siblings. I go up the stairs, and when I reach her bedroom door, I knock three times in the rhythm of our secret code and slowly open it. I see her whole body curled up on the bed, her face practically buried in the pillow. My heart clenches in a way that’s almost unbearable.

“Bella, what’s wrong?”

“Get out of here, Noah. I don’t want to see anyone.” She answers rudely without even lifting her head to look at me.

“Only after you tell me what you’re feeling.” I step closer and sit on the edge of her bed. “Talk to me, Little Butterfly.” I hold her hand gently, feeling like I’d do anything for her.

Isabella  hesitates, but she knows me. She knows I’m not leaving. So she sighs and says:

“I got my period for the first time,” she says shyly. “And I’m having really bad cramps. That’s all.”

I don’t really know what to do or say now. I know it’s normal—every woman has it. But I don’t understand the subject, and I can tell she was embarrassed to tell me.

“Bella, you don’t have to be awkward around me, you know that, right?” She nods slowly. “And nothing that causes you pain is ‘just that’ to me.” I say, making air quotes.

Isabella  looks like she’s about to say something, but instead of words, a kind of pained moan comes out of her mouth.

“Does it hurt a lot?”

She just nods and curls up again. Shit.

“Squeeze my hand, princess. To help a little.”

I don’t even know if that’ll help. I hate feeling useless. Helpless.

My mind is racing a thousand miles an hour, trying to think of a way to help. Then I feel her grip on my hand. I bring my face close to hers, pressing our foreheads together, and I whisper that it’ll pass soon, while stroking her face with my other hand.

“Did you take any medicine?”

“Yeah. My mom gave me some. God, this fucking hurts so much.”

An idea pops into my head.

“Little Butterfly, I’m gonna run to the kitchen real quick. I’ll be right back.” I kiss her forehead and leave.

I stop in the hallway, pull out my phone, and search online for what to do when you have menstrual cramps. Google fills my screen with options. I read carefully and decide what to do.

“Auntie, do you have a hot water bottle?” I walk into the kitchen and ask.

“I do. Why?”

“Can you prepare it for me, please?” I get ready to leave. “I saw online that it helps with cramps.”

“Sweetheart, I already put one on her earlier,” my aunt says, laughing.

“Okay, but she’s in a lot of pain. I’ll put it on again. Thanks, Auntie. I need to run to the store real quick. Be right back.”

I sprint toward the pharmacy near my aunt and uncle’s house. When I get there, I explain the situation to the pharmacist, and he recommends a painkiller. As I head to the register to pay, I spot some chocolates and grab a box for her.

I go back to the house and pick up the hot water bottle my aunt already prepared and showed me how to use. I grab a glass of water too, and go back upstairs to Bella’s room. But this time, I walk in without knocking.

“Hey, princess.” I get closer, set everything down on the dresser, and pick up the painkiller and the glass of water first. “I brought you this. Drink it.”

Isabella  sits up, giving me a strange look, but I don’t focus on that. She leans against her headboard and takes the medicine.

“You didn’t have to, Noah,” she says, handing me back the glass and lying down again. “But... thank you so much.”

“Of course I had to. You’re in pain, and you know how important you are to me.” I grab the hot water bottle to put on her, but I take the pillowcase off one of her pillows first, lay it on her stomach, and place the bottle on top so it doesn’t burn her skin. “Now we wait for the medicine to kick in and the bottle to ease the discomfort.”

Bella gives me a beautiful smile, and I smile back, feeling happy that I could do this for her. Then I remember the chocolate.

“Oh, I saw online that this helps too.” I grab the chocolates and hand them to her. And if I thought her previous smile was beautiful, this one is indescribable. “But you can only eat them after we take the bottle off.”

“Thank you so much, Noah. You’re amazing.” She holds my hand, stroking it with her fingers. There’s something in the way she looks at me, and I feel this weird sensation, like something is moving in my stomach. I don’t know what it is. But it’s not the first time I’ve been next to her and felt this.
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One Week Later

I LET OUT AN AUDIBLE sigh as I look at my cousin’s Instagram post again.

Nando just posted a picture of himself with his sister, and below it, a caption that’s so them: “Happy birthday, source of my daily stress. Love you, you little pain in the ass!” I see that she reposted it and wrote: “So clingy he wouldn’t even let go when we were born... Happy birthday, my favorite annoyance. Love you.”

I smile as I read it, and again I feel that something stirring in my stomach when I focus on her smile and how it lights up everything around her. Fuck.

What the hell is this feeling I get every time I look at her? When I know I’m going to see her, it gets absurdly worse. And when I’m next to her, it’s almost impossible to hide.

I remember that right after school started, Ed—a kid from my class. No. He’s not just some kid. Edward is one of my friends, and I wanted to punch his face until I got rid of all the rage that took over me, just because he showed interest in Isabella . Up until that moment, that had never happened. I remember crossing my arms and my face going dark the second I asked him what he wanted with her. And that little playboy had the audacity to say he wanted to invite her to the movies. Then he started asking questions about Bella. But when he started making insinuations about how her body had changed, I went crazy. Blind. I punched him right in the face.

Not even dead will he call my Little Butterfly to go anywhere. Oh, hell no.

My uncle Gael always made it very clear that me and Nando have to keep away any guy who tries to get close with ulterior motives. And I know damn well Ed didn’t want to take her out just as a friend. I’m just protecting her. Following my uncle’s orders.

