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CHAPTER 1 
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Max’s POV 

“I am transferring you to another team, okay? And you will be working with agent Cortez and her team” Chief David says as soon as I am seated. For a moment, my mind fails to register what he has just said. “I beg your pardon sir?” I say, hoping that he will change the statement, but my hopes are shattered when he repeats his earlier statement. “What? No way, I refuse to accept, and you can’t make me.” I start protesting immediately. “On the contrary agent, I can and in this case you have absolutely no choice in the matter. “Oh, come on Dave I have been the best solo agent this agency has had since agent Cortez was a solo agent but she’s not anymore which means I am the best solo agent. I say and continue “I saved those agents who were stranded in Bolivia, I stopped that bank heist eight months ago and I helped defeat the timekeeper.”  Without looking up from his stack of papers he replies, “The last one was a group effort plus the board already signed the transfer forms, believe me...  I wanted to keep you as a solo agent but... “But the board already signed the transfer form. I got it.” I say as I stand up and head for the door but stop before slowly turning around and asking, “When do I have to leave?” “In the next ten minutes.” “Sure, thing boss, there is just one problem... My cover as Henderson’s brother?”  I ask “You will just have to handle agent; I know that you are very resourceful Max good luck.” 

I leave the office and start making my way to the hanger which held a number of planes. I walked up to Darren, one of the pilots “Hey man, where have you been? You missed the celebration.” He said as he walked up to me and shaking my hand. “Been busy, you know how it is but I am sorry I missed it. “It’s all good in the hood dude, where are you heading now?” He asks he starts walking toward a plane and I followed right behind him. Within no time, the plane has lifted off and we are on our way to Manhattan. I am busy reading a novel when Darren announced that we would be landing shortly. Just then, the sound of an explosion rung out and the plane shook violently. “Darren what’s going on?” I asked. “We lost our left engine. “that’s not good.” I thought as I made my way to the cockpit where I joined forces with Darren to stabilize the plane. After what felt like an eternity, we landed the plane, but one thing was bugging me.   How on earth did this happen? But when I voiced my mind, my companion just shrugged nonchalantly and started walking toward the exit. I hurried after him, dragging my language behind me and finally falling into step with him “Hey Darren.”  I called out and he turned to face me “What is it Max?” He said sounding tired. “How do you think the engine just failed?” I asked. “I haven’t a clue dude and I am not an aeronautic engineer.”  With those words, he turned on his heel and walked away. I watched him disappear into the hanger while I wondered why he was acting so snappy and what he could possibly be hiding. But my thoughts were brought to a screeching halt by the sound of tires screeching to a stop right In front of me. I blinked in Sruprise and instantly took a fighting stance. The passenger door opened and before I could react, a small cupels was tossed at my feet and I fell unconscious.  

My head's pounding. Blurry flashes come into focus as I blink myself awake, my body aching. I'm hogtied, face down on a cold floor, hands and feet bound tightly. The ropes cut into my wrists, and every shift I make pulls the knots tighter.

Where am I?

I try to think, but my minds in a fog. The last thing I remember was... nothing, really. I was with Darren, right? We were at the hanger, . And now this.

Suddenly, I hear voices—two of them, arguing, loud enough to make my headache worse.
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CHAPTER 2
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Mae’s POV 

I leaned against the kitchen counter, tapping my fingers rhythmically, watching as Steve and Jerry shoved the last of their burgers into their mouths. They hadn’t taken this seriously at all, the idiots. Every time I brought up Max, they just shrugged, like they had better things to do than worry about someone tied up in a freezing dungeon. But I knew better. He had to be starving by now.

"Look," I said, folding my arms and giving them both my most annoyed stare. "He's probably half-dead down there. You’ve had your fun, but you can’t just leave him like that. He needs food."

Jerry groaned, rolling his eyes as he wiped his hands on his jeans. "Mae, he’s fine. He’s not some helpless kid."

"He’s human, Jerry," I snapped back. "It’s been hours, and I know none of you have checked on him since... well, since you dumped him down there. You think that’s okay?"

Steve, ever the lazy one, leaned back in his chair and smirked. "We’re not running a five-star hotel. But fine, if it’ll get you off our backs, we’ll bring him some food. Happy?"

Finally. "Yes. And don’t half-ass it either. Make sure he actually eats."

Jerry stood up, stretching and grabbing a plastic bag filled with leftover takeaway. "Let’s go, then. You coming?"

"I’d rather not see the poor guy chained up like some medieval prisoner, thanks," I muttered. "Just... make sure you’re not complete jerks about it, okay?"

Steve chuckled as he grabbed the keys from the table. "No promises."

As the boys started toward the door, Chase appeared from the hallway, rubbing the back of his neck, looking uncomfortable as always. "What’s up?"

"Mae wants us to feed the prisoner," Steve said, slapping Chase on the shoulder. "You want to come watch us play nice?"

Chase hesitated, glancing at me, then back at the guys. "I guess... yeah. Might as well."

I didn’t bother trying to hide my annoyance. "Don’t 'watch.' Just do it right. He’s already been through enough, don’t make it worse."

