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​CHAPTER 1:
Swimming in dangerous waters
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Sixteen-year-old Ambrosia Wilson could hardly believe her luck. She’d been chosen as a last-minute replacement for the Te Arawa College swimming team at the interschool championships. She hadn’t even been at school for the swimming sports a few weeks earlier, but her PE teacher had been so impressed with her talent that she insisted Ambrosia be given a shot.

‘If you’d been here, you would’ve qualified for sure,’ she’d said. 

Now, Ambrosia not only got to compete, but she’d be spending the day alongside the school’s top athletes. One of them in particular had her heart fluttering. The head boy, Rex Cassidy.

A bad boy. But a bad boy in a good way. 

He was tall, athletic and drop-dead gorgeous with deep blue eyes, a magnetic smile and charismatic personality. He was one year older than her... only one... but she had been fortunate to get to know him a little during her first week at school. Even better, he had kissed her. She still remembered how amazing it had been. She often closed her eyes, imagining he was doing it to her again. The way his lips melded with hers and the way he caressed the side of her face. 

It had only happened once. During a lunchtime tutoring session she’d been made to attend but it had been enough to make her dizzy for days. That was over a week ago now, and since Mr Harris, the relieving principal, had cancelled the extra tutoring sessions, Ambrosia hadn’t seen much of Rex at all.

As much as Ambrosia was pleased not to have to undergo those sessions, it disappointed her she no longer got to have Rex tutoring her. That kiss had been the first and it was most likely the last.  It seemed Rex had better things to do than hang out with year-twelvers voluntarily, especially considering there were so many way more beautiful girls than her in year-thirteen. Including the most beautiful of them all...Vanessa Danté. 

On the bus to Inglewood High, the venue for the interschool meet, Ambrosia sat halfway down the aisle, surrounded by chattering teammates. At the back, Rex lounged with a group of senior girls and a few of the guys. Every time she glanced over her shoulder, he seemed to have a different girl sitting on his lap. It amazed her how he got away with it, especially when he already had a girlfriend. Then again, if Vanessa hadn’t been so famously liberal and ‘sharing’, Rex never would’ve kissed her that time.

Vanessa wasn’t on the trip. She hadn’t qualified. Rex’s half-sister, Skylar, was. The blonde beauty sat near the back, laughing with two other seniors. When their eyes met, Skylar smiled warmly. Ambrosia had only spoken to her once or twice, but she seemed nice enough.

On arrival at Inglewood High bus stop, the deputy principal of TAC and teacher in charge of the expedition, Mr Reaper, rose from the front. He wore his usual hard expression, his dark, crooked eyebrows and bushy beard giving him that extra edge of menace.

‘Alright, listen up!’ he barked. ‘Before anyone gets off this bus, I need to make a few things clear.’

He strode down the aisle, his heavy footsteps commanding attention. ‘Everyone is to remain within the school grounds, specifically the swimming pool area and the space around it. If you need to leave for any reason, you see either a teacher or one of the parent helpers. Got it?’ He reached the back of the bus. ‘NO exceptions!’ 

He swung around and returned the way he had come, walking slowly. ‘You will all remember to conduct yourself in a manner befitting our school. Good sportsmanship is a must. I do not want to see any squabbling or fighting especially not with athletes from other schools. Respect the teachers and parent helpers, obey the rules and follow any instructions given by them.’

He reached the front of the bus and spun around once again. ‘And I can’t believe I have to state this rule... Oh, for hell’s sake, this rule I only need to direct towards Rex Cassidy. There will be NO pairing off. No sneaking away with lady friends into the trees or changing rooms or any other such place. You hear me, Rex?’

Ambrosia turned to see the smiling face of Rex at the back. 

‘So, I take it lady strangers are okay then?’ Rex said.