“Son, are you ready?” My mom’s voice yanks me out of the mess in my head as she knocks on my bedroom door, but she doesn’t come in. “We’re running late.”

Since today is my cousins Nando and Bella’s birthday, we’re heading to a barbecue my aunt and uncle set up by the pool. And that damn weird feeling in my stomach is still here, like a stubborn weed, always present when I know I’m going to see her.

“I’m coming, Mom,” I answer immediately and focus on finishing getting ready.

I comb my hair, but I always leave it looking a bit messy. I know she likes it that way. She says it makes me look like a bad boy. And I feel this almost painful need to please her. I grab the present, wrapped in heart-patterned paper, and leave my room.

“Oh, my boy is so handsome,” Mom says, all mushy, when she sees me.

My mom is the most perfect woman in the world. Loving. Dedicated. Overprotective.

“Of course he is. I made him,” my dad chimes in, with his usual cocky attitude.

They both come over to hug me, and I feel like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world for being their kid. My parents went through a lot of heavy shit before they could be together. I know my paternal grandmother was worthless and did everything to tear them apart, but thank God none of her traps actually worked. And today they’re together, happy, living the most beautiful love I’ve ever seen—just like the one my aunt and uncle feel.

We leave the house, and since there was no traffic, we soon enter the gated community where my aunt and uncle live. As soon as I step in, I see Uncle Demo, with Aunt Lex and Luna. I greet them. I also talk to my Grandpa Joca and his wife. Then I see Dona Izadora, the twins’ maternal grandmother, heading my way, and I already know she’s going to pinch my cheeks like I’m a little kid.

“Boy, what are you eating?” Izadora says, and her hands fly straight to my cheeks. What did I say? “My God, you get more handsome every day.”

I smile at her as I thank her, and I greet her husband. Then Nando comes over and rescues me from this madness that is our family. I hug my cousin and wish him a happy birthday, and he starts talking about something I don’t really pay attention to, because without being able to control it, my eyes search for her. And then I see her...

Isabella  looks beautiful in a blue dress with butterfly shading along its length—it looks divine on her—and a side braid. The moment our eyes meet, the voices around me go silent. Everything disappears. Only she matters.

“Hey, idiot, why did you hit me?” I complain, snapping back to attention after Nando smacks me on the head.

“I’m the idiot?” he asks, pointing at his own chest. “What the hell was that look you were giving my sister?”

Shit.

Think fast... Think fast.

“Are you crazy, man?” I say, buying time. “Where the hell did you get that from?”

He crosses his arms like he’s saying that’s not an acceptable answer.

“I was just thinking. I spaced out. I didn’t even notice Bella was there,” I lie. “And why would you think I’d look at her differently?” I probe to see how suspicious he is.

The truth is, Nando is just as jealous and protective of Bella as their father is.

“Okay. It was just in my head. Forget it,” he says, then immediately changes the subject. “I finally got my PS5, Noah. You gotta see it. It’s so sick.”

I breathe a sigh of relief at the topic shift, but what I really want is to talk to Bella. Give her her present. I try to focus on the conversation, but I can’t. We walk side by side, my cousin won’t shut up, and then my godfather intercepts me.

“Hey, kid. Where’s my kiss from the best godfather in the world?”

“Hey, godfather. What’s up?” I hug him, and I see Nando walk away, going to say something to his sister. They both sit by the edge of the pool. I move closer to them.

A few minutes later, I take the chance when Bella gets up to go to my uncle. I call her.

“Bella, can we go to the treehouse?” She frowns, and the way her nose wrinkles is the cutest thing in the world. “I bought you a present, but I want to give it to you there.”

“Oh, Noah, you didn’t have to.” She smiles. “Let’s go.”

I follow right behind her, and we climb the stairs to the treehouse—our refuge from when we were kids. Then Isabella  turns to face me, and I get lost in her almost angelic beauty. Her blue eyes hypnotize me. I wonder when I started seeing her with so much devotion. When the care of cousins turned into something complicated to explain, to feel. Maybe it was gradual, like a light rain that turns into a storm. Or, I don’t know, maybe it happened in a single instant. A moment so subtle it went unnoticed by my eyes, until it was too late.

“Earth to Noah.” Bella snaps her fingers in front of my face. I blink to bring myself back, and I find her smiling, which makes me smile too.

“Sorry. Here—” I hand her the present. “I know you like to write about your day, so I thought this might be useful.”

I say it kind of nervously, trying not to make a big deal out of it.

Isabella ’s eyes light up even more, and she opens the package with a shy smile on her face. When she sees the delicacy of what I had personalized for her, she stares at me... A blue planner, her favorite color, with her name written in delicate letters, just like her, and a few butterflies.

Bella loves butterflies.

“Oh my God, Noah, it’s beautiful. It’s the best present I could have ever gotten.”

I love this simple side of her.

Before I can answer, Isabella  throws herself into my arms for a hug, but the movement brings us closer than it should. Our faces end up dangerously close. I can feel her breath, her quick breathing. She stares right into my eyes, just as consumed as I am by this moment that’s forbidden in every way, and then the unexpected happens.

Her lips brush mine, light as a whisper, but soon something deeper takes hold of us, an urgency—I can’t really describe it. I’ve kissed two girls at school before, but it doesn’t compare at all to what I’m feeling now. The cherry taste of her lips is addictive. I hold her waist, and she rests her hands on my chest. Without thinking about anything else, I deepen the kiss. She responds, a little clumsy, but she follows my lead. Bella lets out a tiny sound, almost like a purr, when our tongues meet, and it sends a chill through my stomach mixed with a heat that rises up through my whole body.