They all nodded, but I wasn’t sure how seriously they were taking me. Still, at least they were going. I watched as the three of them headed for the basement door, the faint sound of Jerry muttering something under his breath about "babying the hostage" as they disappeared down the stairs.

The moment they were out of sight, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Max didn’t deserve this. He’d gotten mixed up in something way bigger than he could’ve known. And I hadn’t agreed to this—none of it, really. But I couldn’t stop it now.

I leaned my head against the cool kitchen wall, listening to the faint sound of their footsteps echoing down the stairs, feeling a pang of guilt settle deep in my gut.

I hoped they wouldn’t push him too far.

––––––––
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I stood in the kitchen doorway, watching the guys walk in. Jerry was the first to speak, his voice casual but with a hint of surprise.

"He actually passed the test," he said, glancing back at Chase, Max, and Steve. Steve had a bloody lip, and his scowl could've cut through steel.

"Yeah, he got lucky," Steve spat, clearly not in the mood.

Max, ever the smart one, was quick to retort. "There's no such thing as luck." He snatched the bag Steve was holding without hesitation and began stuffing the burger in his mouth. The smug look he shot at Steve was impossible to miss.

Steve glared harder. "Well, don’t look so smug, newbie."

I rolled my eyes, leaning against the counter. Boys. They were always either fighting, eating, or both.  

––––––––
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I step into the indoor gym, my sanctuary—the one place where everything else melts away. The air smells faintly of rubber and metal, familiar and grounding. It's my favourite room in the house, a space that feels like mine, no matter what’s swirling around outside.

I walk straight to the punching bag, lace up my gloves, and without hesitation, I begin. The rhythmic thud of my fists against the heavy bag is hypnotic. Each punch lands harder than the last, the impact reverberating through my knuckles, up my arms, into my chest. I focus on my breathing, in and out, blocking everything else out. For these moments, the chaos in my mind is silent, and all that exists is me, the bag, and the relentless beat of my fists.

But then, a voice pulls me back.

“Damn, Mae. You’re hitting that thing like it’s your ex,” Steve’s voice cuts through the room.

I freeze, my fist mid-air. I turn slowly, chest heaving, sweat dripping down my temples. He’s leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, smirking like always. I know he’s teasing, but his words hit closer to the truth than he realizes. For a split second, my mind flashes back to memories I’ve tried to bury, to the secret that gnaws at me every day.

Despite the turmoil swirling inside me, I force a smile. It’s small, barely there, but I know he catches it. My lips twitch up, but I stay silent. There’s nothing to say—nothing I can say. If only he knew how much more than an ex I’m fighting in here.

I look back at the bag, tightening my gloves, trying to shake off the unease. It’s not just the past that haunts me; it’s the present. If the team ever found out what I’m hiding, what I’ve done... they wouldn’t understand. They’d see me differently. Hell, they might not even trust me anymore. And that—I can’t let that happen. Not after everything.

So, I keep my secret close, locked away, and bury it beneath every punch, every forced smile. I’ll protect it at all costs.

I throw another punch, harder this time. The bag swings violently, and I feel a little lighter, if only for a moment. 

For dinner, Chase cooked a casserole. Max simply poked at his food.  “Come on dude, the food is delish.” Steve said as he glanced at Chase who took it as a compliment.  I helped Jerry and Brian to clean up after and as I was heading upstairs, I heard a voice call my name, “Mae.” I turned around and came face to face with Brian, the one person I had been doing my best to avoid and for the most part, I was succeeding...  until now. “Why are you avoiding me.” Brian asked “I’m not avoiding you, besides, why would I avoid you?”  I said with a nervous chuckle before trying to high tail out of there as fast as I could but a hand firmly gripped mine, forcing me to stop in my tracks. “Uh, yeah you are and I would like to know why.” Brian said. I glanced around hoping to find a way out but alas, there was none.  I turned to face him but made sure not to make eye contact. He kept trying to catch my eye but I kept my gaze focused on the floor. 
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I sit in my room, staring at the walls, but my mind drifts back to Brian. The way he confronted me—his voice calm but laced with concern—still echoes in my head. Panic had surged in my chest then, a feeling so intense it left me frozen on the spot. My heart raced like I’d been caught doing something wrong, even though it wasn’t his fault. Brian didn’t deserve this distance. None of them did.

But how could I face him now? How could I face any of them, knowing what I know? I’m not avoiding him because I’m angry or upset. It’s the fear. The crippling fear of him discovering the truth. If he knew, if any of them knew...

I shake my head, trying to push the thought away, but it clings to me. I’m not ready for that. I can’t risk it—not yet, maybe not ever. My secret feels too heavy, too dangerous to share, and the last thing I want is to burden them with it.

I hear footsteps outside my door, and for a second, I tense up, half-expecting Brian to come knocking again. I bite my lip, forcing myself to breathe. He’s just worried. They all are. But they wouldn’t understand. They couldn’t.

I hug my knees to my chest, feeling the weight of my choice settle over me like a thick, suffocating blanket. I don’t want to push them away, but it feels like the only option I have left.