‘No ladies...no females at all! Even if I see you so much as holding hands with one, I’ll be taking you out of the event. You will not be competing. I mean it, Rex! You’ve gotten away with it in previous years’ events... the swimming sports, athletics, rugby, cross-country... Not this time. I mean it. Remember you’re the head boy, so this time around YOU especially need to set an example, especially to the juniors. And I don’t care whether you have Vanessa Danté’s blessing or even if she’s insisted you fool around, I’m not having it.’

‘Vanessa won’t be happy,’ Rex said, with the smile still on his face. 

‘I don’t bloody care, sunshine. Besides, you’re booked in for quite a number of races. You won’t have time.’

‘There’s always time for fooling around.’

The Reaper scowled. ‘Not this time there isn’t. Don’t push me, Rex!’

Rex saluted. ‘Relax, Mr R. I won’t let the school down.’

Mr Reaper gave him a dirty look. 

Ambrosia couldn’t help but chuckle. The DP deserved everything Rex gave him, especially seeing as he’d been trying every dirty trick in the book to have Rex ousted as head boy. 

They filed off the bus. Other schools’ buses had already arrived and there were people everywhere. It was a great day. The sun shone brightly and the chirping of birds came from the trees, with only a light breeze disturbing their leaves. Perfect swimming weather, even though summer was drawing to an end. 

Before long, the Te Arawa College team had claimed their section of the stands by the pool, their flag fluttering proudly. The air smelt of chlorine and the chatter and laughter around them built in anticipation.

Skylar slid onto the bench beside Ambrosia. ‘Mind if I sit with you?’

‘Not at all.’

Her big blue eyes sparkled and her flawless skin glowed in the sun. ‘My friends are hovering around my brother as usual.’

‘That must kind of suck.’

‘I’m getting used to it.’

Ambrosia glanced down at where Rex sat shirtless in the front row. His chest caught the sun, every muscle sculpted like he’d been carved out of marble.

A couple of girls from another school came to a halt in front of him. 

‘Hi, Rex, right?’ one said.

‘Yeah, that’s me,’ Rex said in a cheerful tone.

‘I remember you from last year,’ said one. ‘You were fricking amazing.’

‘Thanks!’

The two delivered him seductive smiles and then moved on.

Skylar chuckled. ‘A regular celebrity, isn’t he? Even girls from other schools know who he is, even though he doesn’t know them. And he doesn’t even do that well in the interschool swimming events. Not like he does with athletics.’

Ambrosia continued to gaze down at him. ‘I guess they like him for other reasons.’

Skylar gave her a teasing look. ‘You’re as smitten as the rest, aren’t you?’

Ambrosia turned away with a smile. She didn’t know what to say. 

Another girl stepped up to greet Rex. ‘Hi, Rex! Remember me?’

Rex stroked his chin. ‘Vaguely.’

‘I’m Joanna. Met you at the interschool cross country last year.’

‘Yes, of course. Good to see you again, Joanna.’

She beamed. ‘Good to see you too!’

Girls kept coming and going, all stopping to greet him. Some he knew by name, others he clearly didn’t—but they all knew him. 

Skylar twisted the cap off her water bottle. ‘You still going to church?’

Ambrosia nodded. ‘Yeah. Only because I have to. My parents make me.’

‘I kind of thought you were into it.’

‘I was.’ She swallowed a mouthful of water from her own bottle. She’d have to fill it up again soon because they had no shade from the sun. It was a good thing she had her sunhat and sunglasses. 

‘Was?’ asked Skylar, adjusting her shades. 

‘Yeah.’ She lowered her voice so as not to be heard. It was quite easy because there was so much loud chatter going on. ‘But now I don’t think I believe anymore.’ She flinched as she said it. She hated to admit it and had trouble accepting it. 

‘Wow. Must be hard.’

Ambrosia turned the bottle in her hands. ‘It is. I don’t want to disbelieve, but it’s hard not to. Especially when so many things you believed are shown to be wrong.’

Skylar smiled wryly. ‘Why don’t you do what some Christians do? Block off the voices and convince yourself it’s true?’

Ambrosia gave a faint, helpless laugh. ‘Some people might be able to do that, but I can’t. If it was as simple as just choosing to believe, I would because I want to. I really really want to, but I can’t because my mind isn’t wired that way.’ 