I’ve never felt anything like this before, and it feels so good. I don’t want it to end.

“Isabella ...” I whisper her name with my lips still on hers, and my voice sounds different, hoarse.

Suddenly, a noise makes us pull apart abruptly. We hear footsteps. Bella’s face is red, and my heart feels like it’s going to explode. She subtly runs her fingers over her lips, and Nando comes into our line of sight.

“What’s going on here?” He eyes us suspiciously.

“N-nothing.” Bella stammers, answering too quickly, and runs her fingers through her hair, visibly nervous.

“What could possibly be going on, man?” I’m good at this, coming up with answers to buy time.

“I don’t know, you tell me.” He crosses his arms.

“We were just talking, idiot. I came to give her her present.”

“And it had to be here?”

“Sorry, I didn’t know the treehouse was off-limits,” I scoff.

Nando narrows his eyes at us, and just when I feel like he’s about to snap back, Bella cuts him off.

“Stop with the crap, Nando. What? Noah can’t even be near me anymore?” She huffs and rolls her eyes. “What do you want?”

He doesn’t answer her outburst, but I know he’s suspicious now.

“Dad’s calling us for lunch.”

“Okay,” she replies dryly, but she looks at me before leaving, and I can see in her eyes that she wanted to say something about what happened. “Thanks for the present, Noah. I loved it.”

Is she talking about the planner or the kiss?

I try not to think about it and climb down right behind her, also to get away from Nando, but he grabs my arm.

“Alright, now tell me the truth. It’s just us two here.” My cousin looks me dead in the eye. “What was going on before I got here?”

“I already told you, man, nothing.” I look him in the eye and say what I know I need to for him to believe me. “You’re my cousin and my best friend. Do you really think I’d lie to you?”

Nando studies me for a few seconds, but I don’t falter in my stance—even though inside I’m a mess of feelings. On one hand, there’s this euphoria, this insane urge to kiss her again. On the other, I feel like garbage for lying to my cousin and, worse, for betraying the trust of him and my aunt and uncle, of my parents.

Shit. What the hell did I do?

“All right, cuz. You’re right. Sorry. Let’s go eat, man.”

I walk beside him with two certainties inside me...

That kiss changed everything, and this can never happen again.
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Noah

Present Day

LEAVING BRAZIL WAS one of the hardest decisions I’ve ever made, but I think I’d feel like the biggest idiot on the planet if I passed up the chance to study at UCLA, especially with a scholarship to play football—a passion that started after a family trip when we went to Allegiant Stadium to watch the Super Bowl and the Kansas City Chiefs beat the San Francisco 49ers. After that day, I knew exactly what I wanted for myself, for my future.

But saying goodbye to my parents wasn’t easy. I’d never been away from Ms. Manu’s affection for this long, or from the nightly conversations by the pool with senhor Bernardo. I miss those moments like crazy, and I know my cousins feel the same way.

Yeah, Fernando and Isabella  got spots here too. Me and Nando are studying business administration; Bella chose Communications. It put our parents at ease, because in their heads we’re like siblings, and knowing we’re together calms them down. And honestly, Nando is way more than just my cousin—I consider him a brother.

Isabella  is something else entirely.

Still, I try not to think about the past or the decision that changed our lives forever. I focus on what matters: my studies, my position as quarterback for the Los Angeles Reapers, and, of course, making the most of college life. And to be totally honest, I’m really good at that. Too good. The parties, the girls—all of it became my life raft, a way to keep my head away from something—or rather, someone—I can never have.

After what happened between me and her in the past, I regretted it immediately. I saw the mess I’d made and knew I couldn’t let it go any further, so I put distance between us. It hurt like hell—still does—but sometimes you have to act like an adult, even if it makes you cry yourself to sleep every night like a kid. These days I live on the edge of pleasure—parties, booze, sex. I’m not irresponsible with my duties as a student or as team captain. Okay, sometimes I’m late for practice, like today, but I give my all on the field. The point is, I need to enjoy every privilege my position as QB gives me, shut up my stupid heart, and be the guy everyone expects me to be: a real leader on and off the field.

The second I set foot on campus, I was blown away by all the possibilities. On the very first day, we met Bryan, Coach Davis’s oldest son and president of Alpha Phi, the most prestigious fraternity on campus, famous for its parties—which brings us to his buddy Jordan, known for throwing the best parties of our lives. That same day, we became members of the fraternity thanks to Bry’s invitation. Since he was president, he gave us the privilege of skipping the whole initiation process, and just like that, we became UCLA’s fantastic four.

Our parents wanted the three of us to share an apartment, and living with Isabella  wasn’t an option for me, so I convinced them I wanted the full college experience—which wasn’t a lie—and that included living in a fraternity. Nando backed me up, and even though they weren’t happy about it, like always, they respected our choices.

The first time I walked into the house, I felt an atmosphere that was both chaotic and imposing: walls covered in trophies, jerseys autographed by the most important players who’d ever passed through, and a wall in the back with some graffiti on it. It might sound crazy, but at that moment, everything clicked. I felt free. For the first time, I was living far away from everything that had always led me back to her. In that house, I learned a lot about responsibility—chores were split evenly, and not having the privileges that came with being a Do Valle was quite the experience. But I also learned about friendship, loyalty, and team spirit. That lasted two years, though. Then we talked to Bry and decided to move into an apartment near campus—way more comfortable, spacious, and private. But our buddy kept us as Alpha Phi members, even though we no longer lived in the house.

