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April 2024

The sound of the knife slicing the page is poetic really. It’s a different sound than skin but still satisfying. Different types of paper make different sounds; like crystal when you have different water levels, it all sings differently, but it is beautiful. I took care to select different stationaries, ranging from fast food wrappers to mailers from mailboxes. I even ordered various paper sets designed specifically for calligraphy. I gathered my supplies from different companies across the globe. Can’t use only one supplier and leave too many breadcrumbs now, can I?

There’s a saying that goes, revenge is a dish best served cold. I happen to like the logic in that saying. I’ve had a lot of time to think about just how I want to woo her. She’s a woman who loves the written word and so my gift to her shall be words. Letters if you will. Very carefully selected letters to piece together words that I will send her until the time comes to take her away. Yes, she needs to be wooed. She’s a hopeless romantic and I will make sure she gets what she loves. And when she gets what she loves, I’ll get what I crave.

A cold dish indeed.

I selected special words from her very own books and carved them out as part of her gift. Oh, don’t let my rubber gloves fool you. I’ve also taken great care not to leave fingerprints. No one can find out who I am too early. That’ll ruin the fun. She’ll appreciate my form of foreplay when she sees my gifts. Words are her love language after all.

Once she sees my dedication and patience, she’ll grovel at my feet. The attention to detail so she has her precious words... she’ll see what I’m about. It’ll all be worth it.

Time to get this done. I pull down my overhead lamp, casting an adequate amount of light on my letter. Tweezers allow me to hold and place every letter, every word, letting her know she’s mine. That’s all she’ll ever be. And let’s be honest, I don’t intend to share her with the world any longer. She never liked attention anyway, so I’m doing her a favor. I’m giving her the ride into the sunset she’s earned. Soon, all will know that Meadow Black is and always has been... a means to an end. And her end will be my beginning. Then and only then, will I have my revenge.
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Chapter 1
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Gabriel

The receptionist takes in my appearance, eyes scanning appreciatively up and down my body before focusing on her computer. That’s right, sweetheart, I’m wearing Tom Ford.

“I’m here to see Iris Vanderbilt.”

“Name?”

I quirk an eyebrow, the one with a scar through it. “Gabriel Archer, with G.B.L. Security.”

“Just a moment.” The woman behind the oversized desk with a nametag reading Molly plunks the keyboard. With her nervous expression now vacant from her face, blushed cheeks take over. She picks up the phone to make a call.

I’m standing in one of the biggest publishing houses known in this industry. The massive building is impressive, taking up most of the block. There are comfortable seating areas for those held hostage in the lobby and of course security posted in every corner. Taking a quick look around, I see adequate if not nearly outdated cameras, but surveillance, nonetheless. Unfortunately, the guards don’t check anyone’s badges. The entrance and exits are barely monitored. The security is more for show and that’s a problem.

“She can see you now.” Molly hands me a visitor’s badge and directs me to the elevator with instructions on which floor. I step inside and hit the button while watching the door close.

Several floors later, the elevator dings, and the doors slide open. A blonde woman, hair in a severely tight bun and big, black-framed glasses greets me as I step out.

“Mr. Archer?”

“Yes.”

She clutches a tablet to her chest. “I’m Sonya Winters, this way please.”

Her demeanor is as cold as her name.

We wind down a long hallway, lined with dark polished wood. It’s both old school and modern, speaking of money and authority. Ms. Winters stops at a door and motions for me to go inside. A woman raises an elegant eyebrow while standing to welcome me.

“Mr. Archer.” She extends her hand. “I’m Iris Vanderbilt.”

I nod. “Ms. Vanderbilt.”

“Please call me Iris.” She gestures to have a seat. “That will be all, Sonya.” The blonde excuses herself and closes the door behind her. “Thank you for seeing me today.”

“You indicated urgency to a delicate matter.”

“Yes. Well, I’ll cut to the chase.” She folds her hands together in front of her on the desk. “One of my best-selling authors has been receiving threats.” Her look is direct, unwavering and authoritative. “I won’t pretend to know the skillset needed, but you came recommended.”

“You have my attention.” I lean back and steeple my fingers, elbows on the arms of the chair, listening.

“Our author leaves for a book tour day after tomorrow. Is that a problem?” Iris arches an eyebrow again. It must be a quirk of hers.

“No ma’am.” My eyes narrow. She does not scowl at the title; however, she does shift her head. She doesn't like to be called ma'am then. “You’re just now looking for a protection detail?”

She squares her shoulders. “Until yesterday I didn’t understand the severity of the situation. An error I won’t make again. I don’t make errors, Mr. Archer. Not twice.”

“What changed yesterday?”

She licks her lips and it’s the first time her stare falters. “A package arrived. I have a department dedicated to fan mail. We’re part of a huge industry and very few authors make best-selling status. Those require due diligence. We sift through the letters as a precaution. Fans send all sorts of things; most are gushing with admiring stories, and some get a little odd with what they say. But others are a bit out of hand.”

“I’m listening.”

“We share selected fan letters with our authors whenever they need an ego boost. A few of our authors answer some when in between projects. However...” she touches her throat and swallows, looking away.

“A package arrived you said.”

Iris pales. “Yes. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“And you believe the author’s life could be in danger?”

Iris pulls a desk drawer open and uses a tissue to withdraw a shallow cigar box with a flip-top lid. Placing it on her desk, she lifts the lid, and I lean forward. It’s an effort to keep my expression blank.

“I believe so now, yes.” She tilts her head. “I’m sure of it. There are letters too of course. But this is what arrived yesterday.”

My skin crawls seeing this. The box is lined with a picture of a man’s penis and the item inside is a blood-covered condom, apparently used or staged to look that way. Why people are so sick is beyond me, but then again, that’s why I’m in this business. Everyone deserves to be safe. Safe from psychos who are capable of this.

I snap my focus from the item on her desk back to her. “Why not just cancel the tour?”

Where Iris paled moments ago, her face slowly reddens with anger. Her eyes widen but she keeps her voice calm, though the vein in her temple is hammering. “We can’t just cancel her book tour. The schedule has been intricately handled, and it culminates with an anticipated book reveal at a prestigious fundraiser. It is simply not an option.” She grabs a pen irritably. “Besides, what if that’s what they want? Hoping to keep her home.”

“Fair point.” Is this lady only worried about contracts and money? I’m not sold, but she still has my attention. “Did you call the police and report this?”

