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Chapter One

I checked the time before grabbing my book bag and flying down the stairs. If I hurried, I had a few minutes to eat breakfast before the bus came.

“Hey, Paw Paw,” I said, dropping a kiss on his silver hair, as I moved through the kitchen. I scanned the contents of the fridge before settling on an apple and yogurt. I figured I could eat the apple on the way if I ran out of time.

“Hey, Addie,” he replied absentmindedly, while reading an article in the paper. Seeing a large black and white picture on the front page, I glanced down at the newspaper at what looked like a child’s school picture. I didn’t recognize the boy and didn’t really think much of it, as I dug through the drawer for a spoon.

We still received the paper every day. It was a requirement of my grandfather’s when he moved in after Maw Maw died. I could mock him by saying there were better ways to get the news, but there was something comforting about seeing him read the paper. It was a familiar sight from my childhood—one I wasn’t ready to lose. 

Maw Maw’s sudden death had taken everyone by surprise. Her death was especially hard, because I had never lost anyone before, and guilt that I hadn’t done more to save her weighed on me. I had been terrified Paw Paw would die too, and I begged him to move in with us. He was the closest thing I had to a father, after my actual dad skipped out when I was a baby. Mom worked constantly to keep the bills paid, so it was actually kind of nice to have Paw Paw there full-time.

I was finishing off my yogurt when Mom walked in. She was putting her earrings in, as she read the paper over Paw Paw’s shoulder. 

“What a tragedy. I can’t imagine what that boy’s parents are going through.” She looked over at me. “Don’t ever disappear like that, do you hear me? They said he might be a runaway.” She shook her head as she looked at the picture. “Where could that boy be?” 

Her question was rhetorical, but the answer presented itself to me anyway. This was not the first time I knew the answer to a seemingly impossible question, but this one had bigger implications than any I had faced before.

He’s not a runaway, I wanted to tell her, he’s in the woods, gagged and bound. Phantom sensations rushed over me, as I felt the bite of a rope stinging my wrist and the suffocating sense of something shoved in my mouth. 

I gasped and coughed as the experience faded, and my mom asked, “Are you okay? Are you coming down with something?”

I shook my head as the moment crystallized in my mind—that split second when you find your life irrevocably changed and going in a direction you never anticipated. Never before had I felt anything like this, or imagined I would have to make the choice I now faced.

“I’ve got to go,” I said, a bit desperately, eager to get away so I could think. I had never expected my ability to yield life and death answers. 

“I love you!” I called, walking out the door and going to the end of the drive to wait for the bus. We couldn’t afford a car for me, so the bus was my primary mode of transportation; at least to school and home. 

My gaze was unfocused. My thoughts were spinning around a boy I had never met. It dawned on me that I didn’t even know his name. I hadn’t read the article, but I knew without a shadow of a doubt, he was tied up on the floor of a cabin, deep in the woods, somewhere north of me. I knew if I got in a car I could drive straight to him, but I couldn’t tell anyone exactly where. It wasn’t like I had an address for the middle of the woods, but I did have an internal compass that pointed me directly to him.

A sense of urgency overcame me. My foot tapped with nervous energy as I waited. I debated with myself about going back into the house to tell my mom I knew where he was, but I knew the questions would come.

Questions I couldn’t answer.

Questions I’d avoided for years, for fear they would label me crazy.

Questions that might implicate me in a crime. Because, logically, how else would I know where he was, unless I’d been the one to put him there?

I heard the bus before I saw it, the rumble of its diesel engine loud, as the brakes squealed to a stop. I hopped on. The driver pulled the doors closed behind me and I kept my eyes down as I slid into an empty seat in the back. There was no escaping the thought that I had to save him. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a clue how I was going to do it. All I knew was he needed my help.


Chapter Two

“Hey!” Carly called, cheerfully. “Are you ready for Mr. Hutchinson’s pop quiz?” She looped her arm through mine, practically dragging me through the doors. I wondered how anyone could be this cheerful about going to school, but that was Carly. She perpetually smiled and thought the world was rainbows and sunshine. Most days, I appreciated her positivity, but today the sick feeling that had crawled into me, when I realized I knew where that kid was, wouldn’t leave.

“What’s wrong?” Carly asked, her intuitiveness a distinct disadvantage at the moment. “Did you not study? You’re the one who told me he was going to give a pop quiz, and you’re never wrong.” I gave her a weak smile, glad she assumed my lack of enthusiasm was about school.

“I studied last night. Woke up on the wrong side of the bed is all,” I told her, hoping she would let it go. There was no way I was telling her the truth. Carly meant well, but this could permanently smash her rose colored glasses. She gave me a narrow look, but let it slide. She chattered happily about a guy in her math class, as I pulled books from my locker. A headache had formed behind my eyes, and I was afraid it was only going to get worse.

“I’ll see you after English,” she grinned at me, breaking away to go to her next class. We shared two classes and lunch, which was more than I had expected for our senior year. Almost all of my classes were advanced this year, but we did share gym and a history class I had taken as an extra elective. 

Some sadist felt that gym should be included in all four years of high school. That person evidently didn’t realize that not everyone could have gym last period, so some of us remained sweaty for the duration of our day.

Once I got to the room, I saw the teacher had left a note on the board telling us to go to the library for class. Fate must be smiling down on me today, I thought. I could look up the news story on one of the computers in the library. Any information I could find on the kidnapped boy would help.

“Alright, class. We’ll be spending one class a week in the library for the rest of the semester. This will give you an opportunity to research your term papers and write them.” There were no groans at this news—not in a library full of high achievers. 

Our teacher had informed us at the beginning of the semester that we would have a research paper due before the end of the year. I had already started planning my topic: An in depth look at how the mass epidemic of drug abuse and addiction in other countries was dealt with. I was grateful for my head start, because I could devote my time to the problem of one kidnapped kid.

By the end of the hour, I knew considerably more about the kid, but was no closer to knowing why he had been kidnapped. He was from a middle class family with one older brother. The kid played in the middle school band, for pity’s sake. The family begged for information, promising to pay any ransom request, except a request never came. He had been missing for four days now. His family adamantly denied that he could have run away, and the police felt it was foul play. 

I kept going back to the older brother’s picture. I couldn’t shake the thought that he had something to do with the kidnapping. I didn’t think he had done it, but I had the feeling he was involved. I shook away my thoughts, since the ‘why’ didn’t matter at the moment. I knew where he was, and I needed to figure out how to rescue him without raising questions as to how I knew. Nothing complicated about that.