My breath catches in my throat as I hear the faint knock on the door. My heart races, each beat louder than the last. Who could it be? Brian? No—he wouldn’t knock like that. My chest tightens with panic as I imagine a hundred different possibilities. What if they found out? What if— I stare at the door, waiting to hear Brian's familiar knock, the soft shuffle of his footsteps. But when it creaks open, the figure standing there isn’t him. My breath catches, and for a split second, fear spikes through me until I recognize the silhouette.

"Max?" I say, exhaling deeply as relief floods over me.

He steps inside, giving me a quiet, reassuring smile as he closes the door softly behind him. The relief is overwhelming, yet my heart doesn’t seem to want to slow down. It’s still racing as if expecting some hidden danger to jump out at any moment.

Max raises an eyebrow. "Expecting someone else?" he asks, a hint of amusement in his voice.

I shake my head quickly, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. "I just thought... never mind." I let out an awkward laugh, trying to shake off the strange intensity lingering in the room.

He crosses his arms, leaning against the doorframe with that familiar watchful gaze of his. Max’s eyes are sharp as they take in every detail, like he’s piecing together a puzzle I didn’t know was there.

“Thought I’d check in,” he says after a moment, his voice softer. “You’ve been on edge. We all have, but with everything going on... I wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

I open my mouth to brush it off, to tell him I'm fine, but something about his expression stops me. Max has always had a way of knowing, of looking past any mask I try to wear.

So, instead, I nod slowly. "It’s just... everything. You know?”

He gives a small nod, his eyes softening. "Yeah, I know."

For a while, neither of us speaks. It’s strange how comforting his presence is right now. Normally, I’d expect Brian to be the one I lean on, but tonight, maybe it’s exactly what I need—just Max, my brother, in the quiet of the room. The tension in my chest eases a bit, and the frantic pace of my heart finally begins to slow.
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Max’s POV

I push open Ryder's office door without knocking, stepping into the space as casually as if it were my own. The place is grand, a bit too flashy for my taste: the oversized TV on the wall, a sleek glass wall opposite Ryder’s desk with a skyline view he clearly enjoys. There’s a couch on one side, and I sink into it, stretching out, saying nothing. Silence settles in; it’s a comfortable one for me, but probably less so for him.

Eventually, Ryder breaks it, his voice low but with a sharp edge. "Where have you been?"

I don’t give him the satisfaction of looking over. "Doesn’t matter," I mutter. The less he knows, the better. No need for Ryder poking his nose into things that don’t concern him, even if he might think they do.

He tries to sound concerned, but I’m not interested. I cut him off, brushing his words aside, letting him know the plan is right on track, just like I said it would be. There’s no point in dragging this out. I stand, heading for the door.

“Don’t mess it up, bro.” Ryder’s voice stops me as I reach for the handle.

“Yeah, yeah... I got this.” I toss back, not bothering to turn around. With that, I walk out, letting the door click shut behind me.

Jordan’s POV

I sit in my cell, staring at the wall, but my mind is somewhere else. Regret? That’s not something I feel. Not about the operation, not about trying to freeze the world. We were so close. If I’d been the one running things, we wouldn’t be here, locked up like animals.

And sharing a cell with him? The Timekeeper? It’s almost laughable. He’s just as much to blame for this mess. I don’t care what happens to him anymore, not after what went down. Working with someone else, another teen, no less? Biggest mistake of my life. Never again. Next time, I run solo. That way, there’s no one to drag me down.

The sound of keys rattling breaks my thoughts. The warden appears, and I know what’s coming. “Thirty minutes of exercise,” he says flatly.

I don’t even respond. Just get up, stretch a little, and follow the guard to the gym. At least I still have this. The routine, the burn in my muscles—it’s the only thing that feels real in this place.

I head straight to the mats, drop down, and start doing crunches. One after the other, I push through the burn, focusing on the rhythm. Each crunch is a reminder that I’m still in control of something, even if it’s just my own body. Thirty minutes pass in a blur, and before I know it, it’s over.

The guard motions for me, and I get up, wiping sweat from my forehead. Back to the cell. Back to the Timekeeper. I don’t acknowledge him as I step inside. He can keep to his side. I’ll stick to mine. 

I sit in the cafeteria, staring at the grey mush on my tray, trying to choke it down. My mind drifts, like it always does. I think about what I’ll do once I’m free. It’s the only thing that keeps me going in this place—plans, escape routes, revenge. I’ve got it all mapped out in my head. When I’m out, I’ll finish what I started. This time, no screw-ups. No partners.

But then there’s that voice. The one I hate. It creeps in, whispering that freedom’s just a pipe dream. That I’ll never make it out. I’ll rot here, forgotten. I try to shove it down, but it’s persistent.

I grip my water bottle, trying to drown out the thoughts. My hand tightens until the plastic gives, and water spills all over my lap. I curse under my breath, slamming the bottle down. The mess clings to my clothes, cold and uncomfortable.

Without thinking, I shove the tray aside and get up. The guards barely glance at me as I storm back to my cell. Fine by me.

Once I’m there, I flop onto the cot and just... stay. Staring at the ceiling. I let the dampness soak into the thin mattress. I could move. I could do a hundred other things. But I don’t. I lie there, trapped in my own thoughts, hating everything about this place. Hating the voice that won’t shut up.