Iris pales. “No,” she answers flatly, tapping her pen on the desk before dropping it. “I’m trying to keep this quiet. I don’t want to scare my author and bring on unwarranted publicity.”

I frown, not liking her answer but can understand it too.

“Can you help us?”

“I would need to see any other death threats or ‘fan mail’ as you call it. And I need to see the itinerary for the tour as well.”

“Will you help us, Mr. Archer?”

“My team is in the lobby.”

Iris lets out a breath of relief, the tension in her shoulders easing a bit. “Thank you.”

“I’d like my team brought up to review the mail and itinerary with me.”

Iris pushes a button on her desk phone. When someone answers on the other end, she says, “Have Mr. Archer’s team brought up to the conference room immediately.”

“Does your author know about the threats?”

Iris’s vein is throbbing again, but she cooly tips her head. “I meet with her next. I’ll brief her while your team reviews everything, then I’ll bring her down to meet you.” I tilt my head and my neck cracks, but I don’t blink. “I meet with her prior to each tour. This one doesn’t like them so she needs a little coaxing.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it. My client will need to know her life is in danger. That’s why you’ve hired us.”

“Understood.” She touches her neck again. “Does she have to see that though?”

“I’m undecided until I meet with my team. Some of the letters, yes. I’ve found they can be motivation for the client to be compliant and follow our safety measures. When a person understands there’s a viable threat, they tend to cooperate.”

“Speaking from experience?”

“Why do you think criminals find threats effective?” I stand as Iris drapes the tissue over the item on her desk, handing it over to me. “I’ll only do what is necessary, not excessive. The client needs to understand, not live in fear.”

“Thank you.”

She walks around her desk, nodding toward the door. She’s dressed in an expensive pencil skirt and suit jacket, stilettos, and has a glide to her step, chin held high. Her short, silver hair is both stylish and feminine.

Following her down a long hall, we arrive at the conference room just as my team is filing in. Pausing outside the doors, she extends her hand. “This is where I leave you. Thank you for helping us with this matter. My assistant will give you anything you need.”

I extend my hand to shake hers. “We’ll make sure of her safety.”

“I’ll bring her down to meet the team shortly.

“Iris, what’s the author’s name?”

“Meadow Black.”

Shit.
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Chapter 2
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Bailey

Squeezing the bridge of my nose, I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “Explain to me again why I have to do this?”

I hoped to appeal to Iris’s compassionate side but then I remembered; she doesn’t really have one. I’ve seen it briefly over the years, showing up as often as Christmas. But then again, she’s not in philanthropy work. She’s a top executive in this industry for a reason.

“Your contract,” she says this without blinking.

“I want to renegotiate said contract.” I cross my arms, perturbed.

Iris doesn’t even flinch. “Finish this tour and we’ll meet.”

I can’t tell if she’s bluffing so I continue. “I've done the gala for the last two years and an annual signing in New York, why are you enforcing the tour? Especially now!" I’m getting a headache. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

Iris exhales patiently. “The pandemic boosted your success. You can’t hide behind COVID anymore. It’s practically nonexistent and it’s time to pay your dues.” She sounds calm and practiced. Of course she would be. She deals with high-profile authors all the time. I’ve always tried to be humble, and not create any undue stress for my agent, publisher or even my personal assistant, but today I sound like a whiny teenager. I’m appalled at myself, but it doesn’t stop me from trying.

“I have a no travel clause. It says—”

“It ran out. Your clause was only good for the first five years. We were considerate when COVID broke out, but it is time to go on the road. I’ve kept your events limited until now, and we have been talking about this for weeks.” Iris folds her arms.

“You’ve talked about it; I refused to listen.” I start popping my knuckles because really, while I’m apprehensive about being on the road, it couldn’t come at a better time. I don’t like the added threat looming over my head, but when have I not had a target on my back?

“I’ve taken some liberties to make you more comfortable,” Iris explains.

“Liberties?” My eyes narrow. “What kind?”

“The usual. You’ll only stay in the Grand Palace hotel chain. You like familiar.” She ticks items off her fingers as she speaks. “Sonya was very careful with your schedule to guarantee your specific days to yourself, and I’ve also lined up a security detail to ensure your safety. By the time the gala arrives in June, you’ll be thanking me.”

I doubt that.

“You hired security? We’re using more than just the hotel security?”

“That’s right.” She leans back in her seat and shifts to cross her legs. “You and Sonya are important to the company. I take your safety seriously.”

I scoff. Her eyes widen. “Iris, I had to attend two events last year with the flu. Sonya had a crash course in pharmaceuticals to get me through it. So, excuse me if I’m not buying the act right now.” Jaw dropping and eyes narrowing, she looks as if she is ready to read me the riot act. I reel in my irritation. “Iris, please, I mean no offense. I appreciate all this company has done for me, what you’ve done for me. I just don’t understand the whiplash I’m having.”

“The threat is a shock.” Iris’s features smooth, tension easing. “We had a little leeway while your clause was still active, I’ll give you that. And, I’ll admit, I’m immune to most fan mail, even as odd as they get sometimes. However...” her voice trails off. Very unlike Iris.

“You’re worried.”

I never thought I’d see the day Iris went soft but, at this moment, she almost has a maternal expression and it’s like throwing cold water on me.

“I’m really in danger.” It’s not a question. It’s a fact. She’s serious.

She blinks it away. “That, I don’t know for sure, but there’s enough concern to ensure you have top security with you.” She laces her fingers together and leans forward. “Listen kid, you’ve done very well for yourself. You have a true gift. You have also had an abundance of bad luck through no fault of your own.” I shift uncomfortably in my seat, not liking the personal turn this conversation has taken. “Let me do this for you. I don’t want you to suffer any more than you already have. Ok?”

I try rubbing the knot in my chest to ease the pain. When I first met Iris, I was a mess. I’d received my letter stating I won their writing contest and needed to contact them. But I had also just experienced something so heartbreaking, it was unfathomable. She helped turn my life around, channeling the pain into writing and I went on to debut back-to-back New York Time’s Bestsellers. I’ve learned to trust her and despite her rule-with-an-iron-fist mentality, I respect her judgement.

“Ok. I’ll get ready to go.”

“After you meet the team, take Sonya with you to pack what you need. You know the drill, if you need anything on the road, she’ll arrange it.”

She stands and I do the same. “Team? Are they here already?”

She steps around her desk. “Yes, they’re in the conference room.”

I take in her shoes. “Awesome heels, Iris.” I let out a whistle, appreciating them. I developed a shoe fetish thanks to her. She always wears the best stilettos.

