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        To my dad, may we always cherish the streets of Barcelona.
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      “You all dance like fat American women making love to their fat American husbands,” the Indian director yelled from his pulpit, a raised chair in front of a trio of video monitors with two nervous production assistants waiting on either side. The director slipped out of his throne and marched past the digital camera, its lens focused on a large movie set with forty actors wearing a colorful array of traditional Indian wedding costumes. The actors let out a collective sigh as they all moved back to their starting marks on the giant marble dance floor.

      “We will keep doing this over and over and over again until you get it right, is that clear?” the director asked in Hindi.

      Olivia Spencer gripped the film slate in her hands as she checked with the English cinematographer manning the camera. “What did he say?”

      The Englishman smirked. “He wants to do another take.”

      Olivia advanced the digital readout on her slate to take number twenty-four.

      The director flung his arms into the air. “I’m losing the day. Let’s go!”

      “Sound ready,” a voice across the room yelled in English.

      “Video ready,” the English cinematographer said, nodding to Olivia.

      Olivia stepped in front of the camera and held up the slate. “Farewell to Mumbai. Scene seventy-one. Take number twenty-four. Mark.” She snapped the clapper down, and the slate beeped a time stamp. Olivia then got off-camera quick.

      “Action!” the Indian director yelled.

      Fun and festive dance music filled the atrium as the forty dancers clapped in unison to begin their choreographed routine. The dancers twirled and spun in perfect harmony, sweeping their beautiful dresses across the white marble as they exchanged places and clapped to the rhythm of the music.

      That is until one girl tripped and fell into another, causing a chain reaction of falls like a pile of dominoes.

      “Cut. Cut!” the director yelled.

      Nadia Sharif wore a full Indian wedding costume from head to toe. She managed to get off the floor, then bent down carefully in her dress to help another fallen dancer back to her feet. Nadia met Olivia’s gaze, then nodded to indicate she was fine. Olivia admired how well Nadia had changed her natural orange skin tone to a darker shade that matched the other Indian dancers. Her dark hair was on point too. She fit right in after studying Indian dance from an expert to make her cover complete.

      Nadia tossed her eyes over at the director as she ran her finger across her neck, indicating to Olivia what everyone on the set was feeling.

      Olivia understood. Most of the crew wanted to kill the director too. He was such a⁠—

      “Set up again!” the director yelled.

      “Ishaan,” the Indian producer called out as he emerged into the studio with two Korean men in tow. One of them wore an all-white suit.

      The director noticed the strangers and nodded. He whispered to the production manager.

      “That’s lunch,” the manager said in English. “We’ll resume in two hours.”

      A collective wave of relief went over the set as people headed for the craft services tables. But Nadia moved in the opposite direction; she waited for the English cinematographer to leave before joining Olivia.

      “Notice our two new visitors?” Nadia asked.

      Olivia did. The one with the white suit was Kwon-Ho, a North Korean operative who had killed dozens of aid workers trying to smuggle food and medical supplies into North Korea to help combat the starvation of its citizens. Black Widow—no, not that one—found out that Kwon-Ho was “financing” this Bollywood picture under a false identity. It was another scheme created by the North Koreans to launder dirty money from selling weapons to dictators into legitimate investments in the East.

      “I’ll text Black Widow to get her welcoming committee ready,” Olivia said.

      “In that case, I’ll get a refreshment.” Nadia moved off towards the craft services area.

      As Olivia finished her text and hit send, she was just in time to see Nadia sipping on a cup of cranberry juice. Olivia waited, knowing full well what would happen next.

      Nadia drifted her way closer and closer to Kwon-Ho as both the producer and director charmed him in English about giving the production more money for extra shooting days. Kwon-Ho was a large man but in great shape. From what Black Widow had told them during the mission briefing, this man was lethal in hand-to-hand fighting. As Kwon-Ho listened, his expression was vacant. Not a hint of emotion. As if the producer and director were talking to a cement wall.

      The closer Nadia got to the group, the more the girl’s eyes were on the ceiling of the sound stage. Her footsteps were light and carefree, as if she were playing music to another dance routine in her head. Soon she drifted behind the group, just another extra on a huge sound stage. With her back to Kwon-Ho, Nadia did a final grand swirl and ran into Kwon-Ho’s shoulder, emptying the cup of cranberry juice all over the man’s white suit.

