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Charlie’s POV    

––––––––

I leaned back in my chair, tapping my pencil against the edge of the desk, staring at the completed worksheet in front of me. Done. Finally. My mind started to wander, slipping into that familiar, dangerous daydreaming zone, the one where math class didn’t exist and my life stretched ahead like a blank canvas.

I imagined myself in a small apartment somewhere sunny, walls covered in art I didn’t have to explain. Maybe I was working in something exciting, something that mattered, maybe even traveling. I pictured Bruce smiling, shaking his head at me for dreaming too big—but also proud. And of course, Miles was there somewhere, grinning like he always did, making everything slightly less serious than it should be.

I smiled faintly at the thought. Life could be... so different.

Then a groan from behind me jerked me out of my reverie.

“Help, Charlie,” Miles muttered, leaning over my shoulder, eyes wide, pencil hovering helplessly over his paper.

I blinked. Reality hit me again. “Huh? Oh—sure.” I pushed my chair back and turned toward him.

At that exact moment, the shrill voice of Professor Lane cut through the quiet, slicing right into my daydream.

“Charlotte Brown!”

My head snapped up.

“Yes, Professor?” My stomach flipped.

“You seem very interested in... whatever that is up there,” he said, gesturing vaguely at the ceiling as if the clouds were somehow more important than quadratic formulas. “Perhaps you’d like to pay attention to your work instead of staring out the window—or worse, helping your classmates!”

I flushed crimson, fumbling to straighten my papers. “I... sorry, sir. I was just helping Miles with—”

He waved a dismissive hand. “Focus, please. Eyes on your own work, Charlotte. This is a math classroom, not a daydream sanctuary.”

I sank back in my chair, cheeks burning, glancing at Miles, who tried—and failed—to hide his smirk.

I groaned inwardly. Daydreaming was dangerous business, apparently.

But even as I bent back over my worksheet, part of me still floated in that imagined future, with sunlight on my face, Bruce shaking his head, and Miles—always Miles—there, somehow managing to make even mistakes feel like victories.  

The bell rang, and Miles was on his feet before the echo even faded.

“Move it, Charlie,” he said, slinging his bag over his shoulder. “My stomach is actively trying to eat itself.”

I laughed, shoving my notebook into my backpack. “You just had breakfast.”

“That was three hours ago. That doesn’t count.”

He took off down the hallway with his usual long strides, and I had to jog just to keep up. “Hey! Slow down—some of us have shorter legs,” I protested, nearly tripping over my own feet.

Miles didn’t even look back. “Then move your little legs faster.”

“Rude,” I puffed, breaking into a run as we poured out into the crowded corridor. He weaved through people effortlessly, like he’d mapped the school in his head, while I zigzagged behind him, apologizing under my breath every time I bumped into someone.

By the time we reached the courtyard, my lungs were burning. “You walk like you’re late for a marathon,” I said, grabbing his sleeve to stop him.

He finally turned, grinning. “Food waits for no one.”

I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling too. This was normal. Lunch rushes. Miles’ endless hunger. Me trying to keep up with him, always half a step behind me.

For a moment, everything felt easy. Ordinary.

And I didn’t know yet how quickly that feeling was about to disappear.

We made it to the cafeteria in record time, Miles practically skidding to a stop as the smell of food hit him.

“Oh thank goodness,” he sighed, like he’d survived a famine. “I was five minutes away from gnawing on my own arm.”

I snorted, stepping inside after him. The place was loud—trays clattering, voices overlapping, laughter bouncing off the walls. Sunlight streamed through the high windows, turning dust motes into glitter. Normal. Crowded. Safe.

––––––––

As we joined the line, a strange tightness settled between my shoulders. The kind you get when someone says your name in a room you didn’t know they were in. I shifted my weight, scanning the tables.

Nothing. Just students. Friends. Strangers.

Still, the feeling wouldn’t leave.

“Why are you staring like that?” Miles asked, glancing at me as he grabbed a tray.

“I’m not,” I said quickly, then frowned. “Do you ever feel like someone’s watching you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Charlie, this is a cafeteria. There are literally a hundred people watching you.”

“That’s not what I mean,” I muttered.

I picked up my tray, but my appetite had vanished. My gaze kept drifting—toward the doors, the corners, the spaces between people. Every time I thought I caught someone looking at me, they turned away just a second too late.

My pulse quickened.

I remembered Bruce’s voice, calm but firm: If you see anything unusual, leave.

“Hey.” Miles leaned closer, lowering his voice. “You good?”

I nodded, even though I wasn’t sure it was true. “Yeah. Just... tired.”

He didn’t look convinced, but he let it go, steering us toward an empty table near the windows. I sat down, back straight, instincts buzzing under my skin.

Laughter rose around us. Life went on.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t just lunch anymore.

It was the last moment before something noticed me noticing it.   

––––––––

I noticed him the moment I stopped pretending everything was fine.

Noah Mathews.

He was leaning back in his chair like the cafeteria belonged to him, one arm draped casually over the table, posture relaxed in a way that wasn’t lazy—it was controlled. Confident. Dangerous in the quiet way. He wasn’t loud like most people who wanted attention. He didn’t need to be.

The Velocity Crew surrounded him like a wall.

Dexter sat to his left, broad shoulders, sharp eyes that missed nothing. Alex and Dave were across from them, murmuring to each other, laughter low and private. Seth was half-turned in his seat, scanning the room like he was on lookout. Damien leaned against the bench, arms crossed, unreadable.

And Noah... Noah was looking straight at me.

My stomach dropped.