“Fuck, man, I don’t know why I waited for you,” Nando complains for the fifth time since we left our apartment.

“Quit bitching, dude. You sound like an old man.” I snort. “Anyone watching you would think you weren’t getting laid last night too.”

“I was, but I woke up on time.”

I adjust my bag on my shoulder, walking fast across the UCLA campus, and decide not to answer my cousin. Besides, he’s right. What made me late wasn’t oversleeping—it was the morning sex I never have the strength to turn down.

“You think with your fucking dick, Noah.” He sounds really pissed. “You think I don’t know you and Ash went at it again this morning?”

Shit, was it that loud? Yeah, I admit Ash isn’t exactly quiet.

“What can I say? They’re all crazy for this recreational area right here.” I point at my body sarcastically, pissing him off even more.

“Let’s see how that recreational area looks when Coach Davis chews our asses out for bad performance because of a hungover quarterback and an undertrained wide receiver.”

“First of all: I’m Noah do Valle. Respect the legacy. I never play bad, even hungover. Second: you’re way too tense, man. You sure you came last night? Because, Jesus, you need to chill out.” I’m laughing as I slap his shoulder, and he flips me off.

As soon as we step onto the field after dropping our stuff in the locker room, the coach crosses his arms and stares us down.

“Sorry, sir, but—” Nando starts.

“You think this is what, summer camp? Ten laps around the field. Now!”

“I hate you, Noah,” my cousin mutters as he starts running.

“Love you too, bro.”

Once we finish our penance, the coach walks over with his clipboard, handing out instructions, pointing to different parts of the field.

“Alright, listen up. We need to use these last practices to iron out any flaws still in our strategy for the semifinal. They’re not gonna go easy, but we’re going all in. Captain, I want to see your leadership on the field. You’re our QB.” I nod at him. “Nando, be ready for the long reception plays. And Jordan, hold onto that fucking run or I’ll make you train until the sun cracks your head open.” Our RB says yes, sir, and the coach looks at his son. “Bryan, you’re our tank. Protect the QB and be ready for short passes. Let’s play, Reapers.”

I adjust my helmet as I take my position in the center of the field, looking around, and take a deep breath before calling our practiced play.

“Blue 42! Blue 42! Hut, hut!”

The ball is snapped to me immediately, and I drop back a few steps, eyes locked on the reserves on our team, who are playing the opposing squad today. Jordan runs up the right side, dodging defenders, while Nando sets up for a long reception.

“Jordan, left side. Go, Nando, go...” I shout.

Fernando sprints down the sideline, and I fake a look at Jordan, making it seem like I’m about to throw to him. I’m really good at fooling my opponents. In a perfect move, I launch the ball to my wide receiver. It cuts across the field and lands in Nando’s hands. Touchdown.

I run toward my cousin, and soon the rest of the team joins in, turning into a mess of helmet slaps and hugs while we hear our coach yelling in celebration from the sideline.

I take off my helmet and head to the locker room, then straight to the showers. I seriously need a rinse.

“So, Noah, did Ashley book the presidential suite to celebrate the title?”

These guys are unreal.

I’ve hooked up with Ash a few times. She’s a Reapers cheerleader and president of Kappa Gamma. She’s hot and doesn’t play games in bed—perfect for no-strings-attached sex.

“No idea what you’re talking about, Bry.” I laugh as I step out of the shower.

“You better let her know you ‘have no idea what I’m talking about,’” he says, making air quotes, “because that’s not what’s going around.”

“Dude, I don’t care what she spreads. She wants sex? I give it to her. Anything beyond that, I’m not available.”

“And she knows that?”

“I’ve never lied to her.”

I never lie to any woman about my intentions. I treat every single one who ends up in my bed really well, but I make it clear it’s just sex and goodbye. If it’s good, maybe there’s a repeat, but nothing more.

“Guys,” Jordan calls our attention, “how about a little party later? Nothing big, just to unwind.” Nobody believes our RB when he says it’s nothing big. Chances are he’s already texted the whole campus. “Just some drinks, background music, and, of course, a few girls to liven things up.”

“Background music?” Our president laughs as he questions him, and the shameless bastard confirms it.

“Drinks and girls—I’m in,” Nando agrees.

“I’m down too, but only if you promise not to puke on the fraternity rug again.” I laugh, pointing at Jordan.

“That rug needed a wash anyway, bro. I did the fraternity a favor.”

“No shame at all, huh?”

We all laugh as we leave the locker room, the tension from practice fading behind us, making room for the excitement and anticipation building up as the semifinal game approaches. We’ll have to get past USC if we want to secure our spot in the finals—and we will.

This is our chance to put our names in sports history.
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CHAPTER 2
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Isabella 

STUDYING AT UCLA FELT like an impossible dream, but against all odds, it became real. From the time I was really little, my plans were always lined up with my brother’s and his—the guy whose existence I prefer to ignore whenever I can, even in my own thoughts—we were going to take over the world together. Kids really are so naive.

When we went to tell Mr. Gael and Dona Cristal about our plans to come to Los Angeles, their answer came in unison: Absolutely not.

I remember our little standoff...

“Three kids living alone in another country?” my father says, deadly serious, one of the rare times he gets like that. “Have you lost your minds?”

“Dad, we’re not kids,” my brother argues.