When the bell rang, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and headed to the gym - a class I normally loathe - but today I needed to talk to Carly. More specifically, I needed her to ask me questions.

I shoved my backpack in the gym locker while pulling out my gym clothes. I took a quick sniff to make sure they didn’t stink. I had forgotten to bring them home over the weekend to wash.

“Hopefully, no one will get close enough to smell you,” Carly said, grinning as she opened the locker next to mine.

“You might want to stand downwind,” I joked back, stripping down to my underwear. I had spent most of high school uncomfortable with my body. I had developed breasts in elementary school and it took years for everyone else to catch up, at least that’s how it had felt to me. My breasts were still bigger than most, but I had finally stopped caring. I didn’t seek to flaunt my DDD cup, but I also stopped trying to hide them. I was narrow hipped with a large chest and my shape felt awkward, compared to other girls, but I learned to work with it. I had finally accepted that I wore a size small pants and an extra-large in shirts. A fact my mother and best friend found amusing when we went clothes shopping.

“What do you think they’ll make us do today?” Carly moaned, her dread evident. If there was one thing that could bring a chipper Carly down it was gym. She didn’t mind when we did sports, but on the days they made us run or do exercises, it was game over. Neither of us could pretend to be cheerful about that.

“Probably something outside,” I answered, already running through the options. We had done football already, maybe we would get lucky with softball and could stand out in the field talking. One could only hope.

I pulled my long dark hair into a messy bun, as we walked into the gym a few minutes later and stood around while the coach called roll.

“Alright, ladies, we’ll be outside today,” our coach shouted. She coached volleyball and basketball and felt you should be able to perform a triathlon if you were in her class. I heard a few groans at the fact we would be outside, but it didn’t upset me. The day happened to be gorgeous. A perfect October blue sky, and the temperature had even given us a break. It was a comfortable 72 degrees outside.

We walked outside, and as soon as I saw the track it was my turn to groan. “No!” Carly gasped, staring at the field in horror. I couldn’t help but agree. They had set up an obstacle course on the track. I was a lot of things but coordinated wasn’t one of them. This would not be a pleasant hour for me.

They made us go through the course in groups, and of course we were in the first group. I managed to trip while jumping through the tires, causing a chain reaction. After we picked ourselves up from that, we climbed a rope wall, which did nothing to ease my fear of heights, before crawling on our bellies under netting. By the time we finished, I was sweaty and covered in dirt that was quickly becoming mud from the sweat dripping off me.

“Pretty sure I’m going to have to wash my uniform tonight,” I muttered, as we stood on the sidelines watching the other groups complete it. I felt a vague satisfaction that they weren’t any better than we were.

“At least it’s over,” Carly said, obviously striving to be positive. “They can’t make us do it two days in a row, right?” She’s looking at me with such desperate hope that I couldn’t crush it, so I pretended to agree with her.

“Nah, once is enough,” I replied, looking away from her. Personally, I thought it was a lot of trouble to set up an obstacle course for one day. I already knew we’d be doing this all week, but I wouldn’t voice my thoughts. 

“Have you heard about that kidnapped boy?” I asked abruptly. I hadn’t forgotten my need to find the kid, but the obstacle course had interfered with my plan to talk to Carly.

“Oh, yeah! My mom mentioned it last night, along with multiple warnings to be careful; don’t talk to strangers; don’t get in cars with strangers; etcetera,” Carly said. I was trying to decide how to word my next thoughts, when Carly asked a question I had been wondering about.

“Why would someone kidnap him?” she asked, her forehead wrinkled as she frowned. The answer immediately trickled through my mind that they’d kidnapped him to shut his brother up.  But why did they want to shut him up?

I ignored that thought for the moment, so I could focus on the more important question I wanted her to ask. “I bet he’s in the woods somewhere outside of town,” I said casually. “They go for miles, and it’d be easy to hide him.”

“I think they have search parties looking,” Carly replied, agreeing. “My dad was thinking about joining one.”

“Maybe I will too,” I said, knowing I would be tramping through the woods soon enough, but I needed help. One, I didn’t have a car and two, while I knew I could find the kid, I wasn’t sure of my ability to find my way back out. Carly looked at me in surprise, but I kept my face neutral.

“Something about this kid makes me want to help,” I answered, shrugging my shoulders. “If I had someone to drive me, I’d go right now,” I said, the words slightly desperate. Class was almost over and I needed her to ask me. I might not have another chance. This was a crazy plan to start with, but it was the best I had come up with on short notice.

“Who would drive you?” Carly asked, her mind pondering the logistics of what I said. I laughed silently to myself in relief, as I suddenly saw his face. Now I just needed to find him. “Our parents are at work and neither of us have a car. I’d drive you if I had a car!” Carly said, staunchly. I smiled at her loyalty. “We could go together, but we’d have to wait until after school.” I nodded absentmindedly while she talked. She could go on for a while about this. Her mind wanted to sort the problem out into a neat solution. I didn’t tell her she had already given me the answer.

Class was dismissed and we started walking to the locker room. I had his face in my mind and a name: Jake. I was sure I had seen him before and reasoned he must be a student. But where? I was positive he wasn’t in any of my classes, but with a student body of four thousand, searching for him could be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.

We didn’t have time to shower, so I swiped the dirt off with my gym shirt before changing. I looked like I had already been wandering through the woods.

Carly headed to the south wing of the school, as we left the locker room. The school was an enormous square with a courtyard in the middle of it. The gym and fields were all on the north side, meaning she had a long walk to her next class.

“I’ll see you at lunch!” she called, waving as she headed away from me. I waved back, already moving around the gym to the east side and my physics class. I was wondering how I would find him, when I glanced across the bleachers. I snorted at the sight of him. Fate was working overtime this morning. 


Chapter Three

He was hanging out next to the gym, not far from the bleachers. I shoved my bag higher on my shoulder and walked over to him determinedly. He was with a couple of other guys I had never seen and would rather not meet. They were grungy, to state it politely, and I had the impression they would rather knife me than talk.

I scrounged up my courage, as I approached them. I needed him. I knew this from the moment the boy’s face formed in my mind. We were connected. He just didn’t know it yet. They stared at me, as it became clear I was walking toward them.

“You lost, princess?” one of them called to me. The others laughed, one gripping his crotch. I ignored them, my eyes never leaving Jake. His face was blank. He wasn’t participating in their taunting, but he also wasn’t going to stop them. A moment of doubt gripped me, as I wondered if this was a good idea.

“Looking for a good time?” another one leered at me, his eyes glued to my chest.