She points her toe and swivels her ankle before looking up at me with a grin and sparkle in her eye. “Like them?”

“Do I ever.”

“They’re the latest Manolo Blahnik’s.” She reaches for the door. “I’ll have my assistant get a pair over to Sonya for you.”

I hold in a squeal. “Thank you.”

On the way to the conference room, Iris goes over a few more details like shipping books to each stop of the tour for me to sign for a few local bookstores. I can’t stop at every bookstore in the U.S. even if I’d like to.

When we reach the double doors, Iris opens them in grand fashion and escorts me inside. Sonya is busy briefing four men in suits. As they turn my direction, the atmosphere crackles and one set of distinct blue eyes meet mine as Iris begins introductions to my security team. I’ve never felt more vulnerable in my life.
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Gabriel

I’ve completed high profile gigs in several states. Some political figures during elections and other levels of government officials. I’ve also taken jobs for the rich and famous, most of which call Hollywood Hills their home. It’s usually protecting their rich, bratty kids away at college and occasionally, rock stars on tour or movie stars on location. Finding myself in a very upscale conference room in Manhattan, it’s a far cry from what I’m used to. But when this prestigious publishing house called me, it certainly piqued my curiosity.

Now, I’m full of dread.

Everything is either sleek black or glass. Pretentious, yet not overstated. I’m used to protecting the person behind the name and so is the team. The glitz and glam mean nothing to us. We each have different reasons for being where we're at; retired but still offering services, steppingstone for elevating a resume, or wanting an easier schedule. That’s me. That’s my goal. I want to pick and choose my assignments, live simpler. There was a time when there was only one thing I wanted, but things are different now and have been for a long time.

A male representative from the company hands out folders as we sit around a table. "You've been chosen for a high-profile case." Great. I know I agreed my team would accept this job, but I have reasons for wondering if it’s even a good idea. Nobody flips open their folder until everyone has one in front of them. “It’s imperative that all safety measures are taken while we’re on tour, travelling, and during down time.”

The representative continues explaining what we’re up against.

“Please open the folders. I made a few copies of the fan mail we’ve received for our author. As you can see, this isn’t the type of mail we pass along.”

I look down and examine the photocopy. It’s an example of a typical crazed fan, saying what they’d like to do with the star. The next page is a morbid and threatening example. There are letters pieced together forming sentences. All from different sources using various fonts and papers.

“You’ll also find your itinerary for the next six weeks.” The man motions to the woman I met earlier. “Sonya will get you the security codes for the hotels and brief you on some of the other details before Ms. Black joins us.”

“Why does it say DND here?” I point to a break in the schedule. It’s mid tour but appears there’s no event and no travel.

The man narrows his eyes. “Our author doesn’t entertain events, travel, or anything that day. She isn’t to be disturbed.”

Dexter and I exchange glances. I wonder if he knows why, but I can’t ask him right now. That will be a conversation for later.

Her scent hits me before I can turn around. Peaches. Like a summer breeze, warm and sweet. She follows Iris to the head of the table. I can tell she’s anxious. Her body language is all wrong and says as much when she’s ushered up front to be introduced. She was the same way in high school. When she turns to face the room, our eyes lock.

Involuntarily, I rub my chest, touching the ache caused by a never-forgotten memory. I can’t believe it’s her.

“Gentlemen, allow me to introduce Meadow Black, one of our New York Times Bestsellers. You’ll be accompanying her on her book tour for the next six weeks, ending with our gala in Las Vegas in June.”

It’s been a decade and all I can say is the girl I fell in love with is hidden in the woman before me. Matured and filled out a little more, hair longer than when I last saw her. Bailey holds herself, shoulders squared, ready to take on the world. She’s been doing just that, without me, for a decade.

Her eyes search the room before she leans toward Iris and whispers. I can read lips and she’s asking what if she takes issue with any of them? Iris just smiles and dips her chin to whisper back that she won’t and that it’s settled.

“Sonya, please continue with your briefing. Meadow and I will see you in my office when you conclude.”

Bailey’s expression is tight, a fake half-smile plastered to her face. She makes eye contact with my team but won’t meet mine again. I can’t say I don’t blame her but then again, I do. When everything went to shit a decade ago, all she did was leave me with unanswered questions, bitterness, and a destroyed heart. Seeing her again today is testing the steel cage I placed around my heart to keep from feeling.

“Gentlemen, you’ll find a map and layout of the hotel along with the name of the head of security for each location. You’ll want to—”

“We’ll head over directly and check on things.” I close my folder and exchange a look with my guys before addressing Sonya. “We prefer to gather our own intel, not be fed the information we work with. But thank you.”

It only takes Ms. Winters another twenty minutes to finalize some details, finishing our meeting. As soon as it’s over, we’re expected to meet at the hotel and get settled, but first I need fresh air.

Brisk April air blasts my flaming hot skin once my feet hit the sidewalk. Quickly, I duck around the corner and into an alley where I pause to collect myself. How does seeing her after all this time make my body scorch? I thought my heart had nothing more than cinders left behind, mere ashes in a fireplace gone cold. Yet after one chance meeting, it suddenly feels like lightning hit a tree, igniting the flame once again.

Too many emotions hit me when she entered the room. Love, anguish, frustration, anger, confusion, lust. You name it, I felt it. A tsunami could have done less damage. But despite everything, something spooked her all those years ago. I don’t know what it was, but I won't fail her now. Even if she wants no part of me. I once made a promise to always protect her, and I intend to keep it.

“Hey, you good?” Dexter stands, leaning against the brick wall.

I straighten my shoulders and then my tie. “Fine.” I grit out.

“Uh-huh.” Dexter knows me best. We’ve been friends since high school. “Come on, big guy. We need to get set up over at the hotel. Slade and Atlas are already in route.”

“You could have warned me,” I murmur to Dex.

“It’s not your birthday,” he answers coldly.

“This is different. You had to know the possibility of running into her, even if she wasn’t the client.” My nostrils flare as I try to keep my face straight.

“I knew it was a slim possibility. I didn’t know she’s the reason we’re here. But now that I do, had you let me trace her as closely as I’d prefer, we might not be here right now.” Dexter gives me a hard look before brushing past me.

He’s right. If I’d let him watch Bailey closer, she might not be facing another threat. She had a stalker once, now she has a more dangerous one. Had we watched over her from the shadows instead of me getting a once-a-year check-in, we could have intercepted this asshole and dealt with it accordingly. Off the books of course. I know people who handle such things.