I close my eyes, but I can still hear it.
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CHAPTER 3
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Steve’s POV

As we walk through the front doors of JFK High, I can practically feel Mae's reluctance hanging in the air. Summer’s over, and we're back in the grind, but something’s different with her. Has been for a while now. Ever since Max showed up, she’s been pulling away, just like she did before.

I glance over at her, trying to figure it out. I don’t know what went down between them, but whatever it was, it’s messed with her. She’s quieter, more closed off. It’s like she’s retreating into herself again, and I don’t have a clue how to bring her back. I don’t know if I can.

Next to me, Brian’s trying to play it cool, stealing glances at her like he’s being subtle. He’s not. I don’t say anything, though. We all know he’s into her. Maybe that’s his way of checking in on her, but it’s not doing much good.

Mae’s tense, her shoulders stiff, and she flinches at every little sound. I’m used to her being on edge, but this is worse. Whatever happened, it’s got her rattled.

We all keep walking together, like we always do, heading for class. I keep thinking I should say something, try to get her to open up, but I don’t. Now’s not the time. I don’t even know where to start. So, I just stick by her side, hoping that maybe, somehow, she’ll come around. 

––––––––
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Mae’s POV

––––––––
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The library was quiet, but not the peaceful kind of quiet. It was the kind that made every sound—every turn of a page, every shift in a seat—seem louder than it should be. Our books were scattered across the table, making it look like we were deep into studying, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

We weren’t here to study.

I glanced around at the guys, their eyes darting between the scattered textbooks and their phones, trying to look casual. Cody was tapping his pencil against his notebook, a rhythm he always fell into when he was nervous, but I doubted anyone else noticed. Brian was hunched over, scribbling something random in his book, but I knew he wasn’t paying attention to it. Chase kept his eyes on the screen in front of him, pretending to read, but I could see the tension in his jaw. Steve leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, like he had nothing to worry about, but even he was quieter than usual.

None of us were really here for the library.

We were here for Jordan.

The thought of him made my stomach twist. Sure, he was locked up now, but something told me it wouldn’t stay that way for long. It was just a gut feeling, but it was enough to keep me on edge. I tried to focus on the textbook in front of me, but all I could think about was what we were really here to do.

Good thing Steve had snuck into the prison yesterday and bugged the place. Risky, yeah, but Steve always managed to pull off the crazy stuff. Now, we were monitoring him, keeping tabs in case anything changed. So far, nothing major, just the usual prison noise. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that things would change soon.

I glanced up at Cody. He caught my eye and raised an eyebrow. We didn’t need words to communicate; we’d all been on edge for days now. Free period was almost over, and after this, we had chemistry.

It felt surreal—this whole double life we were living. On the outside, we were just a group of students hanging out in the library during our free period. But underneath that, we were in full surveillance mode, waiting for any sign of Jordan making a move. I just hoped we’d be ready when it came.

Chase shifted in his seat next to me, breaking the silence. “Anything?” he whispered.

“Not yet,” Steve muttered, his eyes flicking to his phone for the thousandth time.

I exhaled softly and stared down at the open book in front of me. We were buying time, but how much did we really have?

The bell rang, pulling us from our fake study session, and we all started gathering our stuff, heading out toward chemistry. It was supposed to be just another ordinary transition between classes, but deep down, I knew better. We were on borrowed time, and it felt like the clock had just sped up.

We had barely made it halfway down the hall when Steve suddenly stopped in his tracks. His face paled as he stared at his phone, then he muttered, "I lost the signal."

My stomach dropped, and it wasn’t the slow, creeping kind of fear. No, this was that heart-plunging, gut-wrenching feeling, like one of those moments on a theme park ride when you plummet, and there’s nothing you can do but hold on and hope it stops soon.

I wasn’t ready for this, even though I knew, deep down, that it was bound to happen. We had all been prepared for the possibility that Jordan wouldn’t stay locked up forever, but hearing those words, “I lost the signal,” made it too real. We had to get to the holding facility. Now. But we couldn’t just walk out of school, especially not in the middle of the day.

I glanced at Cody, my heart racing, and gave him a nudge. He didn’t even hesitate. In one swift move, he scooped me up into his arms, and that was my cue.

Time to put on a show.

I let my body go limp, head lolling back as I pretended to faint. My eyes fluttered closed as I heard the rush of footsteps around me. Steve and Chase immediately sprang into action, their voices full of panic. It was almost comical how over-the-top they were being, but that was exactly the point.

“Help! Help! She fainted!” Chase yelled, his voice loud and frantic.

The gym teacher was just down the hall, and as soon as he saw Cody holding me, looking like a worried mess, he came running over.

“What happened?” the teacher asked, eyes wide, clearly caught off guard by the chaos.

“She’s been feeling dizzy all morning,” Cody said, his voice dripping with concern. “We need to get her out of here. Maybe take her to the nurse or even the hospital.”

The teacher hesitated for a moment, looking unsure, but the panic on everyone’s faces must have convinced him. He gave a quick nod and waved us on. “Go, go. Just get her checked out.”

Steve shot me a quick look—barely noticeable—but it was enough. It worked.

We rushed out of the building, and as soon as we hit the parking lot, I straightened up in Cody’s arms, no longer the damsel in distress. Steve was already unlocking the van, and we piled in, no time to waste.