Skylar nodded thoughtfully. ‘Ahh, a logical and critical mind. Faith is hard for that type.’

‘Tell me about it.’ Ambrosia sighed. It was the toughest thing she’d had to deal with so far in her life. She had been so strong in faith until recently. ‘I wish I’d figured out all this stuff ages ago.’

‘Don’t blame yourself,’ said Skylar, rubbing sunscreen onto her arms. ‘Your parents are Christians, right? You were raised in it. They taught you what they thought was true, never giving you other options, because they honestly believed there weren’t any. They did what any religious parent does and that’s pass on their beliefs because they think that’s what God wants.’

Ambrosia couldn’t believe how wise Skylar was and found it comfortable talking to her. ‘I guess. It’s just so hard to let go of it all, even though I know it’s probably not true. I really wanna believe there’s a Heaven and that God’s in control and has a plan for my life. And what if it’s all true after all? I’d end up going to Hell for not believing.’

Skylar capped the sunscreen. ‘And that’s the hook, isn’t it? The fear. The threat of Hell keeps people in, even when they’ve stopped believing. Hell is fictional and it was created by a warped mind to control people. And who’s to say your god is the right one? By following your god, you could be riling up the real god.’

Ambrosia swallowed some more water and returned her bottle to her bag to keep it out of the sun. ‘I know what my parents would say. They’d insist their god is the real one and all others are false. Maybe even demons.’

Skylar gave a dry laugh. ‘So does every religion. That’s the thing.’ She looked at Ambrosia thoughtfully. ‘Do your parents know you’ve stopped believing?’

Ambrosia lowered her head. The fact was, they had no idea and she didn’t know how she was going to tell them. Even her twin brother, Theo, did not know about her crisis of faith. She worried about how they would react if she told them. ‘I... I don’t know if I can tell them. I haven’t even told my brother.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to tell them than to go along with a charade?’

‘I guess. But what if they get angry?’

‘Then they will be in the wrong. They have no right to be angry about something like that. They can’t make you believe something you no longer believe.’

Ambrosia knew she was right, but that didn’t make the choice any easier. Should she say something or stay silent? Keep the peace or come clean? She was caught between honesty and fear. ‘You know, I—’

‘Attention all competitors...!’ The announcement over the loudspeaker cut her off. The surrounding chatter hushed to a restless quiet as the announcer began listing rules and the first events. 

Skylar stood, slipping her sunscreen back into her bag. ‘That’s me up,’ she said with a smile before heading off.

A boy on the other side of her turned his head. ‘You’re Theo’s sister, right?’

‘Yeah.’

She recognised him. He was Colin Hewes, the karate champion at her brother’s club. He was an athletic guy, and ruggedly handsome, at least in her mind, even though he had quite thick eyebrows and slightly large ears. He had short, scruffy brown hair and friendly brown eyes. A year-thirteener, like Skylar and Rex. 

Colin adjusted his All-Blacks cap. ‘He’s new at the karate club, right?’

‘Yep. He’s only been going there for a couple of weeks.’

‘I’ve seen him spar. Not too bad, I guess.’

She grinned. ‘He thinks he’s Chuck Norris.’

Colin laughed. ‘He wishes.’

‘Yeah, well that’s more accurate.’ She giggled. She examined him some more. He seemed cool and she liked the fact that he was the top guy at the karate club. What was he like as a person, though? A lot of the guys at the club were conceited jerks. ‘I’ve heard you don’t hang out with the karate guys.’

Colin hesitated, then shrugged. ‘Most of those guys irritate the hell out of me. They’re a bunch of Turkish turkeys who think they’re big shots. I go there to train, not to listen to idiots brag.’ He cast her a cheeky grin. ‘I get pleasure out of kicking and chopping the daylights out of them and then I go home. I wouldn’t go there if I didn’t wanna keep up the practice and stay fit. Much more fun than running or weight training.’