Seeing what I saw back in Iris’s office has my stomach churning, but I tamp that down. Right now, I need to focus on learning everything I can to keep her safe.

“Dex?”

He freezes in place, his eyes reaching mine.

“Who was that in there?” I point to where we just saw the woman who used to be my girl. “That’s not Bailey.”

Dexter slips his hands into his pockets. “No, that’s Meadow Black. New York Times and USA Today best-selling romance author.” He sighs. “She’s all grown up now.”

I bite my top lip, considering. “She has the look about her that she’s lived more than a lifetime in the ten years we’ve been apart. What happened?”

Dexter takes a step closer to me. “Maybe this is your chance to find out.”

I blow out a breath but shake my head. “Bailey might have told me, once upon a long time ago. But Meadow clearly doesn’t want to be anywhere near me.”
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Gabriel

I let Dexter into my hotel room.

“What’s up, boss?” he grins.

I cut him a glare. Him and his nicknames. I don’t mind the other guys calling me that, but Dexter? Nah, he’s been a good friend to me for years. I’d rather he didn’t call me boss, so I just ignore it.

“I need you to hack into the hotel databases.” His eyes remain focused as if he’s making a mental checklist. He usually is. “Find out everything on her personal assistant, her agent, even Bailey’s bills. Anything that’ll give us a line of sight to what could be happening here.”

“Goes without saying, you smell a rat?”

“I don’t know yet. The only thing I do know is she’s a high-profile client with death threats.”

“She’s not just a client—”

I interrupt Dexter and ignore his comment. “These aren’t just run of the mill, crazed-fan mail.” I hold up a stack of copies I’ve been studying.

“I sent the originals to my buddies,” Dexter explains even though I already knew that. He has a trustworthy crew who’s better than a CSI unit that coordinates with law enforcement when needed.

“Give them a few days, we’ll have our analysis. If there are any fingerprints, we’ll know.”

“There won’t be.” I feel like I’m behind the eight ball, but my gut tells me there’s a bigger picture already set in motion.

“We’ll also know the type of every paper, ink, adhesive, and any DNA trace that might be on those letters.” Yes, he said DNA. It’s been known to happen that death threat letters sometimes get written or adorned with blood or semen. Gloves aren’t just to keep from contaminating the evidence with added fingerprints. It’s a measure of caution for our health too.

[image: ]

I HAVE TWO THINGS I need to do before my shift officially starts. I need to visit the gift shop then get in a workout. Over the years, I have gotten in the habit of visiting the gift shop of every hotel I stay in. It’s a superstition at this point. I start each leg by first getting the client settled then visiting the gift shop. Sometimes I find what I’m looking for, sometimes I don’t.

I also incorporate my workouts whenever and wherever I can. It’s important to keep up with it. I need to stay strong and fit for the job, but hours of standing around watching crowds or surroundings can build up energy that needs released. Sometimes I need to do a quick workout to unwind enough to sleep. I travel with a jump rope for those instances, only having time for that and a shower before bed. That’s not the case today. Today, my mind is a mess after learning who our client is and due to our past, I’m trying to get in the right headspace to do my job well.

Suddenly I feel tension in the air. A familiar pull.

“You’re sweaty,” a feminine, tentative voice says.

I look up, making eye contact. “I thought that was you.” I flick my eyes back to the floor, continuing my reps, counting silently to myself. Also counting to try and remain calm.

“Have you been, ok?” She crosses her arms, clearly uncomfortable with her own question.

I nod coldly. I don’t want to do this right now.

She’s sizing me up. Not physically. No, there was a time when she knew my body better than anyone. She’s feeling me out to see where we stand. It’s been ten years since I’ve been in the same room with her and the way things were left...well, anyone would wonder. Replacing my weights, I grab my towel.

“I thought you were settled in your suite with Atlas outside the door?” Where it’s safe.

“I was. He’s out there.” She points to the other side of the closed door where my team member is standing guard. I can see him touch his earpiece. Dexter or Slade are probably checking in.

My jaw muscle ticks. “It’s good you stopped by. I need to speak to you about the itinerary.”

“Any concerns should go through Sonya. She manages all the changes.” She unfolds and refolds her arms. Yep, uncomfortable.

I cross my own arms and can’t help but notice her eyes trace my bulging muscles. There was a time when I loved it when she did that. She’d catalog every muscle ripple and gleam of sweat. But that’s not happening today. “Why do you have a DND day on May 1st? It says you do not travel but Sonya says you don’t do anything that day. No travel, no events, no interaction. Nobody is meant to disturb you at all.”

She swallows hard, fighting a knot in her throat. I watch her heartbeat speed up, pulse thrumming in her neck.

“That’s right. No one is to disturb me that day.” She defiantly lifts her chin but doesn’t elaborate. “I have my reasons.”

She’s being evasive and that won’t do.

I try not to glare but she’s testing my patience. “Fair enough. But I have a job to do. So don’t hold a grudge from ten years ago and compromise your safety.”

She gasps. “How dare you!”

I take a step closer. “All I’m asking is you respect my job and let me keep you safe.”

She looks away. A few heartbeats later, she says, “I can’t talk to anyone that day.”

I don’t miss the inflection in her voice that she probably didn’t mean to put there. That day. That day. What is it about that day anyhow? She bites the inside of her cheek, drops her arms and glares back, cracking her knuckles.

I sigh, trying to let it go. This isn’t the day to hash things out. Pick your battles and all that. “Listen, Dexter has a gadget. It’s like a Fitbit. I’ll respect your privacy that day and no one will check in on you if you wear it.”

“Why should I do that?”

“It will allow us to see movement, like you walking around the suite. We’ll know you’re safe while also respecting your wishes to be left alone.”

“What’s that prove? What if I take a nap?”

There’s some of the Bailey I knew.

“It also tracks heartrate so as long as you’re not panicked, we’ll know you’re alright.”

“Then why not do the whole tour that way? We won’t have to speak to each other at all.”

“Doesn’t work like that sweetheart. The gadget doesn’t replace security, only gives you the day to yourself. If not, we’ll demand to check in on you and disturb your day. Those are my conditions.” Actually, the gadget does a few more things, but she doesn’t need to know all the details. She just needs to agree to wear the damn thing and trust me. Again.

She begins shaking her head, but I hold up my hand to stop her before she gets worked up.

“Talk to Dexter if you don’t believe me. Or can’t. Your safety is what matters.” 