“Oh, of course you’re not,” he mocks, rolling his eyes. “You’re teenagers completely unprepared for any kind of crisis.”

“Dad, we know how to take care of ourselves. You taught us,” I say firmly.

“Hmm, you know, okay. What would you do if something simple happened—like,” he pauses, thinking of an example for us, “you,” he points at Nando, “walk into your apartment and find your sister passed out or injured from some household accident?”

“I call for help?” my brother answers, as if it’s obvious, but his uncertainty about whether it’s the right answer is palpable.

“Of course. Some unprepared person would call for help. Me, on the other hand, I’d know how to help you immediately and save time, maybe even prevent a tragedy, since not every accident gives you time to wait for help.”

“My God, Dad, if that’s how it is, we’ll just live with you forever,” I shoot back.

“That’s the idea, princess.”

“Easy there, honey,” my mother finally chimes in, and I’m grateful. “No, young lady, don’t think I’m on board with this madness. I just need to keep your father in check. But I agree with him on the whole living in another country thing.”

“Thanks, Barbie.”

After that came days of them trying to prove we weren’t ready to live far from them—and don’t think my parents are bad people, because they’re nothing short of incredible, perfect, the best. They’re just overprotective and a bit controlling. My father’s a little worse. But after a lot of insisting, we managed to convince them with the promise that we’d call every day and look out for each other.

The first few months here, far from home, from my parents, my things, my culture, were absurdly hard. Only God knows how much I missed my mother’s hugs and my father’s terrible jokes. He’s a really funny guy, impossible to stay serious around him—not even Uncle Bernardo, who pretends to be serious, can manage it. I even miss his jealous streak, because he can be totally chill about everything, but if his princess—meaning me—is involved, the man turns relentless. And even thousands of miles away, I know he knows every single step I take, or else my friend wouldn’t have gotten a message from an unknown number saying that even in another country, he was keeping an eye on us, advising him to keep little Luke inside his pants, and he made no effort to hide his identity when he signed off the message as: The director of the federal police, Isabella ’s father.

Can you imagine my friend’s face when he got that message, especially since minutes earlier we were kissing?

Yeah, he’s just my friend, because I can’t get into a serious relationship with anyone. I don’t know how to explain it—despite us having some chemistry, it just doesn’t work, but sometimes we hook up.

Honestly, I couldn’t believe my father was actually doing that. The man had no limits. I looked at Luke and tried to calm him down the best I could, insisting that my dad just seemed tough but was a sweetheart, and it was only jealousy and excessive concern for me. He wasn’t too convinced, but he let the message slide.

But despite missing home, the university brought me a new routine—one I love. I changed my plans because of that idiot cousin of mine, who, after kissing me in the treehouse on my fifteenth birthday, making me believe his feelings matched mine, simply ignored me the next minute, acting like nothing had ever happened. I went from being one of the most important people in his life to a complete nobody in a matter of minutes, and it hurt me—a lot more than I’d like to admit. Still, I decided that if that’s what I am to him, then I put him in the same category: a nobody to me.

Or, at least, I try really hard to make that true, and I succeed most of the time.

I hear the professor’s voice starting the Psychology of Communication class at the same time as the hurricane in the form of a woman literally throws herself down next to me...

“Bella, we have an unmissable commitment today,” my crazy friend says with a smile like she just won the lottery.

“We do?” I raise an eyebrow mockingly.

“Yes, hot stuff! And don’t even try to get out of it.”

“Hmm, my only commitment today is with my books and notebooks.” I point at my materials on the table. “I have to study for the presentation, and by the way, you should too.”

“Oh no, friend, for God’s sake! Studying? Seriously?”

I nod firmly and turn back to look at the professor, hoping she’ll do the same and forget the idea. I don’t need Amber to tell me what it’s about—on campus, there’s no talk of anything other than the Reapers’ party, and there’s no way I’m being in the same room as him. I only put up with that at home, because my family wouldn’t understand why we don’t talk, and I confess it takes an inhuman effort to pretend we’re the same as before, when visibly everything has changed.

“Seriously, today, friend?” Am starts arguing again. “When the Reapers are throwing a party at Alpha Phi? That’s practically an academic crime.”

Way too dramatic.

“Then call me a criminal.” I shrug.

I don’t give a damn about parties. I’m not a saint—I go to a few with Luke and even with Amber—but it’s not like I’m crazy about them, especially not at his fraternity. My brother has invited me plenty of times, and whenever I could, I made up an excuse not to go.

“Come on, friend, stop being such an old lady. You should be the first one suggesting this, since your brother and cousin are on the team and in the fraternity.”

That’s exactly why I’m not going—I think about saying it, but I don’t. Instead, I jab at her about something she doesn’t talk about much.

“Your brother is on the team too, and he’s the fraternity president.”

Coach Davis is married to Amber’s mother, but he’s not her father, though he raised her since she was little. Am considers Luke her brother, but I don’t know why she hates Bryan. They don’t even talk to each other, and she just limits herself to saying he’s a huge asshole and her time is too precious to waste on him.

“Isabella , don’t even joke about that.” Her voice comes out irritated. “That imbecile is nothing to me.”

I raise my hands in surrender—I’m not that kind of person. I only said it to steer the subject away from Noah, but I can see my friend got affected, even though she tries to hide it.