I looked away instantly, heat creeping up my neck, but the feeling didn’t fade. It intensified. Like locking eyes with a storm you knew was moving closer whether you acknowledged it or not.

Miles followed my gaze and stiffened. “No,” he muttered under his breath. “Absolutely not.”

“What?” I whispered.

“The Velocity Crew,” he said, already shifting his chair closer to mine. “Don’t look. Just—don’t.”

Too late.

I glanced back, against my better judgment.

Noah hadn’t looked away. If anything, his attention sharpened. One corner of his mouth lifted—not a smile. More like recognition. Like he’d found something he’d been looking for.

I swallowed.

This wasn’t random. This wasn’t curiosity.

This was deliberate.

My instincts screamed at me now, loud and undeniable. Bruce’s voice echoed in my head like a warning bell.

Don’t trust anyone.

And suddenly, the crowded cafeteria didn’t feel safe at all.

It felt like a hunting ground.  

The bell rang, sharp and final, slicing through the noise of the cafeteria.

I exhaled like I’d been holding my breath the entire time.

“I’ll catch up with you later,” I told Miles quickly, standing and slinging my bag over my shoulder. “You’ve got chem, right?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly, eyes still flicking toward the Velocity Crew. “You sure you’re good?”

“I’m fine,” I lied, already backing away. “I’ll text you.”

He hesitated, then nodded, disappearing into the stream of students heading the opposite direction.

The moment I stepped into the hallway, the air felt different. Quieter. Thinner. Like the building itself was holding its breath.

I didn’t make it ten steps.

A hand clamped around my arm and yanked me sideways. I barely had time to gasp before I was shoved into an empty classroom, the door slamming shut behind me.

My back hit the wall hard.

“No—”

Noah Mathews was suddenly in front of me, one arm braced beside my head, the other planted against the wall near my shoulder, boxing me in. He was closer than anyone and had a right to be—too close. I could smell smoke and something sharp on him, feel the heat of his presence.

My heart slammed against my ribs.

“Relax,” he said quietly. Too calmly. “If I wanted to hurt you, you’d already be on the floor.”

That didn’t help.

“What do you want?” I demanded, trying to keep my voice steady even as my fingers curled into fists.

His eyes searched my face, dark and intent, like he was memorizing me. “You’ve been busy today, Charlie.”

My stomach dropped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A faint smile tugged at his mouth, but there was no humor in it. “Sure you don’t.”

He leaned in just enough that I had to tilt my head back to keep eye contact. “This school? These halls?” he murmured. “They’re not as safe as you think.”

My pulse thundered.

“You’ve got people watching you now,” Noah continued. “People who won’t bother with warnings.”

I swallowed. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

“It’s supposed to keep you alive.” His gaze hardened. “So here’s some advice—watch your back. Stay where you belong. And don’t start digging into things you don’t understand.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

His jaw tightened. “Then next time, I won’t be the one pulling you aside.”

He stepped back suddenly, giving me space so fast it left me dizzy. He reached for the door, pausing only long enough to glance over his shoulder.

“Consider this a favor,” he said. “You won’t get another.”

Then he was gone.

The door clicked shut, leaving me alone in the silent classroom, my heart racing, Bruce’s warning screaming in my head.

Whatever my brother was involved in...

It had already found me.  

––––––––

I don’t know how long I stood there after Noah left.

My heart was still racing; my back still pressed to the wall like I expected him to reappear. The classroom felt too quiet, the air too thick.

I forced myself to move.

I grabbed my bag, opened the door slowly, and stepped back into the hallway. Students were already in class. The corridors were nearly empty now, footsteps echoing far away.

I was late.

And for the first time in my life, I didn’t care.

“Charlie!”

I spun at the sound of my name.

Miles was jogging down the hallway toward me, breath slightly uneven like he’d been searching for a while. His hair was a mess, his backpack hanging off one shoulder.

Relief flooded his face the second he saw me.

“There you are!” he said. “What happened? You disappeared. I checked the bathrooms, the courtyard, even the nurse’s office. I thought you—”

He stopped mid-sentence.

His eyes scanned my face, then my posture, then the way my hands were still trembling.

“What happened?” he asked again, softer this time.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Miles stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Charlie. Talk to me.”

I shook my head automatically. “I’m fine.”

He didn’t buy it for a second.

His jaw tightened, eyes sharpening the way they did when he was worried but trying not to show it. “You’re not fine. You look like you just saw a ghost.”

I hesitated. Bruce’s warning echoed in my head.

Don’t trust anyone.

But this was Miles. My best friend since forever. The person who knew when I was lying before I did.

“I...” My voice cracked. I swallowed. “Noah Mathews.”

Miles went still.

“What about him?”

“He pulled me into a classroom,” I said quietly. “Said I should watch my back. That people are watching me.”

The color drained from his face.

“He touched you?” Miles asked, his voice suddenly hard.

“No. I mean—he just—he didn’t hurt me. He just... warned me.”

Miles ran a hand through his hair, pacing once, twice, like he was trying to think faster than his thoughts. “That’s not a warning, Charlie. That’s a threat.”

“I know.”

He stopped pacing and looked at me, really looked at me. “This isn’t random. Something’s going on. And you’re in the middle of it.”

My stomach twisted, because for the first time, someone else was saying out loud what I’d been trying to ignore.

Miles stepped closer, lowering his voice even more. “You’re not walking anywhere alone today. Got it?”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to say I didn’t need protection.

But after the car... after Noah...

I just nodded.

And for the first time since this morning, I didn’t feel completely alone. 

I didn’t even see the bike.

One second, I was laughing — really laughing — at something Miles whispered, the kind of inside joke that makes me snort in the most
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