      Nadia gasped. “Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t see you. Oh my gosh. It’s my fault. I was dancing through the number in my head and⁠—”

      Kwon-Ho pushed her away. “Get away from me, you stupid girl.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” the producer yelled in broken English. He turned to Kwon-Ho. “Let our production company have that cleaned.”

      “You stupid bitch!” the director yelled. “You’re fired.”

      Nadia produced some tears. “But it was an accident. Please forgive me.”

      “Get out before I have you thrown out!” the director yelled.

      Nadia wiped her eyes and scurried off the sound stage in tears.

      The English cinematographer came back from the craft services table with a sandwich and a Coke, his neck craned to watch the drama.

      “Poor girl,” Olivia said. “That was uncalled for.”

      The Englishman shrugged. “She’s young. She’ll find work.”

      “No, it really disgusts me. Sorry, Peter, but I’m giving notice as well.”

      The English cinematographer stopped in mid-bite; then he chewed it very fast. “You’re giving notice? As in…now?”

      “Sorry, love. I can’t work with that man.”

      “Bullocks, you’re the only member on the crew who appreciates my sarcasm,” the Englishman said. “Besides, you were doing a smashing job.”

      “Thanks.”

      The Englishman handed Olivia a business card. “Call me when you’re ready for another gig. I’m based out of Los Angeles.”

      Olivia hugged him and told him she would before taking her purse and following Nadia off the sound stage.

      Once outside, the sun shined on Olivia as she made her way past the doors of several studio sound stages until she reached a parking lot. Olivia made her way to a Mercedes Sprinter van and knocked on the back door. The lock disengaged. Olivia opened it and hopped inside.

      The van’s interior had a laptop and other various pieces of active surveillance equipment. A middle-aged English woman monitored it. Black Widow was in great shape for her age and looked fantastic in the running outfit she wore. She grinned. “Well done, Emerald.”

      “Is the tracker working?” Olivia asked.

      “Perfectly. He’s making his way out of the studio complex. When all the pieces are in place, we’ll strike.”

      “I slipped it deep into the pocket of his trousers,” Nadia said, standing in a corner of the van while shedding her Indian wedding costume.

      “Ever fancy a dancing career?” Olivia asked. “You kept up with those other girls pretty well, love.”

      Nadia stepped into some jeans and laughed. “It was all acting. I’d much rather watch viruses dancing under a microscope in a lab.”

      “I have someone on Kwon-Ho now,” Black Widow said. “He’s in the back of a white BMW with two men. You girls had better have a seat. We’re on the move.”

      The Sprinter van pulled out of the studio parking lot and made its way through the crowded streets of Mumbai. Olivia sat in the passenger seat and watched as the van positioned itself in an empty parking space on the street, near a major intersection. It was all Black Widow’s show now. She had most of her assets deployed to converge on this very intersection once she was sure the white BMW was heading towards it.

      The back door of the van slid open as two large muscle-men joined Black Widow inside.

      A soft hand rested on Olivia’s shoulder.

      “Can I squeeze in?” Nadia asked.

      Olivia pressed against the passenger door to allow Nadia some room to share the same passenger seat. They both watched as Black Widow switched on two digital screens with target sights on them. Using two joysticks on a control pad, she moved those sights around the screen.

      “Head straight for the back seat,” Black Widow told her crew. “Don’t worry about the men in front. Kwon-Ho is your priority.”

      The two large men nodded.

      Black Widow touched her headset. “All right. Here we go. Switching the lights now.”

      Through the windscreen, Olivia watched as the intersection’s traffic lights switched from yellow to red. A white BMW stopped just short of the crosswalk as pedestrians flooded the intersection.

      “Wait a moment,” Black Widow said into the headset.

      Without tension.

      Without emotion.

      How could the woman be so calm?

      Olivia’s own heart was thumping against her lungs.

      Why are they waiting?

      Soon the flood of pedestrians reduced to a trickle.

      “Strike now,” Black Widow said.