Steve jumped into the driver’s seat, his hands shaking slightly as he started the engine. Cody and I slid into the back, the weight of what we were about to do hanging over us like a cloud.

I glanced out the window as we sped off, leaving the school behind. The signal was gone, Jordan was out, and now it was up to us. 

The van sped down the road, and I could feel every bump and swerve as we raced toward the holding facility. Cody had taken over the driving, his usual calm demeanour replaced by a steely focus as his knuckles whitened around the steering wheel. In the passenger seat, Steve was glued to his laptop, typing furiously, his face illuminated by the soft glow of the screen. His fingers flew over the keys as he tried to make sense of the situation. He didn’t look up once, not even when Cody asked him something about traffic.

For ten long, tense minutes, all we heard was the hum of the engine and the rapid clicks of Steve’s keyboard. I kept glancing over at him, hoping for any sign that things weren’t as bad as they felt. But when he finally looked up, his face told me everything I needed to know.

The worry lines on his forehead had deepened, his eyes darker with something more than just frustration. It was fear. I could feel my own heart start to race.

"What is it?" I asked, not sure I even wanted to know.

Steve let out a slow, frustrated breath. "The signal’s back... but Jordan’s gone."

Gone. The word hit me like a punch to the gut. I blinked, trying to wrap my head around it. "Gone?" I echoed, the panic rising in my throat. "What do you mean gone?"

Steve’s jaw clenched, and he rubbed the back of his neck, something he always did when he was stressed. "There’s a dummy in his place. Whoever helped him out swapped him for a decoy, and they covered their tracks well."

I couldn’t believe it. Jordan had escaped. He’d actually escaped. My stomach twisted, and it felt like the world tilted sideways for a second. Jordan wasn’t just some petty criminal. He was dangerous. And now, he was out there, doing who-knows-what.

We pulled into the parking lot of the holding facility. Brian was the first to open the door, and the moment the van stopped, we all jumped out, running for the entrance. My legs felt shaky, like they couldn’t move fast enough, but I pushed through it, adrenaline driving me forward. We had to find something. Anything.

Inside, the facility was a mess of officers and guards scrambling around, trying to figure out how it all went so wrong. But we didn’t have time to wait for them. We were looking for clues, anything that could tell us how Jordan managed to pull this off and who helped him.

"Check the footage," I said, trying to keep the rising panic out of my voice. I couldn’t let myself break down, not now.

Steve was already one step ahead of me. He plugged into the system, pulling up the security camera feeds from every angle. The screens flashed as he flipped through footage from earlier that day, his fingers working just as fast as they had been in the van.

But as the minutes ticked by, his frustration grew. Whoever had orchestrated this, they were good. Really good. Every camera had blind spots, times where the footage was conveniently missing or looped.

"They covered their tracks," Steve muttered, slamming his fist against the desk in front of him. "It’s like they knew exactly where the cameras were. This wasn’t just some amateur job."

I leaned against the wall, my head spinning. Jordan was out there. He had help. And we had no idea what he was planning next. 
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"The world is in danger," I whispered, the weight of it all crashing down on me. "Who knows what he’s up to now?"

We needed to figure out his next move. Fast. Because if Jordan was out there, then no one—nothing—was safe.

I sat in the living room, my eyes fixed on the boys as they roughhoused, their laughter filling the space. Chase and Brian were wrestling on the floor, Cody was throwing a cushion at Steve, and Jerry was egging them all on. To anyone else, it would’ve looked like just another normal day, just a group of friends blowing off steam. But my mind was far from this room.

Jordan’s escape. The appearance of Max out of nowhere. The sudden, unexplained disappearance of my parents. It all felt too connected, too deliberate to be random. And if they were connected... there was only one person responsible. My stomach tightened at the thought, and I felt a familiar wave of dread wash over me. I couldn’t let the others find out. Not about him. Not about the truth.

I tried to push the thoughts away, but they clung to me like a second skin. Jordan was dangerous, yes, but if he was involved—if the man I was thinking of was behind all of this—it meant we were dealing with something far bigger than any of us could handle. I couldn’t let them discover my secret. It would break everything. I would lose everything.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

Jerry’s voice cut through my haze, bringing me back to the present. I blinked a few times, realizing the room had fallen quiet, and all eyes were on me. The lump in my throat grew as I became acutely aware of the tears rolling down my cheeks. I hadn’t even realized I was crying.

“Mae, everything okay?” Chase asked, his voice gentle, his concern written all over his face.

I forced a smile, quickly wiping my cheeks, trying to come up with an excuse that would make sense. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just... tired, I guess.”

Chase raised an eyebrow, not quite buying it, but before he could press me any further, Steve’s voice chimed in. “Right... because most people who are fine just zone out and start crying randomly.”

His sarcasm grated on my already frayed nerves, but before I could respond, I heard a loud yelp from Steve. Brian had elbowed him in the ribs, glaring at him.

“So insensitive,” Cody muttered from where he sat, shaking his head at Steve before standing up and making his way to the kitchen.

I managed to smile a little at that. The boys were always like this—Steve, the mouthy one who never knew when to shut up, and Brian, always quick to put him in his place. Cody was the calm in the middle of the storm, always knowing when to walk away before things got too heated.