Bailey sighs. “Gabriel, I—”

“I need to shower before my shift.” I move so close to her she has to tip her head back to look at me. “My team won’t let anything happen to you. Just talk to Dexter.” I wipe my face with my towel and step around her, leaving.
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Bailey

High school Gabriel was hot. There’s no mistaking that. He was athletic back then. Grown up Gabriel is perfection. When I first laid eyes on him in a suit, I was done. This version of him with his stubble and adult haircut, buzzed short on the sides, but scissored stylish on top is arresting. The suit, obviously tailored to fit, precisely trims his broad chest and muscles. And after seeing him in the gym? Sculpted arms with striking tattoos, some of which are new, and his thighs bulging in all the right places...there are no words. I’m speechless.

“Why are you being so hard on the big guy? Especially if you knew you were going to wear my piece anyhow?”

“Serves him right.”

Dexter brought sub sandwiches from a deli I like a few blocks away. Manhattan has several good ones, but this one is the best.

His eyes cut to me. “He hasn’t been right since high school.” We unwrap our sandwiches, each taking a bite and savoring the flavor of freshly baked bread and fresh cut meat. The smell of herbs and oil and vinegar hit my nose, with a hint of spicy mustard.

I take another bite before answering. “Neither have I.”

“Touche.” Dexter takes another bite.

I tear a corner from my sandwich. “Does he know?”

“That we’ve been friends all these years?” he answers out the corner of his mouth talking around his food.

Not close friends, but in contact at least. “Does he?”

Dexter pushes his glasses up his nose. “No. He’d feel betrayed, and the big guy is too fragile right now.”

My eyebrows shoot high. “Are we talking about the same Gabriel?”

“Yes.”

“How?” I take a bite of my pasta salad. I’m alternating between that and my sandwich. It gives me a small distraction while we talk.

Dexter crunches on some chips, his side of choice. Salt and vinegar from the smell of them. “He’s scared to death that whoever is after you, will succeed.”

I scoff. “I’d be one less thing for him to worry about.”

“Don’t. Don’t do that. And you shouldn’t be so dismissive about this.” Dexter isn’t usually stern, so I sober up quickly.

“What’s really wrong?”

“The two of you need to talk. Like really sit and talk. It’s not my place but just know, he can’t handle it if something happens to you. So, play nice and be the good author who cooperates with security. If not for him, then do it for me. I can’t do my job when worrying over both of you!”

I curse under my breath.

“Do you hate him that bad?” Dexter gives me a look that says he knows better.

I drop my head in shame and push the rest of my sandwich away. “Of course not. I just...I gave my heart to him once and he shattered it. You can’t glue together shattered.”

Dexter looks thoughtful for a moment. “No, but you can repair broken. There’s an art for it; the Japanese call it Kintsugi.” He grabs his phone and brings up a picture of a pot that was once broken but has been glued back together, the glued area emphasized in gold. “See? Now it’s beautiful.”

I tear up understanding what he’s trying to tell me. “Thanks, Dex.”

“Are you going to cooperate with your bodyguards now?” He touches the earpiece of his glasses and makes them go up and down in a silly manner making me laugh. “That’s better.”

“Wait, where’s your ear thingy? I saw you wearing it earlier.”

Dexter wads up his sandwich paper, done eating. “I took it out so we could talk off the record.” He grins, lopsided. “If we have our comms in, the others can hear.”

“Thanks Dexter.” I wrap my arms around myself and look toward the window, chewing on my bottom lip.

“Hey, I’m going to clear out. Why don’t you take a nap or something. Your schedule says you don’t have anything until a private dinner tonight.”

“I could but...Will you help me with something first?”

“Sure.”

Thirty minutes later we’ve walked from the restaurant to a side street next to the hotel. Well, I’m being escorted by Dexter and Atlas. The hotel sits on a busy corner. There’s the front entrance, the side street and a patio area in the rear. If you hold a keycard, you can access it from the outside or you can go through the lobby. I check the street though, because that’s where he’ll be.

“Henry?”

I spot him tucked in by an alley across the way, out of the foot traffic and wind. I holler his name again while holding up my package. He finally stands.

“Who is this, ma’am?” Atlas asks.

I had a chance to explain to Dexter on the way down to the restaurant. “He’s a friend. A homeless veteran I like to visit with when I’m in town.”

Dexter makes a motion to Atlas that must mean it’s fine. I don’t care what Atlas thinks. I’m not leaving on tour or dining with Andrew later without seeing Henry first.

“There she is! How ye doin’ darlin?”

Upon closer inspection, he seems to have lost more weight. He’s skinny as a rail. “I’m doing ok. I brought you something.”

“For me?” An affectionate smile lights the older man’s face, stretching his hardened lines into a kind expression. Henry’s clothes are rundown, and his cart is small, but strategically arranged with necessities for braving the elements. All the possessions he owns are in that cart, which are few. He’s also missing some teeth, but it doesn’t stop him from enjoying his favorite meal.

“Wanna go inside? Or the usual spot?”

His brows furrow. “Oh, no fine dining for me. The usual is good.”

“Can’t say I didn’t try.” Henry follows me to the gate where I swipe my keycard. Atlas darts in first to sweep the area, Dexter holding at the rear, watching the street.

“Who’s your friends?”

“They’re your friends too today. They’re keeping me safe.”

“Anyone that keeps you safe is a friend of mine. Right about that.”

I slide the boxed dinner to Henry and open the lid. Out of my pocket, I procure a huge pile of ketchup and mustard packets. “One grilled burger, ran through the garden with a side of fries and fruit.”

His eyes go wide with appreciation, and I hear his stomach growl. It makes me happy that he allows my help occasionally. I tried for a long time to get him to come inside. I’ve offered him a room so he could have a good night’s sleep, laundered clothes, a shower with hot water and all the expensive soaps, and even room service where he could fill up his stomach. He refused everything. Until one day, I ordered two grilled burger box lunches and walked outside and sat on the street with him to eat. We’ve been friends ever since.

Today, we’re sat at a little table near a cherry blossom tree. It’s nearing the end of its bloom, a subtle fragrance in the air, but the little delicate pink flowers are still beautiful. Atlas and Dexter remain close but are steps away, giving us privacy.

“Do you visit the shelter I suggested?”

Henry takes a bite of the massive burger. “Yes.”

“And are you keeping warm enough?”