“No,” I responded shortly, walking right up to the face that was going to help me find the kid. His eyes studied me, giving me a quick once-over before locking on my face. Unlike the other guys, I didn’t have the impression he was checking me out, but instead analyzing a threat. I suppressed a shudder at the coldness in his eyes.

“You looking to buy?” another guy asked, his eyes hooded. His question alerted me to the fact that these guys were drug dealers. I shook my head slightly, my gaze still focused on Jake.

“Can we talk?” I asked, my attention never leaving him. I could tell he wanted to refuse, and I wouldn’t allow that. I reached out, my hand brushing his arm, “Please.”

The other guys laughed and cat-called, apparently thinking I was coming on to him. I saw the refusal in his eyes, the slight shake of his head warning me away, but I couldn't leave. He was my chance at rescuing that kid, and I was determined.

“Jake,” I barely breathed his name, a soft sound, but he heard me. I saw his eyes widen slightly, a flicker of something crossing his face, when suddenly he gripped my arm and dragged me away from the other guys.

I stumbled at his sudden move, but this was what I wanted, so I kept up. I glanced back to see the other guys laughing, as they resumed talking. We were several feet away by now, under the bleachers where no one could hear us.

“What did you call me?” he said, his words low and vicious.

“Jake,” I repeated, confused. I was positive that was his name, the same way I knew he would drive me into the woods and help me find a kidnapped boy. “That’s your name,” I said, confident. He shook me slightly, his grip still tight on my arm.

“No, it isn’t,” he growled, and I realized he didn’t want me to call him that. I didn’t know why, but that wasn’t a priority to me right now.

“I need your help,” I told him, getting to the point of why we were here. I heard the bell in the distance, but I already knew I wasn’t going to class. As soon as I could get him to agree, we were leaving.

He looked at me as if I was insane. “Who do you think I am?” He snapped the question at me, crossing his arms over his chest, attempting to threaten me with his size, which very well might have worked, if I didn’t already know the answer to his question. The guys he had been hanging with were skinny teenagers. They hadn’t had a chance to fill out and they definitely didn't work out. This guy did. He towered over me, his muscles bulging under his shirt, his shoulders broad. I had no desire to cross him, but I also knew his secret now. I figured that made us even, since I only needed him for the afternoon.

“An undercover cop named Jake,” I replied, my eyes not leaving his. His expression immediately closed, his mouth opening to deny my words. 

I raised my hand up and said, “I don’t care. I just need your help for a few hours. I know where Samuel Phillips is.” The words had an immediate effect on him. His protests disappeared, and a curious expression crossed his face. Something about the Phillips boy meant something to him.

“Why are you asking me?” he asked sharply. “You should go to the cops.” I was shaking my head at his words.

“I can’t go to the cops. They wouldn’t understand. But you can help me,” I told him, confident in my knowledge.

“I don’t understand,” he muttered, giving a quick look at the guys he had been hanging with. I knew he didn’t want them to know what we were talking about. I could blow his entire cover.

“Look, we’ll get in your car, go get the kid, and no one will be the wiser,” I said soothingly, reaching out to pat him on the arm. He glared at me, his expression declaring me an idiot, and I pulled my hand back before he bit it off.  This was not going well.

“I’m not a cop. I’m a guy you don’t want to cross. So I suggest you walk your pretty little ass away from here and pretend this never happened,” he said, threateningly. I closed my eyes briefly, feeling a slight buzz of pleasure at him calling me pretty. I really do want to walk away, but that’s not happening. He was the key to me bringing that boy home and nothing was stopping me—especially not an empty threat.

I moved closer to him, the scent of his aftershave teasing me. I was in his space looking up at him when I said, “You’re going to help me.” My look made it clear this was non-negotiable, but he wasn’t backing away, instead shifting infinitesimally closer to me. 

“You and what army?” he replied back, his stance confident in the fact that I would need an army to force him to do anything. The slow smile that formed on my face at his words caused his eyes to narrow. He had handed me a weapon that would force him to come with me. Knowledge.

“Connor told me you could help me,” I said, taking a chance. When he asked the question, I saw two men. One looked remarkably like the one in front of me, and I knew he was Jake’s older brother, John. The other man, Connor, gave me the impression he was a close friend. I hoped that using one of their names would be enough to convince him. 

My words rattled him. That became obvious with his next actions. He threw his arm around me, squeezing me painfully, as he pulled me to the parking lot behind the gym. Some of the guys he had been hanging with looked up at our movement and laughed. They must have thought we were going somewhere private. We were, but our reasons were far different from what they imagined.


Chapter Four

Grabbing my arm, he strode quickly to a newer model Camaro, yanking the passenger door open and practically shoving me inside. I tucked my feet in, just as he slammed the door shut. We were silent, as he exited the parking lot. He was going in the right direction, so I didn’t say anything, content to wait him out.

“My name isn’t Jake,” he growled. I didn’t contradict him, since Jake obviously wasn’t his undercover name.

“Who are you?” he finally asked, cutting me a quick glance.

“Adaline Michaels,” I answered calmly. “Most call me Addie.”

“How do you know where the Phillips kid is?” he continued, asking the one question I wanted to avoid.

“See ... my response to that question would label me as crazy, so we’ll skip it,” I replied lightly, already knowing he wouldn’t.

“No. You’ve put me at risk. I'm not helping you if you don’t tell me.” His voice was tight, thrumming with anger.

“You’re helping me now,” I said, motioning to the car. “I didn’t mean to put you at risk. I didn’t realize you were a cop at first. I just knew you’d help me.”

“See, that’s the problem right there. You knew I’d help you? You didn’t know I was a cop? What the hell is this?” His questions were short and staccato, like gunfire. “You just happen to know where the Phillips kid is and that I’m an undercover drug cop, yet you can’t tell me how you know these things.” His knuckles were white on the steering wheel, as he clenched his jaw.

After a few minutes of silence, he decided to switch tactics. I watched him visibly relax his hands and unclench his rock solid jaw. He took a deep breath before he said, “Look, obviously you’re caught in the wrong crowd, and you’re trying to do the right thing. But you are way out of your depth, and you need to tell me what you know and how you know it. Other lives are at risk here. What do you know about the Phillips kid?”

“Oh,” I said, my heart beating rapidly, as I saw the answer. The kidnapped kid’s older brother had narked on his supplier. The police believed the supplier had kidnapped Samuel in retaliation, so he wouldn’t testify. This meant the cops were desperately searching for this kid to ensure their key witness testified. He was right. I was in over my head.

“Oh? That doesn’t sound like an answer,” Jake grunted, hitting the main highway out of town. He was still going in the right direction, but I needed to convince him I wasn’t his enemy. I debated telling him the truth. It would be the first time I had ever told anyone, but I had the feeling he wouldn’t be receptive to it.