But despite their antics, the heaviness in my chest didn’t fade. They couldn’t know what I was thinking about. Not now. Maybe not ever.

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself, trying to push the dark thoughts back into the corners of my mind where they belonged. I just had to keep it together. If I slipped up... if they found out the truth about him... about the connection to my parents’ disappearance... I didn’t even want to think about what would happen next.

“You sure you’re okay?” Jerry asked again, his voice softer now, his eyes searching mine.

I nodded quickly, plastering on another fake smile. “Yeah, really. Just exhausted. Everything’s been... a lot lately.”

That much was true, at least. The weight of everything we were dealing with, Jordan’s escape, the constant uncertainty of what would happen next—it was all wearing on me. But there was more, so much more I couldn’t tell them.

“Okay,” Jerry said, though I could tell he didn’t fully believe me. “But if you need to talk... you know we’re here, right?”

I nodded again, my heart aching at the sincerity in his voice. They cared, more than I probably deserved. And that’s what made it so much harder. I couldn’t drag them into this. Not into his world. Not into the mess that I had been hiding for so long.

I just had to keep my secret safe a little longer. Keep them safe from the truth. At least until I figured out how to stop him.

Brian’s POV 

She’s lying. I know she is.

Mae thinks she’s good at hiding things, but she’s not fooling me. She hasn’t been fine for weeks, maybe even months. Every time I catch her zoning out, her face tight with worry or lost in some dark thought, she brushes it off with a tired smile and claims it’s nothing. “Just tired,” she says. “Everything’s fine.” But I know better. It’s never just tired, and nothing about her behaviour screams “fine.” She’s been distant—more than usual. Zoning out, losing track of conversations, slipping away to God knows where in her head. And it’s been getting worse since Max showed up.

I glance at her now, sitting on the couch, wiping her tears away with the back of her hand, pretending like we didn’t all just see her break down for a moment. She’s been doing everything in her power to avoid Max ever since he joined the team, and I don’t buy that it’s a coincidence. Every time he walks into the room, she tenses up, like she’s bracing for something. She won’t look him in the eye. Won’t even stay in the same room as him for too long if she can help it.

Max has been nothing but decent, trying to fit in with us, even if some of the others—especially Steve—have given him a hard time. But with Mae, there’s something deeper going on. And it’s driving me crazy because I don’t know what it is. Maybe it’s something to do with Jordan’s escape. Maybe it’s something else. Whatever it is, I can’t help but think she’s keeping secrets from all of us. Especially from me.

And then there’s that damn letter. I found it in the mail earlier today, wedged between bills and flyers. A letter from Danny.

I thought they broke up. Mae never talks about him anymore, at least not like she used to. She never mentioned they were still in contact, and from what she told me after their breakup, I thought they were done for good. It had sounded final. But there it was, in black and white—Danny’s handwriting, the same stupid slanted letters he always used. I didn’t open it, though every instinct screamed at me to tear it open and read every word. But I couldn’t. It wasn’t my place, even if it felt like I deserved to know.

I want to be mad at her for keeping things from me. I want to be furious that she’s hiding her pain, that she doesn’t trust me enough to let me in. But I can’t. I can’t because I know why. And that’s the part that eats at me, that twists my insides into knots. I know why she’s pushing me—and everyone else—away. It’s not just the situation with Jordan, or Max, or even her parents. It’s bigger than that.

It’s because of me.

I wish I could say I’ve got it all together, that I’ve been handling everything like I should. But I haven’t. Mae and I have been friends for months, and somewhere along the line, things changed for me. I started seeing her differently. I can’t even pinpoint when it happened—maybe it was the way she lights up when she talks about something she loves, or the way she handles herself with such quiet strength when everything around her is falling apart. She’s brilliant, and she doesn’t even know it. I fell for her, hard. And I didn’t mean to, didn’t plan on it, but it’s there, always sitting at the back of my mind, this ever-present reminder that I’m in love with my best friend.

And it kills me because she has no clue.

I’ve tried to hide it, to play it off like it’s nothing, to keep our friendship as steady as it’s always been. But it’s getting harder. Every time I see her struggling, every time I catch her lying about being “fine,” it hits me that she doesn’t trust me enough to let me help her. And why would she? I’ve never told her how I feel. I’ve never given her any reason to think I could be more than just Brian, the guy who stands in the background, who never says what he really wants to say.

And now, with Danny back in the picture—even if it’s just through a letter—I feel like I’m being left in the dust. Mae’s slipping away, and I can’t reach her. I should be mad, I should be furious, but instead, I’m angry with myself. Angry that I didn’t tell her sooner, that I’ve let things get to this point, that I’m so damn afraid of ruining what we have that I can’t bring myself to do anything about it.

I run a hand through my hair, watching her from across the room as Cody comes back with a glass of water, handing it to her with a concerned look. She takes it, smiling at him gratefully, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. That’s the thing with Mae—her smiles never reach her eyes when she’s pretending.

She’ll say she’s tired, she’ll say everything’s fine, but I know it’s not. And the worst part is, I don’t know how to fix it. I don’t know how to break through whatever wall she’s put up between us. All I know is that I can’t keep watching her suffer in silence, can’t keep pretending like I’m okay with the distance growing between us.