He nods. We sit in silence while he eats. Somehow his company is soothing to me. The breeze picks up, lifting my hair from my shoulders and his napkins from the table. I quickly catch them before they blow to the ground. He smirks at me while dragging his fries through ketchup, accepting the napkin to hold.

“So, you need protectin’ huh? Somebody got it out for ye?”

I take a deep breath and let it out, folding my hands between my knees, while I peer up at the sky. “I suppose.” My gaze meets his then. “Why someone would want to bother is beyond me.”

Atlas and Dexter’s shoulders tighten. They have their sunglasses on, but I know they’re scanning the area for threats. Dexter touches his earpiece then drops his hand, his mouth moving though I can’t hear what he says.

“Well, I’d protect ye. I could do it. I served in Nam, I’d know what to do.”

His comment warms my heart. “I know you do, but why don’t you watch over the hotel for me instead? I’m going on the road for a while, but I’d like a place to come back to when it’s over.”

Henry sits taller in his seat and beams with a gummy smile. “Count on me.”

“Thank you.” He winks and goes back to finishing his fries. “I spoke with the owner. While I’m gone, you can come here and ask for your meal. I’ve already arranged it. The kitchen will make it for you whenever you ask.” What I don’t say is, even if I never return since someone wants me dead...but why worry him?

His brows scrunch together, and he shakes his head. “Oh no, I couldn’t do that.” His eyes dart down, nervously tracing the sidewalk.

“Henry?” I duck my head to get him to make eye contact with me. “Henry? You don’t have to go inside. All you have to do is let a bellman know. Any of the ones you see from guest services who help with the luggage and such. They’re out front.”

“I know them. Michael gave me an umbrella once.”

I smile at him, my lips crushing together. “See? Find Michael and he’ll let the kitchen know. Ok? I know sometimes you don’t make it to the shelter for the night or they run low on food.”

“I thank ye surely, I do. If’n I get in a hard spot, I’ll come see Michael.” He nods and picks up his fruit bowl. “What’s the orange slices for?”

“Vitamin C, Henry. Keeps you healthy so you can keep coming back for more burgers.”

“Thank ye.”

When he’s finished eating, I fill his pockets with a few water bottles because he won’t accept anything else. I’ve tried, but I won’t insult him by trying again. The mere offer of a standing meal when needed was a lot for him to process. Since I’m not going to be in town until June, if at all, it makes me feel better to have that in place. One less thing to worry about.

“Ready?” Atlas asks.

I watch Henry turn the corner into his alley. “Yeah.” Suddenly exhausted, my shoulders sag as if the weight of the world is bearing down. “I’m going to lie down until I have to meet with Andrew.”

Dexter opens the door to the hotel, and we head upstairs. Back to the tour and back to the person I can’t escape.
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Chapter 5
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August 2013 – High School

Bailey

“Girl! You’re gonna be fine.” We climb out of Cassidy’s Honda and I stare off across the school parking lot. “Stop fidgeting. You look great!”

I’m not trying to look great, or even good for that matter. “I don’t care what these people think of me.”

“You gotta tell me which mascara you switched to.”

I chuckle half-heartedly. “I’m not wearing any.”

“Bitch! Blessed with good lashes too!” She smiles brightly. “You’ve got this whole Emma Watson with an edge thing going on, so rock it!”

Dad says I have my mother’s eyes. He has a couple pictures of her from high school and I guess he’s right. Our thick lashes frame our eyes with just enough innocent allure, or attitude, depending on the situation, so I’ve never had to use mascara. Today, I chose not to wear any makeup at all except a little lip gloss.

Cassidy loops her arm through mine, my resting bitch face in place. She’s bubbly in comparison to my skepticism. I’ll forever have a face-curse without even trying. She is never without a smile. I guess we balance each other out.

“Your cut-off jean shorts, and vintage T totally works too.” We take a step toward the school building. “The guys will love it.”

“I’m not trying to impress the guys.” I’m not trying to impress anyone at all. My eyes scan the lot, watching students pull in and park. Senior year will be hard enough.

“Well, hate to break it to you, but being on the cheerleading squad is a big thing at this school. Being a part of football period is huge, but since you’re cheering during fall athletics, you’ll be in the spotlight whether you like it or not.”

Football players, cheerleaders, and other sports participants come together for an event held twice a year for each season of school sports. It’s an all-day event to go over the various academic and athletic requirements, and schedule for the season. According to Cassidy, we’re also encouraged to participate in team building activities, games, and a grand luncheon where winners from the day are announced.

I roll my eyes. Cassidy was the first girl my age I met at the beginning of summer when my dad and I moved here. Her bubbly personality wouldn’t let go of the fact I was new in town, so she’s done whatever she can to make me feel at home. Welcome to Harbine and welcome to senior year.

“There’s Phillip Ward.” She points to a large red pick-up truck and an obvious football player hops out. “He’s our quarterback.”

I take note, scanning the crowd some more.

“Over there is Frankie and Lance. They’re dating Amanda and Britany.” Fellow cheerleaders who seem like the school gossips. I try to avoid them at all costs. “That’s Trent Knoxville, goes by Knox.” She points to a large, muscular guy who’s yelling like he’s in the middle of an adrenaline rush and fist bumping or shoulder-checking other students. Cassidy chuckles. “He’s dating Coach’s daughter. Our QB is Coach’s son too.”

I’m trying to follow all the team dynamics but I just sigh, marking them all as football players and calling it a day. At my previous school, I cheered for basketball and occasionally watched football with my dad. I don’t understand what all the players do. Cassidy continues to point to other students when I feel the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Seeing a black 1969 Charger pull into the parking lot, I grab Cassidy’s arm.

“Holy shit.”

There’s this song by Bon Jovi where the opening notes are spine tingling, drawing attention to an attraction. Whether it’s a movie scene, or a concert opener, the song builds into lyrics about being wanted dead or alive, demanding and commanding your attention. Whoever is in that Charger has my attention.

A Thor look-alike climbs out of the car wearing a black t-shirt with no sleeves, muscles flexing. He sports a wicked tattoo of a lion that takes up one of his arms. His dirty blond hair is wild and wavy around his shoulders until he takes a rubber band off his wrist and wrangles it up into a top knot. A scowl for an expression, he quietly prowls toward his other teammates.

Cassidy whispers, “That’s Gabriel. He’s our left tackle. He’s like six and a half feet tall, weighs 250 pounds, and leg presses over 500.” My eyes fixed on him as she speaks.