Ambrosia liked the way Colin thought. If he’d been anything like the other guys at the club, she wouldn’t have found him half as interesting.

‘You probably wouldn’t get on with my brother then.’

‘Probably not.’ Colin chuckled. ‘I hear he tried to take on Rex Cassidy the other weekend in town. He must have been on a death wish.’

Ambrosia smiled. ‘That’s what one of his mates said. Theo was ignorant, that’s all. His karate buddies backed down right away as soon as they realised it was Rex they were going to be taking on.’

‘Just as well they did.’

She gazed back down at Rex. ‘Is he really that good? Rex, I mean?’

Colin nodded. ‘Yeah, for sure. He did some pretty serious martial arts training in London when he was about twelve or thirteen. Trained under some Chinese sensei — the real deal. Not the watered-down stuff you get in professional dojos. Not Miyagi-do stuff either. Nor even Cobra Kai for that matter.’

Ambrosia remembered hearing from one of the karate boys that Colin and a mate had once taken on Rex and lost. She still found that hard to imagine. ‘Someone told me you once tried to take him on too.’ 

Colin’s face flushed slightly. ‘Yeah. Me and my mate Jo.’

‘Two of you? And you still couldn’t take him down?’ She winced as soon as she said it, worried she’d embarrassed him.

Colin adjusted his cap. ‘Like I said, he has skills. Serious skills. Stuff that’s illegal to teach in karate classes.’ He turned his eyes to the pool as swimmers prepared to race. 

Ambrosia had to do some damage control. She didn’t want him to lose interest. ‘I bet you’re still one of the most formidable guys in Te Arawa. I bet no one messes with you.’

Colin turned his eyes back to her and smiled. ‘I guess maybe I am. I don’t know. There are some tough guys in year-thirteen. Guys like Ginge and Wal... But I reckon I can take them both.’ He chuckled. 

The starter gun cracked and the first heat of the Senior Girls’ 400-metre freestyle began. Skylar was up. 

They paused to watch, their conversation hanging in the warm air between them. When the race ended, with Skylar coming in at a respectable fourth position, they picked up where they’d left off.

The more Ambrosia talked to Colin, the more she liked him. He wasn’t arrogant like some of the other senior guys, just grounded and funny. When lunchtime came, they sat together on a bench outside a classroom, unwrapping sandwiches and chatting easily.

After a few minutes, Skylar appeared. ‘Hey, Ambrosia. Rex wants to see you.’

Ambrosia’s heart skipped. ‘Me? Really?’

‘Alone.’ She nodded towards one of the nearby blocks. ‘He’s just around the corner.’

Ambrosia reeled. ‘Alone?’ 

‘Yeah. If I were you, I’d take the opportunity. Who knows how long it’ll be before some other girl claims him.’

Ambrosia turned her eyes to Colin, who quickly lowered his gaze to the ground. She thought there was disappointment in his eyes. He’d probably enjoyed chatting with her as much as she had with him, but there was no way she was going to turn down an opportunity to get one-on-one time with Rex. 

‘Okay... I’ll go.’ She smiled faintly. ‘See you later, Colin?’

‘Yeah...’ Colin said in a neutral tone of voice. ‘See you.’

Feeling a pang of guilt, Ambrosia left him and hurried around the side of the building. Her pulse raced when she found Rex leaning casually against the wall, waiting.

‘Hi,’ Rex said, his deep-blue eyes twinkling. ‘Glad we could talk.’

Ambrosia’s nerves fluttered. The fact he wanted to see her when there were so many other girls around made her feel lightheaded. ‘Hi,’ she managed.

‘Wanted to see you for a bit,’ Rex said. ‘Without all the other girls around. It’s been over a week since we last spoke.’

‘In town,’ said Ambrosia. ‘I’m still kind of trying to get over all that.’ 

That night had changed her. It was when she’d first started questioning her faith. Rex and Vanessa had revealed a deception, pretending to be Christians to expose the corruption in her church. They’d apologised for keeping her in the dark, and she’d forgiven them, but the fallout had shaken her to the core.