But I don’t know how to close that gap, and it’s tearing me apart.

She’s lying. And I’m lying too. 
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I needed space.

Everything was starting to close in on me—the secrets, the lies, Mae pulling away, and the mess we were all tangled up in with Jordan and now Max. The walls of our place felt suffocating, like I couldn’t breathe, so I decided to get out for a bit. Clear my head. The park wasn’t far, and it had always been my go-to spot when I needed to think. Something about the quiet, the way the wind moved through the trees, and the ripples on the pond—it calmed me down.

I wandered along the familiar path, kicking at the loose stones underfoot as I thought about Mae. About how she wasn’t fine, how I knew something deeper was going on but couldn’t get her to open up. I had so much to say, so much I wanted to say, but I didn’t know how. Every time I thought I was ready to just come out with it, something held me back. Fear. Fear of losing her. Fear of ruining everything.

As I approached the pond, I spotted a figure sitting just off the path, half-hidden by the trees. It took me a second to realize who it was. Mae.

My heart clenched in my chest at the sight of her. She was sitting on one of the large stones near the water, her knees pulled up to her chest, staring out at the pond like she was lost in thought. There was something about the way she was sitting, something fragile in her posture, that made me want to go to her. To ask her what was going on. To be the friend she needed, the friend I wanted to be for her.

But I didn’t.

I stood there, hidden by the trees, watching her. She looked so small, so distant. It was like she was in her own world, and I wasn’t sure I was allowed into it anymore. My feet felt heavy, like they were stuck in place, and no matter how much I wanted to go to her, I held back. I wasn’t sure what I would even say if I did.

After what felt like forever, I turned away and headed down the path, my heart sinking with every step I took. I felt like a coward, like I was running away from the very thing I was trying to fix. But I couldn’t face her. Not yet.

I kept walking until I reached the small ice cream shop just off the edge of the park. The place was quiet, a few people sitting around with cones and cups, chatting or just enjoying the cool breeze. I slid into one of the booths by the window and ordered an ice cream, something simple, just to distract myself.

When the server brought it out, a small scoop of vanilla with chocolate syrup, I stared at it like it was supposed to solve my problems. Like somehow, this ice cream was going to make everything better. It didn’t, of course.

Just as I picked up my spoon, I heard the bell above the door jingle, and in walked Steve. Of course, it had to be Steve.

He spotted me right away, his eyes lighting up with that annoying grin he always wore when he was about to stir up trouble. I didn’t have the energy to deal with him right now, but there was no avoiding it. He made a beeline for my booth, sliding in across from me like he owned the place.

“Hey, man. What’s up?” Steve asked, leaning back in the seat, his eyes glancing down at my untouched ice cream. “Vanilla? Come on, Brian, live a little. Get some sprinkles or something.”

I sighed, not in the mood for his usual antics. “Not in the mood, Steve.”

He raised an eyebrow, leaning forward a bit. “Not in the mood? Wow, must be serious. What’s going on? You’ve been off all day.”

I knew where this was going, and I didn’t want to talk about it. I kept my eyes on the ice cream, mumbling, “Nothing. Just... stuff.”

Steve wasn’t the type to let things go, though. “Oh, I get it. Stuff means Mae, right? You’ve been pretty wound up about her lately.”

I clenched my jaw, feeling the heat rise in my chest. I didn’t want to have this conversation, not with Steve. Not now. “I said I’m not in the mood.”

But Steve, being Steve, wasn’t about to drop it. He grinned, leaning back in his seat again, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Yeah, sure. You’re too busy thinking about Mae, huh? What, you think she’s going to give you a kiss or something? I bet you’re just waiting for the right moment. You’ll probably—”

“Shut up, Steve.” The words came out harsher than I intended, but I didn’t care. I was seething. He had no idea what he was talking about, no clue how much this was eating me alive.

Steve blinked, but he didn’t back down. He leaned forward again, that stupid grin still on his face. “Come on, Brian. It’s obvious you’ve got a thing for her. Why don’t you just—”

“I said, shut up.” I slammed my spoon down on the table, the sound echoing through the small shop. A few people glanced over, but I ignored them. My fists clenched, knuckles turning white as I glared at him. “You don’t know anything about it, Steve. So just... leave it.”

But of course, Steve didn’t know when to quit. “Relax, man. I’m just messing with you. I’m sure you’ll get your kiss eventually.”

That was it. That was the breaking point.

I stood up so fast the chair scraped against the floor, my heart pounding in my chest, fury bubbling up inside me. I was so sick of his jokes, his constant need to push my buttons. I didn’t want to hear his teasing. I didn’t want to hear him say Mae’s name like it was some kind of game.

“Get out,” I snarled, my voice low and dangerous. “Just... go. I don’t need this right now.”

For a moment, Steve looked genuinely taken aback. His grin faltered, and for the first time, I saw something like regret in his eyes. He opened his mouth to say something, probably another dumb joke to defuse the situation, but I wasn’t having it.

“Go,” I said again, my voice trembling with barely restrained anger.

He finally stood, raising his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright. I’ll leave you alone. Jeez, no need to get all worked up.”