      The Sprinter van raced out of its parking spot and entered the intersection. The driver slammed on the brakes to position the van in front of the BMW to form a T.

      Black Widow’s hands were on the joysticks, placing one target sight on the driver, the other on the passenger. She pushed both triggers.

      Through the van’s side mirror, Olivia could see the flash of the two hidden “guns.” Each fired a heavy metal dart that penetrated the BMW’s windscreen and punctured the necks of both men. The man on the passenger side flickered his eyes as he rested his cheek against the window, while the driver fell against the steering wheel, allowing the car to gently roll forward into the side of the van with a thump.

      Two motorcycles roared to a stop on either side of the BMW. Each man waved a gun. The two large men inside the Sprinter van jumped out the back. It was now four against one.

      Then a gunshot shattered the BMW’s back window as one of the motorcycle men dropped his gun and gripped his armpit. Kwon-Ho launched himself at the wounded man with a punch to the face, toppling the man and his motorcycle to the ground.

      The two large men descended on Kwon-Ho. They ripped the gun out of the man’s hand. But Kwon-Ho counter attacked with a combination of punches and swing kicks that soon brought Black Widow’s men down in about fifteen seconds. Kwon-Ho took off down the street.

      “Well, that was unfortunate,” Black Widow said, matter-of-fact like, into the headset. “Sorry, I’m afraid it’s tallyho to all units. Subject is on foot.”

      The Sprinter van accelerated as the driver weaved through traffic. The second motorbike went on ahead of them, able to weave through the traffic much faster.

      Black Widow braced herself as the van picked up speed, but she was still on her headset, giving orders to the units she had left as she watched Kwon-Ho’s tracker in motion. “He’s heading towards an outdoor farmers’ market.”

      The radio speaker crackled to life. Velvet two, I have visual.

      “Won’t a bloke like that stick out in a farmers’ market? A big Korean man in a sea of Indians?” Olivia asked.

      “Perhaps he’s using the crowd to help separate himself from us. But it won’t work. We’ll surround the market with assets.”

      The van took a sharp right turn. Olivia grabbed Nadia before she fell off the chair and slammed into the driver. Nadia didn’t notice. She had her nose in her phone. This wasn’t the time to be checking her Instajam account. But before Olivia could mention it…

      “He’s heading for the train station,” Nadia said, turning her phone around and showing Black Widow the map screen. “It’s a few blocks away from that market. Since his cover is blown, Kwon-Ho’s probably getting out of the country.”

      “Wouldn’t he be grabbing a taxi for the airport?”

      “Not in this traffic,” Black Widow said. “This time in Mumbai, there is no fast way out of the city.”

      “Except by train,” Nadia said.

      Black Widow glanced at Nadia, then gave her a nod. “It’s a possibility.” She thought about it a moment, then activated her headset. “All units, close in on the market and intercept the target.” She glanced over at the Sprinter driver. “Get us to the train station as fast as you can.” Her eyes then rested on Olivia and Nadia. “I always want a backup plan. Right now, you two are it.”

      Twenty minutes later, the Sprinter van was a block away from the Mumbai train station. Since Black Widow had given the order for her units to converge on the farmers’ market, there was no word yet on Kwon-Ho.

      Black Widow calmly sat inside the van. Her fingers were still as her hands rested on a small table. Her eyes were serious and apprehensive. Her demeanor was as cold as Antarctica. Olivia was amazed at the woman’s ability of self-control.

      “Surely they have him by now,” Nadia said.

      Black Widow didn’t flinch. “They would’ve reported that.”

      “Maybe we should have a look around the train station,” Olivia said.

      Black Widow analyzed her suggestion, then nodded. “Go.”

      Olivia and Nadia hopped out of the van and jogged down the sidewalk toward the train station. Both girls kept their heads on a swivel, trying their best to locate the North Korean agent. As they filtered their way through the pedestrian traffic, Olivia and Nadia reached one of the many public entrances. Olivia followed the automatic revolving doors that took them inside the station.

      The building was crowded. And hot. Numerous conversations in Hindi plus loud announcements over the intercom system made it hard to hear anything.