“Can you just accept that I know things? Like where Samuel is. But I’m not part of the wrong crowd. I don’t hang out with drug dealers. I’m not going to tell anyone about you. All I want to do is help that kid.” The words left me in a rush. I knew I had messed up my explanation, but I couldn’t think of a plausible lie.

“What? Like a psychic? Is that what you’re telling me?” He shot me a disbelieving look, before his gaze went back to the road.

“Kinda? Not really,” I groaned, my head thumping back against the headrest. The seat was black leather, and I ran my hand over it. It was a gorgeous car—all black interior and exterior. It was sleek, not flashy, and I wondered if that was the point. 

“What do you want me to call you?” I asked abruptly, knowing he didn’t want me to use Jake, but I had never heard his name.

“Are you serious? You know my real name, but not the one I’m going by?” His laugh was disbelieving and I started to get worried. He was admitting information to me and somehow I didn’t think that was normal for an undercover cop. A minute later, he pulled off the highway onto a dirt road and I felt a jolt of fear. But at the same time, I didn’t have the impression he planned on hurting me.

Once we were out of sight of the road, he stopped the car and jumped out. I followed more slowly. While I didn’t think he would hurt me, I did believe he might leave me out here. I cursed, as I realized my situation. I didn’t have a phone, and no one had any idea where I was, or who I was with, except for some juvenile delinquents by the gym. I didn’t think they would be eager to volunteer any information when I was the one gracing the cover of the local newspaper.

“Tristan Davidson. That’s what I’m going by at your school. Now tell me the truth.” His arms were crossed, giving him an intimidating look. I was desperately trying to think up something he would believe, when he walked up to me. He didn’t stop until we were toe to toe, and I was leaning back against the car. 

“If you lie to me, and I’ll know if you are, I’ll handcuff you to that fucking tree over there and leave you here.” I blinked rapidly at his words. He was so close; they caused warm little puffs of air to brush against my cheeks. I was grateful he wasn’t a spitter.

“Ask a question and I’ll tell you the answer,” I said with a shrug, trying for casual, as I gave in. My heart was thumping like mad, but I knew there was no lie I could tell him that he would believe. He either accepted the truth or considered me stark raving mad. Either way, there was a good chance I was getting handcuffed to a tree today.

He huffed in exasperation, his eyes flickering to my lips when I licked them, before he stepped back. “I’ve been asking you,” he said, his voice raised. “How do you know about the Phillips kid?”

“That’s what I’m telling you!” My voice was equally as loud and sharp. “Ask me a question and I’ll tell you the answer.” 

He was shaking his head, his anger directed at me. “You’re speaking in riddles. I don’t have time for this.”

“I’m trying to make you understand. I don’t know how to explain to you how I know what I know.” Tears of frustration sprang to my eyes. 

He saw them and pointed at me. “Don’t think I’ll be swayed by tears. Go ahead and turn them off.”

Something about his words tickled my funny bone, and I didn’t know if it was the stress of the day or where I found myself, but I started laughing. I couldn't control it or stop, as I slid down his car, landing on the ground with a plop. He was looking at me like I had lost my mind, which only caused me to laugh harder. 

I might have, I thought. I was so far out of my element right now. I wished I could go home and start this day over, never hearing the question that brought me here.

After a few minutes, the laughter finally stopped, and we stared at each other. His eyes were sympathetic now. I wasn’t sure if it was because he truly believed I was crazy, or he realized I knew I was in over my head.

“This morning, when I came down for breakfast, my mom was looking at the paper—the picture of Samuel Phillips. She asked the question, ‘Where could that boy be?’ I paused here, acknowledging the ripple effect that question had. “It was a rhetorical question. Except, I knew the answer,” I swallowed, my eyes on the woods. I didn’t want to see ridicule on his face. “When I got to school, I looked up the story. I knew where he was, but I couldn’t call the cops and explain how I knew. I’d sound like a crackpot. As it is, I can’t tell you precisely where he is, just that I have a pull telling me where to go.”

I sensed movement, and out of the corner of my eye saw him sit down on the ground by me. “I knew I had to help him, but I had no way of getting to him. I don’t have a car,” I said, with a shrug, my fingers playing with a rock on the ground. “My friend Carly helped me by asking the question, “Who would drive you?” I smiled, our earlier conversation amusing now. “I saw your face and heard your name in my mind. Then a few minutes later, I saw you when I was headed to my next class.” I looked over at him now, noting his expression was carefully blank. “I didn’t know you were a cop. Not until you asked me, ‘Who do you think I am?’”

At this point, I stopped talking and leaned my head back against his car. My heart was racing in anticipation of his rejection. My words dried up, as I looked away to avoid his disbelief.

“How old are you?” he asked quietly. The question was so unexpected; I jerked my head around to look at him. Again, his face was neutral, and I didn’t know where he was going with this.

“Seventeen,” I answered, searching for some type of clue as to his thoughts. “You’re twenty-two.” I threw that in, not really thinking my knowledge would sway him into accepting me.

He blinked when I said his age, but otherwise his expression didn’t change. “You’re obviously very clever, intuitive even,” he responded slowly, carefully measuring his words. I got where he was going with it, his disbelief apparent. I waved my hand at him to stop.

“Ask me something I shouldn’t know. Something no one else knows about you,” I demanded curtly, aggravated now. We were wasting time. Samuel Phillips was still out there. He opened his mouth, denial written all over his face. “Ask me,” I demanded again, staring him straight in the eyes. “You want the truth, then you need to face the truth.”

He shut his mouth, looking at me more closely now. I didn’t think he could study me any harder, but I got the impression he was trying to pull the answer from my head.

“Fine. What was my second grade teacher’s name?” he asked, eyes narrowed on me.

“Mr. Thompson or Ms. Wilson?” I answered, two names coming to mind. The twist of his lips told me I hit the nail on the head. Not that I doubted it, but he obviously thought he would trip me up. I had to wonder about my ‘gift’. I wasn’t sure where the knowledge came from. Maybe I was pulling it from his mind and how he interpreted the question defined my answer. It seemed the most likely scenario.

“What’s my great grandfather’s name on my mother’s side?” he shot out next. 

I started giggling. “Ernest Humpingdinger? Are you kidding me?” I gasped out the next part, “That’s terrible.”

“Favorite color?”

“Blue.”

“You could have guessed that.”

“Then why did you ask me?”

“Where did we go on vacation when I was eight?”

“Disneyland.”