‘I’m still sorry about that,’ Rex said quietly. ‘You know Vanessa and I never meant to hurt you. We had to play that part to take down that douchebag Brian Payne. It had to happen in public, with witnesses.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Did it really? In public I mean? You couldn’t have gone to the police with what you knew about his fraudulent endeavours?’

‘There was more to it than that. We had to show them that it was not okay to persecute people due to their sexual orientation. He and his followers needed to be made an example of.’

She thought back to the day. She had to admit that her fellow Christians had not been very loving and caring when it came to Vanessa and other members of the rainbow community in Te Arawa. 

‘I get it,’ she finally said. She wanted to talk more about her failing faith, but even more so she wanted to enjoy her time with him and hoped he hadn’t just called her around there simply to talk.

Rex smiled and she could feel the magnetism... the strong allure towards him. ‘Would you like to come inside?’

She blinked. ‘Inside? But that’s out of bounds.’

He chuckled. ‘Some of the rooms are in use, but one’s empty. Unlocked. Private.’

She wrestled with the nerves and the thrill of sneaking in somewhere with a hot guy, breaking the rules. This was leading to one thing and that was a make-out session and possibly even more. She couldn’t turn down that opportunity. ‘Alright...’ she said, her voice quivering a little.

Rex took her hand, and a surge of electricity shot through her. Her knees felt weak as he led her quietly through the main entrance and down a long corridor. 

‘Are you sure Vanessa will be okay with this?’ she whispered. 

‘She’ll be fine. You can tell her all about it tomorrow.’

Ambrosia gasped. ‘No way!’

‘I will be.’ He grinned. ‘I tell her everything. No secrets. Otherwise I wouldn’t be doing this.’

‘Oh boy...’ 

They reached a classroom near the end. Rex opened the door, and they slipped inside. He locked it behind them.

It looked like an English classroom with student poetry and lists of complex words on the walls. There was a corner in the room with bookshelves and a comfy chair. It was the perfect place to go because it was out of sight of the windows both from the corridor and the yard outside. There were even cushions down there. It seemed as if the place had been set up especially for them, but she’d seen nooks like this in schools before. 

Rex turned to her and gently pulled her into his arms. His lips met hers, and the world seemed to dissolve around her. His touch was intoxicating — thrilling and terrifying all at once.

For a moment she gave in completely... until her conscience flared. What was she doing? Not only was this against the rules but it was immoral. He had a girlfriend. Not only that, but Ambrosia was supposed to be a Christian. Her parents would kill her if they ever found out. Was she even ready for this? She’d never been with a boy before.

But Rex was kissing her — Rex Cassidy — and his warmth, his closeness, drowned out every rational thought. Her heart raced as he drew her down to the cushions, his hands tracing her shoulders, her arms, sending waves of sensation through her. She’d never felt a touch like his.  

Then gently, he withdrew. For a moment, he just looked at her. His eyes held hers and all she could do was stare back, breath trembling, wondering why he had stopped.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said softly. ‘I shouldn’t have brought you in here.’

Ambrosia blinked. ‘What?’ A wave of disappointment crashed through her. Had he really changed his mind now?

‘I get the feeling you aren’t ready.’

She kept staring at him. Deep down, she knew he was right. She was swimming into dangerous waters. If she no longer believed in God, then why did she still feel guilty? Should she tell Rex she’d lost her faith so he wouldn’t stop? Or should she listen to the small, frightened voice inside her that still held her back?

Rex gave her a small, tender smile. ‘You should go. Before this goes too far. I’m sorry, Ambrosia. I saw you earlier and just... wanted to be alone with you. But I don’t wanna be the guy who leads you into something you’ll regret.’

She wanted to tell him he wouldn’t, that she wanted this, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

‘You better go,’ Rex said. 

‘But... but what about you?’

‘I’ve gotta text Vanessa, then I’ll be right out. Best do them now before I get swamped by girls again. I know a bunch are looking for me.’