      Nadia poked Olivia’s shoulder as she pointed toward a large video monitor of train departures. The trains were listed in Hindi and English. Olivia scanned all the destinations. She didn’t know India that well, so all these places could be in Australia for all she knew. Nadia took out her phone, used the map app, and checked out the destinations. Meanwhile, Olivia scanned the large concourse for anyone who didn’t look Indian.

      She spotted a white couple pushing a pram. They looked English or maybe European and were most definitely on holiday with their sandals, sunglasses, and a baby backpack. A Muslim family was waiting near one of the public toilets. The men all had beards. The mom wore a headscarf, and her younger teen daughter did not.

      A Latino man and his wife sat on a bench near the train departures screen. Olivia recognized the color of their Mexican passports.

      “Nineteen different trains are leaving this station in the next hour,” Nadia said.

      “Is that all?” Olivia said. “Should be a piece of cake, then.”

      “Hear me out. Eighteen of them are going to Indian cities. But one is going to Dhaka, Bangladesh.”

      “So what? Kwon-Ho could be on any of those trains.”

      “He knows his cover is blown. If you knew people were hunting for you, wouldn’t you want to get out of the country as soon as possible?”

      “He could just as easily take another train and fly out somewhere else.”

      “We won’t find him if he does that…but if he does choose to hop on that train…”

      “What track is that train on?”

      Minutes later, Olivia and Nadia stood in line for tickets. They showed their fake passports and bought two third-class tickets to Dhaka, which didn’t cost that much at all. They wandered through the group of passengers gathered along track seven, scanning every face for Kwon-Ho. There were quite a lot of people from Bangladesh, but otherwise, no Koreans, as the train pulled in with its loud and squeaky brakes. Soon the crowd of passengers began boarding the train and filling numerous seats. More than likely the train would be full.

      Nadia glanced over at Olivia with a frown as the crowd thinned out. They had guessed wrong.

      The train’s horn blared, and the brakes hissed as they were released. The wheels rolled forward as the large train drifted along the rails.

      As Olivia and Nadia retreated towards the exit of the track platform, a large Korean man bolted out of one of the public toilets. Kwon-Ho ran like a bull as he managed to hop on the moving train using an open stairway.

      “Bastard!” Olivia’s legs were pumping at full speed. Her anger fueled her legs as she ran after the train.

      The train was creeping along. With all the passengers and the weight they carried, it would take a few miles for this train to get up to any kind of speed.

      Olivia was breathing hard when she reached the open car door. Kwon-Ho was still there, crammed up against other passengers doing standing room only. She grabbed onto an outside rail and hopped on.

      That was when she felt a hard shove.

      Olivia lost her footing and grabbed the outside bar with both hands, and her feet slid out of the car.

      Kwon-Ho glared at her. When he reached out to grab her, Olivia bent her waist, held on to the bar, and used both feet to shove him back inside the car. That was when Olivia saw Nadia running beside the open door. Olivia’s feet found an empty step; she used it and the rail to swing herself out. She offered her hand to Nadia. But she had to duck when Kwon-Ho tried to punch her.

      His fist hit the corner of the metal train car instead, causing the man to grunt in pain.

      Meanwhile, Nadia reached the handle on the opposite side of the door. She grabbed it with both hands, then used it to pull her legs around to kick Kwon-Ho in the mouth.

      As he turned towards Nadia, Olivia ignored her complaining arm muscles as she held on to the bar and swung her legs back and then forward again to kick Kwon-Ho in the back, slamming him against the inside of the train car’s doorway. When he whipped around to confront Olivia, then Nadia would kick him from the opposite side. This went on for another round before Kwon-Ho gave up and tossed the passenger who was blocking him out of the doorway. Luckily for the Indian man, the train was still lumbering along, trying to gain speed.

      Olivia and Nadia both anchored their feet on the doorsteps. They saw Kwon-Ho shoving people out of the way as he went deeper inside the car.

      Olivia climbed up the stairs in pursuit. Since she was thin, Olivia was able to squeeze her way through the crowded rail car. Kwon-Ho wasn’t so lucky, pressing his way through the crowd was only making everyone angry, and some of them pushed back. Olivia felt a hand on her back. It was Nadia’s, letting her friend know she was right behind her. This gave Olivia some confidence.