“How old was I when I kissed a girl the first time?”

“Eleven. Started young,” I quipped, raising my eyebrows. I still hadn’t kissed a boy.

“Who was it?”

“Heather McIntyre.”

“Where?”

“Summer camp, by the lake.”

“What did I lose last summer at the beach?”

I snorted I was laughing so hard. “Your board shorts.”

He shook his head in frustration.

“You know, while this is entertaining for me, it’s not getting us any closer to Samuel Phillips.” I told him seriously. We both knew this wasn’t a game, but he was so focused on doubting me that he had missed the point.

“How?” he finally asked, and I knew he was asking how I knew the answers.

“I don’t know that,” I replied, and I didn’t. He was the first person to ever ask me that question and I didn’t have an answer.

He sighed and sat back, studying me again. I waited impatiently. I was skipping school for this. I was worried about the kid, and now I knew way more than I wanted to about one Jake Kincaid.

“Why do you have dirt on your neck?” he asked, distracting me.

“Um, I do?” I asked dumbly. He reached over, rubbing his hand over my neck. His touch sparked something in me, something I instinctively wanted to deny.

“We had to do an obstacle course during gym,” I responded dazedly, reaching up to where his hand was. When our hands brushed, we both dropped them. “I thought I’d gotten all of the dirt off.”

“It was just a smudge,” he said quietly, looking away from me. We sat there for a few minutes, silence settling over us, along with a fragile trust.

“Let’s go then,” he finally said. “Prove to me you know where Samuel Phillips is.”

“About time,” I said, jumping up. He took us back to the highway, and we drove in silence, with him following my occasional direction.

“You drive well,” I said, breaking our silence.

“Thank you?” he said with a curious inflection. A few minutes later, his curiosity got the better of him and he asked, “Why did you comment on my driving?”

I didn’t stop and think about what I was about to say, to my utter mortification. “I think the way a man drives is a good indicator of how good he is at sex.”

After a prolonged silence, he carefully said, “I’m sorry I asked.”

I was embarrassed, so of course I made it worse by trying to explain myself. “It’s just you see reckless drivers, weaving in and out of traffic, speeding, tailgating and such. So they probably do the same thing with sex. No patience, you know?” I said desperately, looking over at him.

“No, I don’t,” he replied, shaking his head.

“But you’re a good driver. You follow the speed limit. You drive defensively, paying attention to other driver’s cues. I’m sure you’re the same way with sex,” I told him, my mouth running and making everything worse.

His mouth opened and closed before he finally said, “I’m going to regret asking this, but how did you come by this theory? Experience?” There’s a slight smirk on his full lips and I flushed beet red, because I had zero experience.

I shook my head, “No, it’s just a thought I had.” I was beyond humiliated by now, but he was smiling.

“So, does the way a man drives have any bearing on his sexual ability?” he asked, looking at me. I realized what he meant, as soon as I saw the article linking sexual prowess to hand eye coordination in my mind.

“Yes, it does.” I told him confidently.

“Glad you think I’m a good driver then,” he replied calmly, his expression bland.

I closed my eyes. My face was so red by that point it could qualify as a stop sign. I kept my mouth shut after that, except to give directions. Finally, we reached the point where we couldn't drive any longer, and we would have to hike.

We got out, and I turned in the direction I knew we needed to go, but stopped when Jake told me to wait.

I paused, watching him as he walked to the trunk of the car and opened it. I walked closer to see what he was doing. He pulled up the carpet covering the spare tire and grabbed the gun he had hidden there. He looked at me saying, “Kidnappers are rarely nice people.”

“Especially ones that are drug cartel?” I commented, watching him tuck the gun under his shirt behind his back.

“Exactly,” he replied, shutting the trunk. “Now tell me what you know.”

“Basically, what you know. The police think the cartel kidnapped Samuel to force his brother not to testify. Samuel is somewhere that way,” I said, pointing in the direction we were headed. “I wish I could be more specific, but really it’s just an awareness of his location. I couldn't give you coordinates.”

“That’s fine,” he replied, pulling a knife from his pocket. He put a cut on a nearby tree to mark our path. “So we can find our way back out,” he told me, as I watched silently.

We walked for a while, and I was grateful for my sneakers, as the path was almost nonexistent. Jake periodically marked a tree, so we wouldn’t get lost. I stumbled once or twice, and he caught me, his arm heavily muscled and solid. 

Thoughts were whirling around my head, fear being an ever-present companion. I had stumbled into a dangerous mess, but I wasn’t afraid, not with Jake beside me. I was confident in his ability to protect me, but at this point, I wanted to find Samuel and forget all of this.

My stomach rumbled loudly, reminding me I had missed lunch. Jake glanced at me, and I shrugged. Nothing we could do about my hunger in the middle of the woods.

“Favorite book I’ve read?” he tossed out, an obvious effort to distract me from my hunger.

“Codex Alera,” I answered, turning a bit to follow an almost indistinguishable trail that my sixth sense seemed to know. I had gotten a little ahead of Jake, when it occurred to me the kidnappers might be out here somewhere. I slowed down a bit, staying closer to Jake and his weapon.

“Huh, you’re right; but a favorite anything is incredibly subjective,” he said, his eyes constantly scanning the surrounding woods. “What’s to say my favorite won’t change in five minutes?”

“Unless you read something in the next five minutes that changes your mind, that’s unlikely,” I replied. I had wondered about stuff like that myself.

“What about the future?” he asked. “Can you predict it?”

“Sure, I can predict it. And be wrong,” I told him. “Too many potential outcomes. I think what I can do relies heavily on someone’s choice. Once an individual makes a decision, their future may be more accurate, but it’s still subject to whim.”

“But the past is accurate, because it’s already done,” he stated.

“Yep. There are exceptions of course. Like you,” I told him, pausing to look around. I felt like we were getting close.

“What do you mean?” he asked me.

“I knew you’d help me. To me, it was a given, but you could have told me no. But I knew you wouldn’t, even before I knew who you really were. It’s almost like it was already decided.” I said, thinking about it.

“So you’re saying people don’t have a choice. It’s all predetermined,” he said, in disbelief.

“No,” I said slowly. “If it was, I’d know the answers to questions about the future. I think some things are meant to be. Certain moments need to happen. What happens after that is a matter of choice.” I glanced at him to see if he was following me. His eyes were focused ahead, but he was listening. I was about to continue my theory, when I was distracted by the knowledge that we had arrived.