Ambrosia hesitated. Part of her wanted to stay, to risk everything just to feel him close again. But in the end, she forced herself to leave. There was way too much going on in her head, things that needed to be dealt with before taking big steps like losing her virginity to the school hunk. Especially considering nothing else would be likely to become of it afterwards. He still had his girlfriend, the most stunning girl in school. No way Ambrosia could compete with her. 

She slipped out, checking the hallway before stepping into the sunlight again. Back by the pool, she sank onto a bench, heart pounding, thoughts racing. What had just happened? She’d been alone with Rex Cassidy, the most irresistible guy in the entire school... maybe in the whole country—and she’d walked away.

What was she thinking? Was she an idiot? 

She was letting her crisis of faith stop her from experiencing something she’d been fantasizing about for over a week.

She had to go back. Tell him she wasn’t that girl anymore. That she didn’t believe. Then maybe...

She sprang to her feet and hurried back to the classroom block, her pulse quickening. She glanced around to make sure the coast was clear, slipped through the corridor, and pushed open the English room door.

Despair overwhelmed her when she found he was no longer there. 

‘Shit!’

She felt like kicking herself. She ran her fingers through her long, straight brown hair and turned. She recoiled when the door to the room flung open and an unknown woman stepped through. 

She was middle-aged, with red hair, and she glared straight at Ambrosia. ‘And what do you think you’re doing in here?’

Ambrosia’s blood ran cold. She was busted. 
​
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​CHAPTER 2:
Evading the Reaper
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After Ambrosia left the classroom, Rex Cassidy remained with his phone. He would have loved to have stayed there with the brown-haired beauty, but he didn’t feel right about the situation. At first, it seemed like a good idea, drawing her away on her own, but as he saw the fear in her eyes and the shivering of her nerves, he couldn’t go through with it. As much as he disliked religion, he didn’t feel good about being the one to influence Ambrosia to compromise her principles, no matter how desirable she was. 

He was about to text his sweetheart, Vanessa, to tell her about the day so far, but then held off. It would be easier to call her and talk to her rather than text, but it wasn’t worth the risk of doing it there. 

Once outside, he opened his phone but didn’t get a chance as a middle-aged woman with red hair arrived on the scene. ‘You! What are you doing around here? You know this is out of bounds. Get back around to the other areas or you’ll be in trouble.’

Rex sighed and put the phone back in his pocket. Not wanting to get involved in drama, he went along with the woman’s wishes and headed back out to the lunch area. He hadn’t gone far when a group of girls swamped him.

‘Hi, Sexy Rexy!’ one said. 

Rex had no idea who they were. 

‘You should come with us for a bit,’ said another.  ‘Around behind the changing sheds. Nobody’s there.’

The one who made the offer was extremely cute, and he could just hear Vanessa in his ear saying, “Go for it, Rexy,” just as it had with Ambrosia. 

The angel on one shoulder had won the last round with Ambrosia, but Vanessa’s mischievous little devil wasn’t so easily silenced. The real Vanessa would want the full story later—and juicy details.

‘Okay,’ he said with a grin. ‘Lead the way.’

Half an hour later, Rex returned to the pool area, only to be intercepted by his schoolmates.

‘Where have you been?’ Mandy Evans asked. ‘Sneaking off.’

‘Yeah, sorry about that. I seem to be in big demand around here.’

‘Typical,’ said Wanda Newton, rolling her eyes. ‘I knew it was a bad idea to let you out of our sight. Too many girls with stars in their eyes, eager for a piece of TAC’s resident celebrity.’

‘I’m hardly a celebrity,’ Rex said as he scanned the area for Ambrosia. ‘It’s not like I’m the best swimmer on the team.’ 

He couldn’t see Ambrosia anywhere and hoped she’d gotten out of the classroom block without any trouble. 

‘Come on, Rex,’ said Wanda. ‘Shirt off. Be ready to be called up for your next event.’

‘It’s not scheduled for another twenty minutes.’