“Okay, getting back to the two hot guys, thank God.” She fans herself exaggeratedly, and I laugh at her antics, even though I can tell she’s not acting as naturally as before. “You could totally give me a little help with one of them, right? I swear I don’t have a preference—they’re the true definition of ‘whatever works for me.’”

Before I can answer, nasty Ashley, who was sitting in the front row, turns in our direction and glares at my friend.

“Plain Jane, you can forget about my quarterback. Noah is taken, sweetheart.”

“Taken?” I mask my discomfort with sarcasm. “That makes sense. Noah really is a dog, but I didn’t know a cow could own someone. With all due respect to the cows of the world.”

I hate any kind of catfight between women over some guy, but it’s not about Noah—it’s because Ashley is a cow. She thinks she can humiliate people just because of her family’s social status and because she’s a cheerleader and president of the Kappa Gamma sorority.

“Say whatever you want, just keep Plain Jane away from my QB.” She never argues with me—I think she’s afraid of what Noah will think. “We’re practically dating, and he just hasn’t made it official yet because he’s focused on the championship.”

“Am I interrupting the ladies? Would you like me to stop the class so you can chat more comfortably, or maybe you’d like to share with everyone the interesting subject you’re discussing?” Professor Louis’s shrill voice rings out. “I’m sure it’s about the material.”

Amber turns red as a tomato. Nasty Ashley quickly faces forward but says nothing, and I apologize, dying of embarrassment. Then the professor resumes the class.

My friend leans in and whispers in my ear something about not caring what Ashley says, and I know I shouldn’t listen to what that girl talks about, but the truth is, yes, her words affected me. Even though we aren’t close anymore, I know Noah, and I know he’s not dating anyone, so she’s making it all up—but not completely, because they do have some stupid little fling going on since the start of the semester, and no matter how many other girls he hooks up with, she’s always warming his bed.

Noah shouldn’t have this power over me anymore. He doesn’t deserve it.

And yet, he still does.
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ALPHA PHI IS PACKED, and we’re greeted by the deafening sound of electronic music blending with the loud voices, shouts, and laughter of a bunch of drunk college students. Yep, Amber didn’t leave me alone all day, and until I said what she wanted to hear, my friend wouldn’t shut up.

“Am, is this what fun means to you? Because seriously, I need to reconsider my friendship choices.” Of course I’m not serious—I love my crazy girl—but I don’t like this environment.

Maybe you just don’t like it because you know who you’ll find here, and he’ll definitely be with different women—my subconscious pipes up, and I can’t even argue.

The truth is, I avoid him like my life depends on it.

“I’m the best thing that ever happened to you.” Am’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. “Can you imagine yourself without me now?” she says, draping her arm over my shoulder, and I smile.

“Perfectly,” I tease. “I’d be studying in the peace and quiet of my room.”

“See?” Amber makes a face. “Like I said, I’m the best thing that ever happened to your monotonously boring life.”

My friend winks and, without waiting for an answer, pulls me into the middle of the party.

“My God, I’ve seen this a bunch of times and I still don’t get how they do it.”

I say it while staring at the center of the room, where Tiffany, one of the cheerleaders, is half-naked, upside down, sucking on some dodgy-looking straw what I think is beer, but it has a really weird color.

“Ew, how many mouths have already sucked on that same straw drinking whatever that crap is?” I voice my disgust to my friend.

“No idea, but I love being a college student.”

I look at Am, and I don’t need to say a word—she knows I’m judging.

“What?” she answers, exasperated.

“You love the perverted side of college life, you little freak.” I slap her ass, laughing.

“You only live this once, my friend. And this,” she spins her index finger to point at the room, “is a rite of passage. So let’s let our freaks come out to play.”

Right then, my friend grabs two cups of beer and hands me one. I take a long gulp and hear a familiar voice.

“Princess, what a miracle.” He smiles as he hugs me. “Only Amber could bring you to a fraternity party.” My brother kisses Am on the cheek, and she practically melts at the gesture. I roll my eyes.

She has a little crush on him, like almost every girl at UCLA.

“You know I don’t like this chaos.”

“No, you don’t like coming here,” he looks at me, questioning, “you think I don’t know you’re always out partying with your friend and her brother?” He stares at her. “Speaking of brothers, I’m going to tell Bry you’re here.”

“Don’t waste your time, Nando. He has nothing to do with my life.”

“Really? Because that’s not how it looks.” He furrows his brow and shrugs. “Well, I know I’m keeping an eye on you.” He points his index and middle finger at his eyes and then at mine.

“My God, you’re exactly like Dad. Anyone watching would think I go to every single university party.” I roll my eyes at my brother’s exaggeration. “Easy, Nando, don’t overdo it.”

Then I notice the direction he was heading when he stopped me.

“Where are you going?”

“I have an urgent commitment—I probably won’t be back, but Noah is here. I’ll tell him to keep an eye on you.”

My heart races just from hearing his name, but I ignore it.

“That’s rich, isn’t it?” I tease. “I know exactly what kind of commitment. And just to be clear, I don’t need Noah as a babysitter.”

“Not a babysitter, more like a bodyguard.” He smirks. “Our cousin takes care of our little princess and keeps all the vultures far away.”

I snort, irritated, and he kisses my cheek, then repeats the gesture with Amber.

“Bye, girls. Duty calls. Behave.” He winks playfully and leaves.

“Hey, who are you looking for?” My friend nudges me.

Shit. Without realizing it, I was looking for him.

“Are you crazy? Who would I be looking for?”

“I don’t know, maybe your cousin.” She shrugs. “I was talking to you and you didn’t even hear me.”