“What is he, part Viking?” His arms are cut, thighs thick, and the rest of him a mountain of muscle.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you? He’s one of our linemen, protects the quarterback.”

“What’s his deal? Naturally grumpy or—”

“Intense. Gabriel doesn’t talk a lot. He’s pretty much that one’s opposite.” Cassidy points to the guy she called Knox. They’re similar in size but apparently different in personality. A few of the cheerleaders run up to fawn over him, but instead of smiling, or engaging with any of them, he crosses his arms like they’re yapping Chihuahua’s, letting them divert their attention to the other guys.

"Ga-bri-el," I say slowly, trying out the name. Narrowing his eyes, our gazes lock.

He’s watching me.

"Yeah, he's quiet. Sticks to himself and the team."

"No girlfriend?" He’s still staring.

Cassidy grins. "Not that I know of. Nobody from here anyhow. He gets plenty of attention but never cares about it."

“Nobody?” I can’t look away.

“There was a girl last year, but they broke it off before her family moved.” Cassidy pulls gum out of her purse and offers me a stick. “Nobody since her.” She shrugs, pulling me along. “Interested in taking her place?”

I cut her a glare out of the corner of my eye but say nothing.

We walk closer to where we’re supposed to be, others gathering around us also reporting for today’s event.

"Is there something wrong with him?"

"No. Well, there's rumors about him getting into fights and stuff but he's kinda quiet really. Doesn't kick up any trouble at school at least."

"Hmm." Gentle giant then. Maybe. Or quiet trouble.

“Come on, move those Chuck Taylor’s. Everything’s about to start. We need to get over there.”
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“MR. KILMAN, HARBINE High’s long-time principal invented the event years ago, wanting to encourage student camaraderie to strengthen the student body.” She still has hold of my arm, smiling at everyone she passes. “He volunteers himself for the pie in the face reward to whichever student wins the Jeopardy round and the team who wins the scavenger hunt has the honor of coveted parking places for the entire first semester.” I’m listening to her quick history lesson for today’s workshop. “Oh, and there’s also unlimited cafeteria passes up for grabs, but the football players usually win those.”

“So, parking places and cafeteria passes, that’s what today’s for?” I cross my arms, unimpressed. “Got it.”

Cassidy laughs. “No, silly. Today’s all about bragging rights and working together. It’s actually fun. Give it a chance.”

I’m a little overwhelmed with all the new faces and surroundings. If there really is a scavenger hunt today, I pity the person paired up with me because I don’t know the layout of the school. We had tryouts here and a few practices, but that is the extent of my knowledge.

“Ladies’ and Gentlemen.” A teacher with a bullhorn starts making announcements, directing us to the first of our activities.

And so it begins.
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FOR THE LUNCHEON, ROUND tables are set reminding me of a banquet hall in our large cafeteria. It looks nice. They catered from a local company instead of making the lunch ladies cook. There’s a wide selection of food and desserts, and drinks in coolers at the end of the line.

Cassidy says something that actually makes me laugh as I plunge my hand into the ice to grab a Mountain Dew.

“I want Mountain Dew,” someone says.

I’m half-turned to Cassidy, trying to get out of the way, while she says something else about this morning being so much fun, but I’m blocked by a girl with a wicked scowl.

“Excuse me.” I try to walk around her, but she blocks me, staring at my can of pop.

“I said I wanted the Mountain Dew.”

“There’s another cooler, I’m sure there’s more.” My heart starts to pound against my ribs. I hate confrontation. But I stand my ground.

Balancing my plate, silverware and drink, my hands are full. Again, I try to step around so I’m not holding up the line. She lets me pass, but crowds me, letting me know she’s pissed. I hate people in my personal space.

“Umm, Bailey? You good?”

Cassidy and I thread our way to a table. Glancing around, I notice the girl is still staring me down. My heart hammers away. I hate being the center of someone’s attention.

“What’s her problem?”

“I don’t know. She wanted my pop.” Then she got into my personal space.

“Ugh! She does that in the lunch line too. You were first, drink up.”

Cassidy isn’t a particularly close friend, but right now she’s my only friend. Since we met, she’s been cool. But since my friend-circle at my last school burned me, making me question trust and loyalty, I’m keeping my boundaries for now. Had she known me longer, she’d understand why I’m trying to keep the panic attack at bay. I shouldn’t break down just because a girl menacingly invaded my personal space.

“You mean she gives people a hard time?” I only say this to keep talking. I don’t want Cassidy to know I’m about to have a panic attack.

“Yeah, Jenna is sort of a bully.” She side-glances me while we eat. But then I feel it. That tingle sensation again. As I look around, my eyes lock on another set of eyes. His.

“Jee-zus by the river,” I whisper, enchanted by a shade of blue, too blue to be real. “Does he wear contacts?”

Cassidy swallows her food. “I’ve known him since kindergarten. They’ve always been that color.”

I’ve heard eye colors being described as ocean or sky blue. His aren’t like that. They’re like two sapphire jewels, rich and vibrant but with a haunted depth to them. Another shiver runs down my spine before I look away, breaking our stare.

Ever since last year, I haven’t wanted to be the center of anyone’s attention. And for good reasons. I still don’t. Except I can’t help wondering why Gabriel keeps looking my way. His penetrating stare doesn’t send red flags to my brain like others have. I don’t even know him, so I shouldn’t think that way. Everyone is a stranger today, besides Cassidy and the girls from the cheer squad. I don’t really know anyone else yet.

One of the teachers stands at the podium, announcing the five-minute warning before we’ll start the closing ceremonies. There’s a flurry of activities with students clearing tables and preparing for awards to be passed out. A slideshow of this morning’s events starts playing. How somebody threw that together so fast is beyond me, but it works on the crowd. Showing silly faces and determination from student teams working together to play goofy games and beat other teams.

Awards for varying contests follow the slideshow. The first few seem pretty typical. Cassidy nudges my arm and whispers, “We should hear the winner for the parking passes soon.”

“How many do they—" OOF! I almost fall to the floor when somebody walks by.

“Bailey!” Cassidy gasps. “You ok?”

And now the whole room knows my name. Shit.

I stand the rest of the way up, staring down the bitch that just pulled my chair out from under me. She continues to drag it and knock it over, staring me down before slowly walking to the front to receive her award. Stunned faculty just stare at each other not knowing what to do. Nobody reprimands her and nobody checks on me, they’re all just frozen.

I mean, really?