      Kwon-Ho was having trouble moving now. Hopefully, he would get stuck, and Olivia could get close enough to stick him with one of her eye-liner darts, knocking him out until they reached the next station, where they could keep him woozy until Black Widow arrived.

      The opportunity presented itself as Olivia noticed Kwon-Ho stuck in front of a wall of Indian men who refused to make way for the rude foreigner. Olivia gripped the eyeliner in her hand, ready to pop off the end and jab him. Nadia came towards the man at a different angle; her hand also contained an eyeliner pen. Both Gems were on the same wavelength. Plus, it might take two tranquilizer darts to bring this man down anyway.

      Kwon-Ho saw them and backed up.

      He checked his pockets for another weapon.

      Olivia moved forward, causing Kwon-Ho to press his back against an Indian grandmother with a young girl who was next to an open window. She complained in Hindi.

      “We’re not here to kill you, sir,” Olivia said. “You’ll take a lovely nap, and when you wake up, someone will ask you a few questions.”

      Kwon-Ho’s eyes were calm, focused, and cold. They convinced Olivia he wouldn’t give up without a fight. Something Olivia wanted to avoid.

      Nadia maneuvered herself closer.

      This triggered Kwon-Ho. He shoved the young girl at Nadia, then wrapped his arm around the Indian grandmother’s throat and squeezed.

      “Take one more move, and I kill this woman,” Kwon-Ho said in broken English.

      The old woman gasped for air.

      The young girl cried her grandmother’s name in Hindi. She tried to help her, but Nadia restrained her.

      “Easy, love. Easy, there’s no call for that. These are innocent people,” Olivia said.

      Kwon-Ho squeezed his arm tighter around the woman’s neck. The poor lady was in tears as she struggled to breathe.

      The Gems were trained to defend themselves if necessary, but they weren’t expected to kill. And in Kwon-Ho’s case, he was supposed to be captured. But an innocent life was at stake. Olivia knew that her first duty was to protect lives, even if it jeopardized the mission itself. So she put away her eyeliner pen and held up her hands.

      “See, I don’t have any weapons now. Don’t hurt that woman. Let her go, and we can discuss the situation.”

      Kwon-Ho didn’t stop. The old woman was becoming quiet.

      That worried Olivia. She braced herself. They might have to attack Kwon-Ho and kill him.

      But then, Kwon-Ho shoved the old woman towards Olivia, who caught her.

      Kwon-Ho then squeezed his body out the open window of the rail car.

      The young girl ran to her grandmother, which blocked Olivia from moving to the window. But Nadia did, and before she could grab Kwon-Ho’s legs…

      A loud horn echoed outside the train before a rush of air swept Kwon-Ho and his legs right out of the window.

      By the time Olivia reached the window, there was no sign of Kwon-Ho, and the rush of air had stopped. She dipped her head out the window and noticed the end of an express train heading in the opposite direction on a second track.

      Olivia then felt sick.

      Black Widow confirmed it later.

      Kwon-Ho’s film-producing career had ended.
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      The school’s hallways were filled with students as Olivia followed the herd through the set of main glass doors that led them outside to freedom. The direct sunlight was so distracting that Olivia ran into a cheerleader.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going,” the girl said, her silver and black West Berkeley High Raiders uniform glistening.

      Olivia took a step back to refocus her eyes. Five cheerleaders were standing near a brick wall, and Olivia couldn’t understand how she could have missed them. Yet here they were. As real as the building she just came out of.

      She apologized and moved on towards the student parking lot.

      Olivia stepped over a curb, crossed a grass median, and then…

      A loud horn blared into her ear.

      Olivia caught herself shrieking like a little girl as a school bus screeched to a stop, its bumper only a couple of feet away from her torso. Olivia carefully removed herself from the road, allowing the bus to continue on.

      “What are you doing?” a girl’s voice asked from the nearby student parking lot. It was Emma Rothchild. Her shoulder-length blond hair waved in the wind like a model in a hair advertisement. Actually, Emma looked better than most of those models on television. And that’s why the universe was unfair.