He turned and walked out of the shop, the bell jingling as the door closed behind him. I sank back into my seat, feeling the tension slowly drain from my body, but the anger didn’t fade completely. It stayed, simmering just beneath the surface.

I didn’t touch the ice cream. I just sat there, staring at it, wishing things could be different. Wishing I could go back to that moment by the pond and just talk to Mae. Wishing I wasn’t too much of a coward to tell her how I felt.

But I couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
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I sat there, staring at the melting ice cream in front of me, my fists still clenched on the table. The anger Steve stirred up hadn’t left me, not completely. I was still fuming, not just at him, but at myself. Mostly at myself.

Why did I keep letting this happen? Why couldn’t I just say what I needed to say to Mae? Every day, I was getting more tangled up in my own silence, letting my feelings sit there, festering, while everything else—Jordan, Max, her parents—kept piling up on top of it. It was like watching someone drown and doing nothing, and I hated it. Hated myself for it.

I pushed the bowl of ice cream away, the chocolate syrup starting to pool around the edges as it melted. I couldn’t sit here any longer. I needed to move. Clear my head. Figure out what the hell I was going to do.

The bell above the door jingled again as I left the shop, stepping back out into the cool air. The sun was setting now, casting long shadows across the park, and a part of me wondered if Mae was still there by the pond. I knew I couldn’t go back to her right now—not after the way I just blew up at Steve. I needed to cool down first, get my head straight.

But where could I even go?

My feet carried me down the sidewalk without me really thinking about it, leading me deeper into town. It wasn’t long before I found myself walking past the old playground, we used to hang out at a few months ago. Back when things were simpler, before everything got so damn complicated.

I stopped for a second, staring at the rusty swings, the chipped paint on the monkey bars. It felt like a lifetime ago, but I could still picture Mae and me, running around like we didn’t have a care in the world. That was before Jordan, before the danger and the secrets. Before I fell for her.

I let out a long breath and kept walking. The park, the pond, even the playground—they were all filled with memories I wasn’t ready to face right now.

As I walked, I found myself heading toward the outskirts of town, where the streets were quieter, and there were fewer people. I didn’t have a destination in mind, just a need to keep moving. My thoughts were racing, and no matter how much I tried to shove them down, they kept creeping back in.

Why couldn’t I just tell her?

I knew why. Because if I told Mae how I felt, it would change everything. And maybe that was what scared me the most. Losing her. Losing our friendship. It had been my anchor for so long, and without it, I wasn’t sure who I’d be.

I didn’t realize where I was headed until I saw the sign for the old abandoned lot by the train tracks. It was a place we all used to avoid as kids—rumoured to be haunted or cursed or whatever. But now, standing in front of it, it was just another reminder of how much things had changed.

I sat down on one of the old benches, staring out at the empty lot. The silence was deafening, but at least here, I didn’t have to pretend. There was no one to impress, no one to hide from. Just me, alone with my thoughts.

The sky had darkened into a deep shade of purple, and the first stars were beginning to peek through when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen, half-expecting it to be Steve, ready to apologize or joke his way out of our argument. But it wasn’t.

It was Mae.

My heart jumped in my chest, and for a second, I didn’t know if I should answer it. Part of me was still mad at myself for not going to her earlier, for letting things fester. But another part of me—a much bigger part—needed to hear her voice.

I swiped to answer. “Hey.”

There was a pause on the other end, and for a moment, I thought maybe she’d hung up. But then she spoke, her voice quiet, almost hesitant. “Brian... where are you?”

“I’m... I’m just out. Needed to clear my head.”

Another pause. I could hear her breathing, and it sounded shaky, like she’d been crying again. My chest tightened.

“Can I come meet you?” she asked softly.

I swallowed hard. This was it. This was the moment I’d been running from, the moment when I’d have to stop pretending that everything was fine.

“Yeah,” I said, my voice a little rougher than I meant it to be. “I’m at the old lot by the train tracks.”

“I’ll be there soon,” she said, and the line went dead.

I stared at the phone for a long moment before shoving it back into my pocket. My mind was racing, my heart thudding in my chest. What was I going to say to her? What if she asked me what was wrong? What if she finally decided to tell me what was really going on with her?

I didn’t have long to think about it. Fifteen minutes later, I saw her walking down the street toward me, her silhouette barely visible in the dim light. She looked small, bundled up in her jacket, her arms wrapped around herself as if she was trying to keep the world out.

As she got closer, I stood up from the bench, unsure of what to do with my hands. Should I hug her? Should I just wait for her to say something? My mind was a mess, and I hated how unsure I felt around her now. Things used to be easy between us, but now... now everything felt complicated.

Mae stopped a few feet away from me, her eyes searching mine in the darkness. For a moment, neither of us said anything. The silence stretched out, heavy and thick, until finally, she broke it.

“Why didn’t you come to me earlier?” she asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

I swallowed hard; my throat suddenly dry. “I... I didn’t know if you wanted me to.”

Her brow furrowed, and she looked at me like she was trying to figure me out. “Brian, you’re my
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CHAPTER4

Mae’s POV
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Brian’s POV  
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CHAPTER7 

Jerry’s POV  
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