I really didn’t hear her.

“Sorry, friend, what did you say?”

“My God, how can your brother be so hot?”

“And he’s the less good-looking twin,” I say, full of myself, to lighten the mood.

I play it off, but the truth is, yes, I was looking for that idiot, and I just noticed that nasty Ashley isn’t here either, and that can only mean... No, I’m not letting those two have that kind of power over my night.

I drink another gulp of my warm beer, and look at my friend, determined to be nothing more than an irresponsible college student.

“Let’s let our freaks come out to play.”

“That’s it, slutttt,” she screams, jumping up and pulling me onto the dance floor.

We’ve been dancing for a few minutes, and just when I think about stopping for a bit, Anitta’s “Envolver” starts playing, and I refuse to stop now—I love this song. I move my body to the sensual rhythm of the notes and feel like I’m being watched, so I lean into it even more. The good-girl Isabella  can come back tomorrow; like my friend always says, tonight I’m down for a hookup.

I stick my ass out, running my hands over my body as I grind, then bring them up through my hair. When I turn my head, I meet a pair of green eyes burning me alive, and it only fuels me more. The song’s lyrics hit like a giant hint, and I watch as his eyes devour my body and he swallows hard.

Sex and alcohol

What happens here stays here

I know you won’t forget me

If I make love to you, if I make love to you

I feel bold, sensual. I know he feels the same desire too—I just don’t know why he ignored me all these years and turned into a total asshole. But I don’t want to think about that now. I stare at him shamelessly as Anitta sings:

Tell me how we do it, if you want me and I want you too...

And that’s when some girl I have no idea who sits on his lap. He looks at me one last time, and then kisses her, his eyes wide open, staring at me while he shoves his tongue into her goddamn mouth.

“You bastard.” My eyes sting with the tears I’m fighting not to let fall.

“Hey, you stopped dancing all of a sudden, what’s—” my friend notices. “Bella, what happened?”

“Nothing, girl. I think it’s just sweat dripping in my eyes.” I force a smile and it doesn’t quite land, but I don’t wait for her to answer. “I’m going to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

I practically sprint toward the bathroom, relieved when I get in and see that miraculously no one’s there. I lock the door and let myself cry.

“Idiot. Moron.” I punch the marble counter as I curse. “You’re gonna regret this, Noah.”

I splash some water on my face, wipe away the smeared makeup, and open my purse. I grab my eyeliner to touch things up, reapply my lipstick, and look in the mirror one more time, determined to ignore him for the rest of the night.

As far as I’m concerned, the night’s already over and I’d leave right now, but I’m not giving him that satisfaction. So I take a deep breath and walk out of the bathroom.

“Bella.” I look up immediately and see Jordan. “Damn, you look hot.”

“Thanks,” I answer, distracted.

Then I take a good look at the wall of muscle in front of me, and it definitely wouldn’t be a hardship to hook up with Jordan. The guy is stupidly hot.

And he’s noticing my eyes checking him out. Shit.

“Like what you see, kitten?”

My inner self rolls her eyes at these cheap pickup lines from players who think they don’t have to make any effort to get a woman because of their positions, but whatever. Tonight I’m easy.

“Very much,” I answer bluntly, and I can see him turn into one of those dogs that chases a motorcycle but when it stops, doesn’t know what to do. “What are you gonna do about it?”

Since he’s short-circuited, I give him another little push. And it seems to work.

I feel his hands grip my waist, but he’s hesitating...

“What’s wrong, big guy? Not in the mood?”

“Fuck, Bella, is there any chance someone wouldn’t be in the mood for you?” His hands squeeze my waist. “But there’s a rule, kitten. You’re off-limits to the whole team.”

“What the hell do you mean?”

“Shit, me and my big mouth.” He scratches his head. “Please don’t say I told you.”

“Did my brother make that stupid rule?”

“No, it was the QB.” He gives an awkward smile. “Your cousin doesn’t let anyone talk about you, and he says anyone who even looks at you wrong will have to deal with him.” I’m staring at him in disbelief, and he finishes. “But your brother backs him up on everything, and they’re my friends, babe.”

So while he’s shoving that dick of his in every hole on this campus, he threatens guys to keep them away from me? Is that it?

Oh, he’s gonna deal with me, and I’m starting with Jordan.

I shove my hands inside his shirt and scratch his chest...

“Fuck, Isabella , don’t do that. That’s torture.”

“The QB doesn’t have to know what goes on here,” I say, and I kiss him.

His lips touch mine with urgency, but just like every other kiss I’ve had, none has ever given me that rush of euphoria again. His hands slide down to my ass and squeeze. I feel his erection coming to life.

“Wanna go upstairs, Bella?” His mouth trails down my neck. “We can get more comfortable...” Then he’s cut off.

Jordan is literally ripped away from me, and everything happens so fast when I see Noah punch his friend in the face.

“Wanna get comfortable with my fucking fist, you bastard?” I see two fraternity members start to move in. “Don’t even think about it, or you’re next,” Noah yells like he’s possessed, and I watch everything in shock.

“Bro, my bad...”

“My bad? Fuck, Jordan, with all the women here, you pick Isabella ? Seriously?” he says, pissed. “What the hell is the rule for?”

And that simple question snaps me out of it, filling me with overwhelming rage.

“Noah, stop being ridiculous.” I step closer and he stares me down. “I kissed him. I wanted to sleep with him.” His face is unreadable now. “And you have no right to interfere in my life.”