      “Didn’t you see that bus?” Emma asked.

      “You crossed right in front of it,” Nadia added, her eyes filled with concern.

      “Damn straight,” Lewis said. “Just now, you were walking around like a zombie. Like, literally the Walking Dead.” The boy wore a Manchester United soccer jersey over his rich brown skin.

      Olivia’s body heated up from embarrassment. Lewis was gorgeous. A properly gorgeous bloke whom Olivia didn’t want to look stupid in front of. And now she’d messed that all up.

      “I’m tired.” That was all Olivia managed to say, unable to look at Lewis.

      Emma’s brand-new Ford Bronco SUV beeped and its tail lights flashed as she unlocked it. Since Emma had intentionally driven her Mercedes over a cliff a couple of months ago, a replacement Mercedes was out of the question. Emma’s grandmother insisted on something more reasonable. After a week of intense negotiations, Emma had talked her into the Bronco. Mainly because Emma and her grandma thought the orange ones looked cute.

      “Where’s Miyuki?” Lewis asked.

      Emma climbed into the driver’s seat. “She’s going with her gamer dudes to that vintage arcade place.”

      “Can ya give me a ride, then? Promised my grandma I’d go to the movies with her. I just need a ride to her house.”

      “Is that why you’ve been wandering the student parking lot?” Emma asked.

      Lewis shrugged.

      “Spending time with your grandma. That’s nice,” Nadia said.

      Olivia wanted to kick herself. She should be the one saying that, but she felt so out of it.

      “I have room,” Emma said. “Get in back, and I’ll drop you off.”

      “Sweet,” Lewis said, opening the passenger door and climbing into the back seat.

      Nadia gripped Olivia’s hand and scanned her eyes. “It’s getting to you too.” She meant the fatigue. Last night, both she and Nadia didn’t get home from India until well after three in the morning. Lewis's observations were dead-on. Olivia did feel like a zombie. Walking around a world that didn’t quite seem real.

      “I ran into a cheerleader,” Olivia whispered. “Walked right into her like she was invisible. Guess I thought the bus was invisible too. Yes, I’m hurting, love.”

      “After fourth hour, I fell asleep inside a bathroom stall. A girl heard me snoring and woke me up.” Nadia guided Olivia towards the Bronco, then paused. “When I get home, I’m taking a warm bath. Then I’m climbing into bed.”

      “Way ahead of you.”

      Nadia opened the passenger door, making Olivia realize that she would be in the back with Lewis.

      “C’mon, let’s go.” Emma had already started the car and had it in gear.

      “Sorry, did you want to sit in back, love?” Olivia asked.

      Nadia grinned. “Don’t be silly.”

      Olivia nodded and climbed in back. The Bronco’s back seat was small, so Olivia had to squeeze against Lewis. But the boy didn’t shy away. And he smelled nice too.

      Emma took off much faster than she should from the student parking lot, causing Olivia to fall into Lewis’s lap. After she turned red again and managed to pull herself back over to her side, Lewis then reached over Olivia, causing her to tense up.

      What is he doing?

      Is he going to touch me?

      Seducer me in front of my friends?

      Kiss me?

      Her mind ran too wild for her own good.

      Olivia then felt the seat belt brushing across her chest and heard a click as Lewis inserted the tab snugly into place.

      “Seat belts save lives, you know,” Lewis said, letting his eyes linger on Olivia’s face for a moment before looking away.

      A normal person would just tell her to put on her seat belt. But Lewis went out of his way to place it across her. He was thinking about her safety. He cared about her well-being.

      Her skin was warm again. But this time, Olivia didn’t look away.

      She held his gaze and made herself smile.

      An hour later, they were home at Emma’s grandmother’s house. The ride with Lewis had energized Olivia just enough to make it upstairs without collapsing. She was shedding her school clothes, letting them decorate the otherwise clutter-free bedroom she shared with Nadia, determined to slip under the covers and get a long, satisfying nap in before dinner.

      “Oh my God. You two were adorable,” Emma said. “When Lewis reached over to put on your seat belt—I knew he would do that. Lewis is such a gentleman.”