I grabbed Jake’s arm before pointing ahead to a thicket of bushes. It was well hidden, but I knew there was a cabin there. He nodded, acknowledging me, placing his finger over my lips to indicate silence. I nodded, not wanting to bring attention to us either. We silently padded closer before he looked back at me curiously. I wasn’t sure what to expect, when suddenly he was wrapped around me. My back was pulled flush against his front, and he ducked his head right next to my ear. I couldn't help the shiver that ran over me at our closeness. He barely breathed the words against me, “Is anyone in or around the cabin?”

I shook my head in the negative, feeling foolish that I hadn’t thought of this sooner. We moved closer, still careful though. Jake might be willing to ask, but I wasn’t sure he trusted my knowledge completely. I couldn’t blame him. What I knew could be open to interpretation, and of course if someone changed their mind, so could our future reality. We walked around the area, scouting it. We got closer and saw broken branches where someone had forced their way into the cabin. 

My nose twitched when I caught a whiff of something foul. The scent was slightly metallic and decaying. I walked to the door, feeling almost compelled, when he jerked me back. I slammed against his chest, pressed tightly against him again when he asked me, “Is Samuel Phillips alive?”


Chapter Five

I was grateful his arm was wrapped around me, because it was all that held me up when I collapsed. Seconds later, we heard the howling of dogs, and he was dragging me away from the cabin.

“We have to move. We can’t be found here.” His lips were pressed against my cheek as he said it. I thought distantly that his lips were incredibly soft before his words registered. I found my feet, and we were running back the way we came. 

They would find Samuel Phillips within minutes, shot in the back of the head, execution style, in that tiny cabin in the woods.

A hike that took us forty-five minutes in only took fifteen as we ran back. When we got to the car, I realized he was still holding my hand. He hadn’t let go when we started running, and now he jerked open the car door and practically shoved me in. Seconds later, he was around the car, and we were driving back the way we came.

I was shaking at the knowledge that Samuel was dead. Tears slipped down my face, as I whispered, “Why did they bring him out to that cabin if they were just going to kill him?”

“I don’t know,” Jake replied tightly, reaching over to grab my hand. “I need to get you home and call my contact.”

“I don’t understand. He was just a little kid. He had to be so scared.” I started sobbing, picturing him on the ground. “They executed him,” I gasped out, wanting to escape the horror in my mind.

“What?” Jake said sharply, and I realized he didn’t know. We hadn’t actually seen the body. I saw him in my mind when Jake asked if he was alive.

“They made him get on his knees and shot him in the back of the head,” I told him, trying to control my sobs and get the words out clearly.

“That doesn’t make sense,” he muttered to himself. “Why kill him if they’re using him to control Daniel?”

I wasn’t sure if he realized I could hear him, or if he was asking me the question, but I gave him the answer anyway. “Because Samuel saw him,” I replied, the knowledge drifting through my mind. His puzzled look matched my own feelings.

“Saw who? Daniel? If they know where he is, he’s in danger,” he said, forcing himself to stay calm. He pulled his hand from mine, reaching into his pocket for his phone. “I have to warn them.”

“We smelled him,” I said quietly, the scent of death lingering in my nose. Jake paused, his hand on his phone, realizing what my words meant.

“How long has Samuel been dead?” he asked finally.

“Three days,” I answered.

We were back on the highway now, both of us silent, until my stomach rumbled loudly. It was such a normal sound, but it made me jump. I was grateful I hadn’t eaten anything, because I was pretty sure I would have thrown it up in the woods.

“We’ll stop and get something to eat,” Jake said, breaking our silence. “I need to think about this.” I nodded mutely, tears continuing to leak from my eyes.

A few minutes later, he pulled off the highway at a little hole in the wall that served po’boys. He was around the car and opening my door before I even got my seatbelt undone. My hands felt clumsy as they unbuckled it. I wondered dimly if this was what shock felt like.

“Come on. You’ll feel better, once we get food in you,” he said, reaching for my arm. The place was empty. One lady was behind the counter. She glanced up and smiled at our entrance. Jake forced a smile in return, while I wiped my face. I was grateful I had skipped the mascara this morning. My reddened eyes were bad enough without adding the raccoon look to them.

“What can I get you folks?” she asked nicely, politely ignoring my tears, as she pointed to the menu written on a chalkboard on the wall.

“I’ll take a catfish po’boy,” Jake said, looking over at me questioningly. I glanced at the menu, quickly naming the first thing I saw, “Debris po’boy.”

“Y’all want onion rings or fries?” she asked, looking between us. Jake shrugged, looking at me. This question actually caught my attention. “Onion rings,” I said, already knowing they would be my favorite. Jake nodded and pulled me over to a table by the window, keeping his back to the wall. I glanced at the clock and saw it was after one. School seemed like forever ago now.

I asked a question that had been worrying me since we had assumed they knew where Daniel was. “If they go after Daniel, will that put you at risk?” 

“I don’t know. It shouldn’t. Depends if they ask questions or shoot him on sight,” Jake answered bluntly. “I’m undercover, based on information Daniel provided us. Information his suppliers didn’t know he had. Of course, all of this is moot if they go after Daniel.” He rubbed his face tiredly. “It’s always a risk. There’s a chance of a leak anytime you go undercover. It’s why we limit who has access to the information.” 

His tone changed, as he reached across the table and took my hand. “I’m sorry about Samuel. I know you wanted to save him.” He rubbed his thumb over my fingers, as my hand rested in his. His hands were hard, the palms rough, and my hand felt tiny in his—safe. I nodded. I had wanted to save him. In fact, it never occurred to me that he wasn’t alive. “How did you know?” I asked him.

“The smell,” he replied, his eyes hooded. “It’s something you never forget; the scent of death.” 

I swallowed back the newest onslaught of tears. We couldn't waste time on them now. I couldn’t shake the fear that Jake was in danger now, and that it was my fault. 

“We need more information. We’re missing something,” he muttered, thrumming his fingers on the scarred tabletop. 

I looked around the small room. Old wood paneling covered the walls with faded advertisements plastered over them. The tables and chairs were mismatched, looking as if they’d been bought at random garage sales thirty years ago. The place had been here forever. The food brought people back, because no one had ever bothered with atmosphere. A few minutes later, the waitress came out with our food. The smell made my stomach rumble loudly, causing her to smile.

“Hungry? Well this should fill you up,” she said, pulling ketchup out of her pocket and setting it on the table between us. I nodded my thanks, along with Jake, as we dove in. The thing about a debris po’boy is, it’s a mess. The shredded roast beef was soaked in gravy before being piled on the po’boy bread. This one had a horseradish sauce and pickles added to it. I picked it up carefully, taking a bite, as the gravy ran over my hands. Jake’s was much neater; fried catfish piled high on a po’boy with mayo, lettuce and tomato. The onion rings were between us, a tangle of thinly sliced onions, barely battered in seasoned flour, and fried to perfection. We were silent as we ate, the food too good to allow for conversation.