‘Doesn’t matter. Get it off.’

He laughed and peeled off his shirt, instantly drawing attention from half the girls in the stands. 

‘Mind if I do the honours?’ the slender Maori asked, holding up a bottle of sunscreen.

‘Thanks!’

She started on his arm, slow and deliberate, then drifted to his chest, eyes lingering.

Rex spotted Mr Reaper in the distance heading their way. ‘Better stop, the Reaper’s coming.’

Wanda quickly put the bottle down and turned to the pool where a race was about to start, although she kept sneaking glances at him.

On seeing Rex, the Reaper motioned him down. 

Rex let out a sigh and climbed down from the stands to meet with him. He could see the question coming a mile off, so answered it before it could be asked. ‘I was trying to avoid you.’

Mr Reaper scowled. ‘I thought as much. One moment you’re around, the next you’re not.’

Rex grinned. ‘It’s all part of the game, Mr R.’

‘You know I don’t appreciate games,’ Reaper replied, crossing his arms.

Rex wanted to scoff at that, as he had played games in the past and dirty ones too. ‘I’m taking it you never saw me breaking any rules?’

‘Come now, Mr Cassidy. Who are you trying to kid? You disappear for long periods and I’m supposed to believe you weren’t breaking rules? You disappeared for about thirty minutes. I went looking all over the place and never found you.’

‘I guess you went looking in the wrong places.’ He withheld a grin. 

The Reaper smirked. ‘I’m betting you were around there behind those changing sheds with those girls. The insisted they hadn’t seen you but I should have taken a look behind the trees there.’

It was a good thing he didn’t, because that’s where Rex had hidden when one of the girls had alerted him he was coming around. 

‘Were those girls out of bounds?’ Rex asked.

‘No,’ Reaper said. ‘But if I’d caught you there, I’d have dragged you back here. God only knows what you were up to. Then again... I can make a good guess.’

‘I’m sure you can... if I was hiding around there as you suggest.’

‘If not there, where were you? Out of bounds?’

Rex simply smiled. ‘I can’t give away trade secrets.’

Mr Reaper grunted and gave him the evils. ‘You’re pushing your luck, sunshine. Anyway, word has it you were seen by the classroom block with Ambrosia Wilson. That’s out of bounds too. What do you have to say about that?’ 

So someone had seen them.

‘What would you like me to say?’ Rex asked lightly.

‘You’re head boy!’ Reaper snapped. ‘You’re supposed to set an example. Moral integrity, Mr Cassidy. Ever heard of it?’

Rex couldn’t resist a grin. ‘But come on, Mr R. She’s so damn hot. How’s any guy supposed to maintain moral integrity around a girl like that? I—’

‘Enough!’ Reaper barked. ‘I’m not in the mood for your smart-ass jokes.’

Rex relented, knowing he’d already pushed things too far. ‘Copy that, Mr R.’

‘Do you have any idea where that girl might be?’

Rex glanced around some more, hoping that she might have turned up but saw no sign of her. He frowned. 

‘You really don’t know?’ Reaper asked. 

A flicker of unease ran through him. ‘I talked to her. But only briefly.’

Reaper pointed to the block of classrooms Rex and Ambrosia had been to. ‘You were seen around there by that block of classrooms. An area that is strictly off-limits.’

‘Right on the boundary, Mr R. Just trying to get away to make a quick phone call where I wouldn’t be mobbed by girls.’

‘Why not go into the toilets?’

‘Sit around in a smelly bog making a phone call? No thanks.’

‘So, you were talking to Ambrosia there?’

‘Yeah, she saw me and came over. No big deal. We talked for about a minute, she left, I tried to make my call, but then some woman told me to scram.’

Reaper studied him for a long moment. ‘Alright. You’d better not have anything to do with her disappearance... oh... there she is.’

Ambrosia appeared at the poolside, accompanied by the red-haired teacher who had earlier scolded Rex. The look on her face said it all—she’d been caught out of bounds. Rex’s gut tightened as Reaper strode off towards her.