      Or not.

      “What do you mean…you knew?” Olivia asked, trying her best not to yawn.

      Emma smirked. “Well, I might have been a little heavy on the gas pedal…on purpose.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “It was like in the movies. A happy accident. Don’t lie. You enjoyed falling into his lap.”

      Olivia did enjoy it. But she still didn’t like it when people tried to force her into doing things.

      “You’re welcome,” Emma said. “You so need to ask him out, you know?”

      Nadia came into the bedroom, her face washed clean of makeup.

      “I don’t want to talk about his now, love,” Olivia said, pulling out her soft pillow from under the covers.

      “Talk about what?” Nadia asked.

      “Olivia asking Lewis out. It’s, like, way overdue,” Emma said. “It’s so painfully obvious that he’s into you.”

      “Can we talk about this tomorrow?” Olivia’s hand melted into the pillow. Soon her head would be too.

      “I agree.” Nadia drifted over to her bed.

      “No, seize the day! You two were eye-flirting like crazy in the car. You need to follow up and call him now.”

      “Emma, he’s the bloke. He’s supposed to ask me out.” Olivia flopped down on her bed. “Why should I do all the flipping work?”

      “Lewis is a sensitive guy. He needs encouragement.”

      Her body sank into the bed. Olivia wanted to give in to its seductive power. Olivia also wanted Emma to leave.

      “Oy, if Lewis is too stupid to follow through, that’s on him. Not me.”

      “If you blow him off, you’re making a mistake.”

      “Damn it, Emma.” Olivia couldn’t stop herself. “If you don’t let us get some sleep, you’ll be making the bloody mistake.”

      Emma blinked, then glanced at both girls. “Oh, I forgot about India.”

      “Tomorrow morning?” Nadia asked politely, her eyes begging for peace and quiet.

      “Tomorrow morning,” Emma said with a nod. “I’ll tell my grandma not to wake you for dinner.”

      Olivia rolled over to the side and squeezed the pillow to her cheek. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

      Before she could hear Emma’s answer, Olivia was out.
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        * * *

      

      When Olivia got up the next morning, she felt like Wonder Woman. Checking the clock on her phone, Olivia realized that she had slept for almost fourteen straight hours. Nadia only received about ten hours, but she seemed more awake too. After devouring a big breakfast and inhaling an extra-large latte at Kaffee Kadre, Olivia was ready to take on the rest of the week.

      “Ask him,” Emma said.

      She wouldn’t let it go.

      “No,” Olivia said.

      The four Gems were at their normal lunch table inside the cavernous West Berkeley school cafeteria. Lewis laughed at one of his soccer teammates who was acting out a fight scene from the latest Marvel movie, causing him to spill his drink all over himself and another table.

      “Oh…I know what you should do.” Miyuki Kaiko combed back her long dark hair as it brushed against her plastic pink loop earring. The earring brought out the pink undertones in her light skin. “Write him a note. Spray some of your perfume on it and slip it in his locker.”

      “I so love that,” Emma said. “Very mature, and what guy wouldn’t get that message.”

      “I can pick his lock,” Nadia said. “That’s if you want me to do it.”

      Olivia rubbed her face. “It feels desperate. Like I’m one of those obsessed girls in a Lifetime TV movie. You know, the psycho bitch who can’t take no for an answer, so she kills everyone who stands in between her and the love of her life?”

      “Don’t worry. If you become a psycho bitch, we’ll let you know,” Miyuki said.

      Emma scoffed. “Hey, if you don’t want to go out with him, that’s fine.”

      “No, I do want to go out with him. It’s just a question of…protocol.”

      “Right, because you’re such an old-fashioned kinda girl.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with a girl having standards,” Nadia said. “I expect my future husband to pursue me.”

      “Seriously, it’s the twenty-first century,” Emma said. “A girl has the right to go after any guy she wants.”

      “Or choose who she wants,” Nadia added.

      “So, are we still breaking into Lewis’s locker?” Miyuki asked.

      Over at the other table, Lewis grinned at his friends before leaving and wandering over to the food vending machines.