After several minutes and a dozen napkins later, we sat back from the table. The po’boys and onion rings were gone. Nothing but crumbs remained. Our waitress came by—Sally—her name tag read, and she asked us, “How was it? I’m gonna guess good, based on the happy plates. I’ll leave the check here, but take your time. It’s slow about now.” She refilled our drinks and took our empty plates.

I sucked on my straw, slurping my Diet Coke, as we studied each other. 

“You feel up to playing twenty questions?” he asked, and I smiled slightly. The question was rhetorical. He was going to ask and I would answer, but I nodded anyway. I would play along. I wanted to stop these people as much as he did.

“Is Daniel Phillips alive?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he right now?”

“A hotel room. Motel 6,” I replied, my response easy, since I recognized the location. He nodded, relieved. They hadn’t found him yet, or more likely they hadn’t gone after him yet. But I didn’t think that’s why they had killed Samuel. He saw something he shouldn’t have. But what?

“Do the bad guys know where he is?”

I shook my head. The question was too vague. I told him that and he frowned, thinking.

“Do the people that killed Samuel know where Daniel is?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who killed Samuel?” His face popped into my mind instantly, sending a shudder through me. The face was cold and uncaring. His eyes were empty, leading me to believe he had no soul.

“Yes, but I don’t know who he is,” I answered, analyzing the face in my mind.

“Do you know his name?” Jake asked, desperately. I shook my head again. I didn’t.

“But you knew my name.” 

“Yes, and that’s odd. I only knew your first name. I don’t know why,” I said, shrugging. My ability wasn’t a precise thing. I had never tested it to this extent. It was always just there.

“That’s alright. You’re doing great. We know more than we did.” I raised my eyebrows at this. I thought we’d done nothing other than raise more questions.

“Would you recognize the man if you saw him?” he asked of me, wanting to know if I could do it. I nodded, knowing I would never forget his face.

“I can get mug shots. There’s a high chance this guy has been arrested before,” Jake said, before continuing the questioning.

“Is Samuel’s death related to Daniel’s testimony?” he asked, and I was surprised at first, but then I realized we had never actually proven this. It had all been speculation to this point.

“Yes,” I answered, confidently. Samuel was kidnapped and killed because Daniel had decided to testify against his employer. 

“I’m not sure what to ask you next,” he said in frustration. “So many questions I come up with are vague or about the future. My view of the current situation is too narrow to ask the right question.”

I understood Jake’s frustration. We were somewhat blind, but still had more relevant information than the cops searching for Samuel Phillips. I looked back at the clock on the wall and realized it was later than I thought.

“I have to get back,” I told him. “School’s almost out, and my grandfather’s going to be looking for me to get home.”

He looked at me and nodded before laying money down on the check.

“Alright, let’s go,” he answered.

The trip back to town went by much faster, and we were turning into my driveway a few minutes later. 

“What’s your number?” he asked me, the car idling in the driveway. He seemed to realize his question could be misinterpreted.  “I’ll have more questions,” he continued, slightly flustered. His apparent discomfort made me smile. I hadn’t assumed he wanted my number in anything but a professional capacity anyway.

“I don’t have a phone,” I answered him. He looked at me dumbfounded, so I explained. “My mom can’t afford a cell phone for me.” I shrugged before continuing. “We don’t have a home phone either.”

He looked perplexed, but shook it off quickly. “I’ll figure something out. I need to be able to get in touch with you. You know who a killer is. That’s dangerous information to have.”

His words brought back the man’s face to my mind. I shuddered, because he was right. I never wanted to meet the man that would execute a child. The faster we found a name and put this guy away, the better.


Chapter Six

I walked inside, dropping my book bag on the kitchen table before going to find Paw Paw. He was sitting on the back porch watching the hummingbirds fight over their feeder. I dropped a kiss on his head as he said, “Hey! You’re home already?”

“Yep,” I said, stating the obvious, as I settled on the porch swing. “You want a snack?” I asked, already knowing his answer.

“Yeah, that’d be good,” he said, looking over at me. “Graham crackers with peanut butter?” he asked, hopefully. I nodded, swinging in silence for a few minutes. That was the way it always was with my grandfather. We could sit in a comfortable silence for hours. Sitting here with him helped to push the horror of my day away. I allowed our familiar routine to calm my fears for Jake and myself, even though I wasn’t under any delusions. Today was only the beginning of our problems.

Luckily, the school hadn’t called my mom about my abrupt departure from classes. I made it through dinner before going to bed early. My night was restless with dreams of a dead Samuel Phillips and the cold face that murdered him. It was a relief to get up in the morning. 

As I got ready, I found myself putting on mascara and taking extra care with my makeup. I frowned at myself, but it didn’t stop me from wearing my favorite V-neck top—the one that made my boobs look good. I dashed down the stairs, before I thought too hard about why I chose that specific top.

I was early enough this morning that I had time to eat breakfast. I walked to the cabinet and got the Apple Jacks out. Paw Paw immediately said, “Fix me a bowl too.” I shook my head, since I was already getting two bowls down. He was reading the paper, as I set his cereal down next to him. I was already prepared for the day’s headline. “Phillips Boy Found Dead” it screamed above a photo of a body bag being loaded into the coroner's van. We didn’t talk. Just ate our cereal in silence, as he read.

I could see Carly pacing, as I got off the bus.

“Where were you yesterday? You totally didn’t study for the pop quiz did you? That’s why you bailed!” She started in on me immediately. “Did you hear about the Phillips kid? How horrible is that? Who could do something like that?” Her questions immediately brought back the memory of Samuel's dead body and the face of the man that killed him. “Are you okay? Your face just got super pale. Are you sick? Is that why you left yesterday?”

I immediately grasped the excuse she gave me. I had wound up skipping lunch and our history class yesterday, and being sick was as good excuse as any.

“I got sick after gym,” I agreed, knowing she had no reason to doubt it, after my reaction to her questions about Samuel. “I had to go home. I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to tell you,” I smiled, giving her my best sickly look. She caved instantly, unable to even pretend to be angry for longer than a minute.

“I forgive you. It’s not like you could do anything about it,” she said, already over it, before saying exasperatedly, “You need a cell phone. I mean, I get your mom can’t afford it, but still, I could have called and checked on you.” I nodded in agreement. A phone would be extremely helpful to me, but for more reasons than calling Carly.