Rex wanted to know what was going on but didn’t find out until a few minutes later when Ambrosia arrived at the stands looking downcast.

‘What happened?’ Skylar asked.

‘I got caught out of bounds,’ Ambrosia said, turning sorrowful eyes towards Rex. ‘Mr Reaper says I’m not allowed to compete now. I just have to sit and watch.’

Rex’s stomach sank, guilt coming over him for luring her away. He wanted to sit with her but Mr Reaper returned. 

‘Take a seat down there in the front,’ he instructed her, then turned his eyes to Rex. ‘And you lot are to leave her alone.’ 

Racing continued. Rex couldn’t talk to Ambrosia because Mr Reaper watched him like a hawk from nearby. It came to afternoon tea time and Rex hoped he could give Mr Reaper the slip and maybe talk to her then. 

He was out of luck because girls immediately swamped him.

‘Hey, Rex, you were great in that last event,’ one girl said with a giggle.

‘Thanks.’ He’d come forth, not qualifying for the next round. 

‘I looove your six-pack,’ said another, gazing at his abs. 

‘Glad to hear it.’

Mr Reaper stepped into the middle. ‘Okay, ladies, move along.  No need to crowd the guy.’

‘Why not?’ one protested, echoed by a few others. Some even shot him dirty looks.

‘You can admire him from a distance. Sheesh! Rex, put your bloody shirt back on, will you?’

Rex chuckled. ‘Now why would I wanna do that?’

‘Because every girl here’s watching you instead of the races! Shirt on now!’ 

‘Copy that, Mr R.’ He reached into his backpack as Mr Reaper strode away.

Skylar stepped beside Rex as he slid on his shirt. ‘I think you’re kind of the star attraction around here.’

One of the girls who still hovered around scowled at Sky. ‘Who are you?’ 

Skylar glared right back. ‘His sister! Buzz off.’

The girl’s face flushed as she slunk away.

Skylar rolled her eyes. ‘Is it like this for every big sporting event for you?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘I’m glad you like the attention. As for me, I’m kind of getting sick of being here. Guys gawking at me all the time. I got hit on by five different boys at lunchtime. None of them my type.’

Rex patted her on the back. ‘I’m sure you handled them.’

‘Yeah, I did.’ She grinned. ‘Hey, I spoke to Ambrosia a moment ago. Reckons she was caught in one of the classrooms where you two met up.’

‘What?’ Rex stared at her. ‘But she left before me.’

‘She said she went back, but you weren’t there.’

‘Oh... I see.’ 

He turned and caught Ambrosia looking at him sadly. He wanted to talk to her, but Reaper’s eyes burned holes in him. He sighed and headed off with Skylar and the other Te Arawa girls.

He glanced back to see Mr Reaper strolling along from the rear. ‘Drokk. Looks like we have our own pet dog following us.  Bugger this, I’m gonna shake him.’

‘Don’t go getting yourself into trouble,’ Skylar said.

‘Of course, I will.’ Rex grinned and peeled off from the group, heading for toilets in one of the nearby blocks. He was certain Mr Reaper was following him from a distance, but he didn’t even turn his head back to check. He didn’t want the Reaper to know he was trying to shake him. 

There were no backdoors but there were louvre windows near the hand basins. That would have to do. 

He quickly removed a few panes and placed them carefully on the floor. A couple of boys looked on, eyebrows raised, but said nothing as Rex hoisted himself up and wriggled through to the outside.

He landed quietly on a shaded path lined with trees and benches—clearly a student hangout area, although empty for now. Their break times had been scheduled at different times from those who were in classes.

Two girls walked around the corner and stopped when they saw him there. Their eyes widened at first, but then they smiled. Rex liked the look of them as they were both shapely and attractive, dressed in swimsuits with T-shirts over top. 

‘It’s you!’ one said.

Rex responded, ‘Damn straight I’m me. I can confirm it 100%.’

‘We were hoping we’d run into you,’ said the other. 

Rex smiled. He had no idea
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