      “Look, he’s all alone.” Emma pointed. “Now’s a great time. But if you’re too old-fashioned to ask a boy out then⁠—”

      “Piss off,” Olivia said as she got to her feet. “I’m doing this because I want to do it.”

      “You go, girl!” Miyuki said.

      Olivia hesitated, doing a quick check of her clothes. It wasn’t the cutest outfit, but the ensemble didn’t make her look pathetic either. Olivia swallowed and made herself take a few steps forward; soon her body got into that familiar walking rhythm that brought her over to the vending machines.

      Lewis was still glancing at some items through the glass.

      Olivia hesitated again. This was crazy. She didn’t want to do this.

      She retreated one step and was about to turn around when⁠—

      “What’s up?” Lewis asked, watching her reflection in the glass.

      Olivia’s face felt warm again. “Nothing much.”

      That was all she could get out.

      “What’s your favorite type of crisps?” Lewis asked. “That’s what you call them in England, right?”

      He remembered their conversation a few months ago. That was a good sign.

      “I love this brand called SPARKLE. They’re only in the UK. But I fancy those sour cream and onion ones also.”

      Lewis plugged in some change and dialed the item number on the keypad. A sour cream and onion bag of chips fell into the hopper.

      “Thought you liked those spicy ones. The ones I burned my tongue on last time.”

      Lewis turned around and leaned against the machine. His fingers pulled open the bag. “If I bought those, then I couldn’t share these with you.” He tilted the bag towards her. “Fancy a crisp?” Lewis asked in a horrific attempt at a British accent.

      Olivia didn’t care. She pulled out a chip and ate it. It was the best sour cream and onion potato chip she had ever had in her life.

      Lewis ate a chip and nodded. “I like ‘em. Good choice.”

      Olivia saw her reflection against the vending machine. She wore the biggest smile and wondered if she looked stupid smiling like that. Olivia then shook off that idea and pushed herself to ask a question. Or THE question.

      “So, after this, what are you up to?”

      “Fourth hour,” he said, slightly confused.

      “Right. Fourth hour. Me too.”

      That was not what she meant.

      Now Olivia wanted to yell at that reflection on the vending machine, but she resisted the urge.

      “What about tonight?” she asked.

      “Tonight?”

      “Yeah, tonight. What are you doing?”

      “Just my thing.”

      “Which is?”

      Lewis shrugged. That was vague.

      “Um…what things do you like to do after school?” Olivia asked.

      “You know, stuff. Like playing my video games. Doing homework. Playing some ball,” Lewis said. “What about you?”

      “Oh, I do stuff too.”

      “Sweet.”

      Silence.

      More silence.

      Oh God, this was torture.

      “Do you need help?” she asked.

      Lewis looked confused. “I don’t think so. Do you think I’m crazy?”

      “I’m sorry?” she asked.

      “Do you think I’m bonkers? Ain’t that what they say in England?”

      Olivia processed the info. “Oh, no. I didn’t mean you were mental, love. I was only asking if you needed help...playing video games.”

      “Nope. I play with my crew online. Or against the computer.”

      “Okay. Do you need help with anything else?”

      “Nope.”

      “Well, great. If you need help with anything, let me know.”

      “My threes,” Lewis said.

      “Sorry? Your what?”

      “My threes. I need help with my three-point shots.” Lewis gestured with his hands to make a mock shot towards a non existent basketball goal. “Keep banging wood or rimming it. No swoops. Even on the free-throw line, I shoot lead balloons. It’s kinda pathetic.”

      “I don’t know anything about basketball.”

      “What about soccer?”

      “You mean football?”

      “Yeah,” Lewis said.

      “I know a lot about that.”

      “Great, but I’m good at soccer already, so I don’t need help with that.”

      Olivia’s eyes dragged along the floor. “Right.”

      Lewis glanced at the clock. “It’s that time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Fourth period.”

      Olivia scanned the cafeteria. Students were leaving and dumping their trash in the cans. “Right. We’d better go, then.’

      “See ya around.”

      “Right.”

      Lewis moved on out. Calm, cool, and collected.

      Olivia waited for him to leave, then touched her forehead to the cold cement wall.

      “You stupid, pathetic cow,” she whispered to
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