I felt a twinge of guilt at my lie, but it wasn’t like I could explain yesterday’s events to her. I distracted her by asking about our history assignment. We had a few minutes before the bell rang, so we hung out in the courtyard as she went over it with me.

I knew who it was, as soon as he wrapped his arms around me. If nothing else, the look of shock on Carly’s face would have clued me in. He turned me around, his lips on mine before I could process his intentions. I felt his hand against my pocket, as he pulled back, giving me a wink before walking away.

“Oh my God,” Carly said, in shock. I touched my lips, the faint impression of his still lingering. That wasn’t how I thought my first kiss would happen, but I also never could have imagined it would feel that way either.

He hadn’t said a word, but I knew what he intended. I put my hand in my pocket, feeling the phone there. He had declared his intentions by kissing me in the courtyard, and anyone who hadn’t actually seen it would know about it soon enough.

The bell rang before Carly could start interrogating me. A fact for which I was abjectly grateful. I smiled and waved at her, as I darted away to class. She was still standing there in shock, but I knew that would be gone by gym, and she would begin her interrogation. 

Our English teacher announced we would have a test on Friday, and one of the guys joked, “Can you give us the test questions?”

The teacher laughed as she told him, “No, you’ll need to study everything.” I smiled, already writing down the questions I saw. My ability did come in handy at times. 

As I walked to gym, I felt the phone buzz in my pocket. I pulled it out, seeing a text message from Hot Boyfriend. The word choice caused me to smile. How many boyfriends did I have programmed into this phone? His message told me to meet him in the parking lot after school. He planned to give me a ride home. I quickly figured out how to get to the messages and replied back, “Okay.” It occurred to me I might need Carly to help me figure out both the phone and boyfriend thing.

“So who is the incredibly hot guy that kissed you this morning?” she demanded, the second I saw her. “I’ve asked around and gotten mixed responses. He seems to be a mystery guy.” She looked at me expectantly, and I was searching my memory for the name he told me yesterday. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but I knew enough not to say Jake. I kind of wished he had put his fake name in the phone. That would have been helpful.

“Tristan!” I finally shouted, proud of myself for remembering. Carly’s cocked eyebrow made me realize I might have been a little too proud of remembering, and it showed. 

“Tristan Davidson,” I said a bit more calmly, without even a hint of a question about his last name. I was pretty sure that was the last name he said, but not completely positive.

“And how come this is the first I’m hearing about this? Am I not your best friend? How long has this been going on?” Her questions steadily got louder, until I was leaning my head away from her. Carly was not even five feet tall, a tiny dynamo that you would never think to be scared of. At least, until you pissed her off. Then you quickly realized size was irrelevant.

“It happened yesterday,” I answered quickly. “He saw me get sick and helped me to the principal’s office. Then, when I couldn’t get a hold of my mom, he drove me home,” I smiled, satisfied with my spontaneous explanation, but Carly was clearly not as satisfied.

“Why didn’t you tell me this morning? Before he kissed you!” she demanded, her eyes narrowing on me. I felt like there should be a bright light shining in my eyes. Perhaps I should suggest a career in criminal justice for Carly. “And he kissed you! What was that? You were sick, but he’s kissing you the next day?”

“It was a twenty-four hour thing?’’ I said hesitantly. “Trust me. I was just as surprised about the kiss as you were,” I answered honestly. My honesty seemed to finally satisfy her , because she moved from interrogation to speculation.

“Hmm, he clearly has a thing for you. I mean, you don’t kiss a girl in the courtyard, unless you’re declaring your intentions,” she murmured, tapping her chin as we walked into the locker room. I stayed silent, letting her develop her own ideas. “He’s hot. Gorgeous even.” I nodded fervently in agreement to that statement. We looked at each other and started giggling. There was no question; he was the hottest guy we had seen at school. I knew this was because he was older than us, but Carly didn’t. The thought crossed my mind that I could develop a thing for older guys.

We walked out of the gym, the sight of the obstacle course silencing Carly’s rambling commentary on how hot Jake was. We sighed in unison before I said, “It’s got to get easier, right?”

Wrong.

I managed not to trip on the tires this time, but I did slip off the rope ladder and knock the wind out of myself. 

Worst feeling ever. 

The need for air caused me to panic, making my struggle to breathe even worse. I was freaking out when, suddenly, Jake was there supporting me. His voice was low and soothing. “Easy. You’re okay. Slow, shallow breaths. Relax. I know it’s hard, but I promise you’ll catch your breath.” His words calmed me down, and I was able to take a shallow breath. Tears filled my eyes in relief when I felt that sweet air fill my lungs. 

He ran his hand up and down my arm, distracting me. I felt the slightest brush of his lips against my hairline before he was gone. Seconds later, Carly was jumping down from the rope ladder and running to me.

“Oh God. My heart stopped when you fell, and the only way to get to you was over that stupid ladder! Are you okay? Do we need to go to the nurse? And sweet Jesus, your boy toy is fine. He ran over, as soon as he saw you fall.” Carly’s words spilled out in a rush. Her concern was evident, as was her crush on my ‘boy toy.’  I smiled at her words, shaking my head no at her mention of the nurse. I would rather not let yesterday’s lie be revealed by today’s clumsiness.

I was excused from the rest of the obstacle course, while the coaches discussed putting more padding under the rope ladder. I didn’t think that would help keep someone from getting the wind knocked out of them if they fell, but hey, if they wanted to try, more power to them. I changed out of my gym clothes and spent the rest of the hour catching up on my work from the day before. Once gym was over, we headed to our respective classes. I already knew Carly was going to have more to say when we met for lunch. 

I couldn't stop myself from looking for him by the side of the gym. He wasn’t there, but a couple of the guys from yesterday were. I suspected why Jake was hanging out with them, so I made it a point to avoid them. One of them whistled at me, but I ignored it and kept walking.

Lunch went about like I expected with Carly gushing over Jake. Tristan, I reminded myself. I couldn’t afford to say the wrong name in front of Carly, or anyone else for that matter. 

The need to protect Jake thrummed through me. I had barely known him twenty-four hours, but already I couldn’t imagine anything happening to him. I felt as if I needed to keep him safe. I even felt like I could keep him safe, which was foolish. I was a skinny teenager, and he was a trained cop with a gun. The idea that I would keep him safe was ludicrous, but I couldn’t shake it.

Carly was still going on about how heroic Tristan was when he rescued me, as we walked into history together. I personally thought it would have been more heroic if he had caught me before I hit the ground, but I kept that to myself. Carly wouldn’t
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