“I have every right in the world, Isabella .” He gets off Jordan. “Get out of here. I’ll deal with you later.”

And as if Noah actually runs everything, Jordan leaves without even glancing at me, and the arrogant asshole in front of me stares like he’s challenging me.

“Sorry, cuz, for ruining your plans, but you’re not sleeping with anyone here.” The idiot brings his face close to mine and whispers. “I won’t allow it.”

His breath hits me, and I force myself to keep my hatred in check. That’s all I let myself feel for this bastard.

“You didn’t ruin my plans, cuz. You just delayed them.” I mirror his move, bringing my face close to his and whispering. “You stay here with your little dogs. I’m going to find a real man somewhere else. In fact, I know exactly where to find one who’ll satisfy me all night long.”

“Isabella , don’t test my patience, or you’ll regret it.” He runs his hand through his hair, a habit he picked up from Uncle Bernardo. “You’re going to your fucking dormitory. Now.”

“Get a grip, kid.” I give him a defiant look. “You don’t control me, Noah.”

“I don’t?”

“No. And I’m not wasting any more time on you. Later.”

I start to turn away when Noah grabs my arm and throws me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“Put me down, Noah.” I pound on his back, squirming, and feel his hand grab the hem of my dress, holding it tight against my thigh, almost up to my ass.

“Of course I’ll put you down. When you’re in your dormitory like I told you.” He tugs my dress down again. “And stop squirming, dammit, your ass is gonna show.”

“Let it show. I don’t care.”

“But I do.”

“Shit, put me down, you ogre.”

“I told you, when you’re in your room, safe from the dangers of the night, I’ll let you go.”

“And are you going to tie me to the bed?” I taunt. “Because that’s the only way you’ll stop me from leaving the second you’re gone and sitting on the first guy I find.”

“We’ll see about that.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Noah

A Few Minutes Earlier

THE ALPHA PHI PARTY is in full swing—loud music, cheap beer, girls everywhere. Everything a college kid could want. And yeah, I like it. But I don’t love it the way everyone thinks I do. I play the part, cool guy, ladies‘ man, but the truth is I’ve been fucked up for a long time.

Still, if this is the price I have to pay, so be it. I’ve made my peace with my fate.

“There’s our star,” Bry says, dropping onto the couch beside me. “All alone on this couch. What’s up, QB?”

“Nothing. Just in my own head.”

The rest of the guys from the team drift over and settle in around me on the worn leather sofa in the main room. I don’t want to be the center of attention, so I steer the conversation toward the game. I know that always distracts them, and before I know it, we’re all hyped up talking about the insane practice we had this morning.

“Dude, that pass was unreal,” one of them says, referring to the play we ran. “If you pull that off in the game, it’s a guaranteed touchdown.”

“That’s the plan.” I smile, confident I’ll deliver. “Bry, USC won’t even know what hit ‘em.”

I know I sound cocky, but the truth is, I’m just realistic. I know my potential. I never disrespect an opponent, but I study every single one of them—watch their games, analyze their passes, their plays—and I lead my team the best way I can. And that way almost always ends in a win.

I glance at my cousin and see him typing something on his phone, looking excited. Bet it’s a girl.

“Jesus, you proposing to her or sending nudes?”

The guys turn their attention to him, and Jordan smacks Nando on the head.

“Spill it, man. Who’s the flavor of the week?” Bry asks, and Nando stands up laughing.

“What’s the point if you don’t know her, you idiots?” he mocks. “Noah, I’m not coming back to the apartment tonight, bro. So behave.”

“Wear a condom, dumbass. We don’t need that ugly face procreating,” I joke.

“Go fuck yourself, asshole.”

We laugh, and he takes off.

“Well, gentlemen, you’re my brothers and I love every one of you,” Bry starts his usual farewell speech before he goes hunting, “but I’ve spent way too much time with you. So I’m gonna go find a hot girl—or maybe two, three, whatever luck throws my way—and liven up my night.”

“The way you talk, people might think you actually like women,” Jordan teases, making me laugh. Jordan flips us both off.

“I don’t like women, bro. I worship them,” Bry says on his way out.

My phone buzzes. I look down and see a message from Fernando.

Nando: Cousin, Bella is at the party. Keep an eye on our little princess, please. Don’t let any asshole get near her.

Fuck. I read the message and type a quick reply.

Is it too much to ask for a guy to just want to drink and then go home and sleep in peace?

Noah: Don’t worry, cuz. Rest easy. I’ll take good care of her.

“And you, brother? Not going hunting either?” Jordan’s question makes me look at him.

I forgot my friend was still sitting here next to me.

I see his raised eyebrows. He’s definitely weirded out that I’m here instead of fucking some girl in a corner of the frat house.

“Me? Go hunting?” I say, mockingly, and shake my head. “If I want someone, they come to me.”

“Oh, right. Like magic, a woman just appears in your lap, huh?”

My friend laughs, but we both know that’s exactly how it works.

It’s like they’re always watching, always waiting for any guy on the team. And out of nowhere, a girl ends up in your lap. When it happens to me, I just size her up and decide if I want to take her home or not. I know that sounds kind of dickish, but that’s the reality of being a college quarterback.

“The truth is, my friend, I’m just not in the mood today. I just stopped by for a drink,” I say, showing him my almost-empty cup, “to shoot the shit. Then I’m heading back to my apartment and sleeping till tomorrow.”
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