My heart thumps against my ribcage while my face burns with embarrassment. I’m mortified. Dark spots begin to blur my eyesight, but I fight it. I fight it hard. I cannot have an attack right now. I don’t need any negative attention. All I want to do is lay low and finish my senior year. A bully is the last thing I need.

But I’ll be damned if I let her win. I stare her down.

Before I can retrieve my chair, it’s picked up and placed gently next to me. By none other than Gabriel. He then surprises everyone and crosses his arms, taking his place next to me like an armed guard. His muscles flex and his jaw muscle ticks.

“Um, thank you,” I say and take my seat. The entire room is hushed, watching with anticipation. Cassidy’s eyes are wide, jaw hanging open. She’s stunned silent. I didn’t think it possible.

Gabriel glances at me then cuts his glare back to Jenna before he sits down...next to me this time. And that’s where he stays for the remainder of the afternoon. He doesn’t say anything, but I’m able to breathe better with the tightness in my chest easing. And I must admit, he smells fantastic. Like fresh laundry and a hint of leather.

When we’re dismissed to go home, Gabriel simply nods once and exits. Cassidy grabs my arm, hissing in my ear, nearly squealing.

“Holy shit, girl! What was that?”

I have no answer for her, but the only word that comes to mind is...trouble.
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Chapter 6
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Gabriel

My skin tingles in awareness before she speaks. I can feel her behind me. When I turn around she’s standing there.

Coach encourages us to have a study buddy to make sure we do our assignments and keep our grades up, but last year I didn’t get this lucky. I had one of the techy kids. Don’t get me wrong, he knew his shit and we’re friends now. He’s a wizard with computer stuff and helped me make my grades, but he didn’t look anything like her.

“Hi.” Bailey’s cheeks blush and I like seeing it. “I uh, hope you don’t mind being stuck with me.”

I put my books on the table, looking her over. She’s nervously twirling a strand of hair and biting her lip. We’re in a secluded room between two classrooms, big enough for two tables and two chairs. The faculty use them for half-office, half-work area but the athletes use them for study rooms at different periods of the day.

“I’m not stuck.”

Bailey looks at me, an odd smirk breaking out on her face.

“What is it?”

Her hand hovers in the air before she drops her arm at her side again. “Your hair. It wasn’t like that the other day.”

I scratch the back of my neck and remove my hat to run my fingers through it. “Yeah, Coach wanted it cut before the first game.” She looks at every edge of my face, inspecting my new look. I didn’t buzz it, just had the barber mow it down to a few inches all over, losing the pony tail. Now, my naturally wavy hair sticks out in all directions. “I like the chaos of it.”

“It suits you. The man bun worked too, but yeah.” She looks away quickly, pink blooming on her cheeks again. Seeing it does something to me. Her mouth presses into a thin line, but her eyes drop to her hands before frowning. “I wanted to thank you...you know, for the other day.”

“For what?” I pull the chair out and take a load off.

She unconsciously tugs her ponytail and bites her lip again. “When you helped me with my chair. At the workshop...I didn’t get a chance to thank you after.”

“Oh. No thanks required. Jenna’s always been a bitch at school. Known her since we were little.”

She nods, again looking down. “Well, I still wanted to thank you. You don’t know me and certainly didn’t have to help.”

Reaching over, I slowly pull her chair out, a silent offer. She plops into it.

“How did we end up study partners?”

Twist of Fate maybe?

“I’m guessing when Mrs. Beckingham saw what happened at the workshop, she paired us up. She knows I don’t know anybody really. Obviously don’t know my way around yet. I’m only her teacher’s aide and take study hall in here because I met her over the summer at the library. She helped me sort my schedule. Unless you’d rather study with someone else, I won’t be offended.” Her eyes flick to mine and I feel like she’s holding her breath to see if I reject her.

She rambles when she’s nervous.

“If you can stand my company, I can yours.” It comes out gruff, so I wink to let her know I meant it in fun. I reach for my bag of candy and open it. “Like Sour Patch Kids?”

She smiles and reaches for some when I offer them. “I do. And I’m a sucker for peanut butter cups too.”

“We’ll get along just fine then.”
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THE FIRST WEEK IS QUIET. Bailey gets in the rhythm of greeting me and asking if there’s anything we need to work on together. I usually wait for her to ask me because I like hearing her voice. It’s soft and gentle. Soothing. When I shrug or run out of assignments, she normally writes in a notebook and I doodle, although sometimes she’s catching up on reading.

Friday rolls around which means pep assembly. The classes are shortened today to allow time at the end of the day to get us pumped up for the game. The football team wears their jerseys, cheerleaders in their uniforms. I’m not hating it. Bailey has really nice legs. I’m having a hard time concentrating when she walks in.

“Brought us something,” she grins like she just held up a bank.

“Yeah?”

She turns around with a brilliant smile and a bag of candy. “Ta-da!”

My face splits in half for the first time in a long time. “Peanut butter cups?”

She hands the open bag over. “You said you like them too.”

“What’s the occasion?” I can’t help but keep grinning. She’s more animated than usual, making her remarkably beautiful.

“We made it through the first week and its game night, so we have two things to celebrate. Plus, the sugar helps me have energy for this show I’m supposed to put on.”

Her smile fades.

“What’s wrong?”

Her brows crease together and she shakes her head, reaching in the bag. Keeping her eyes on peeling the wrapper, she answers. “It’s nothing.” She slaps on a fake smile. “Just first-time jitters.”

I know it’s a lie but won’t call her out on it. “In front of the whole school, I get it. We’ll get called out by name, the football players that is. At least you won’t have that kind of spotlight. Coach keeps the pep rallies pretty much the same.”

For the first pep assembly of the year, Coach and Principal Kilman always let the band play a song or two while the cheerleaders do a dance and shake some pom poms. Then Coach announces how we’re going to have a great year, led by the strongest of football teams or whatever wording he comes up with before calling each of us out by name. It’s the same song and dance but it’s fine. We’ll have another for Homecoming and since we play our rivals, that one gets a little rowdy.

But Bailey doesn’t seem thrilled to be cheering.

“Are you good?”

She hands me a peanut butter cup and grabs another for herself before sitting in her chair and crossing her legs.

I try to not stare but damn, it’s hard. Her legs are fucking sexy. As. Hell.

“I’ll be fine after some sugar-courage. Cheerleader I may be, popular I am not...nor do I need to be. I’m just...” she shrugs, nibbling on her candy, “I’m not as outgoing as some of the other girls. I don’t want to stand out.”

I hate to break it to her, but she stands out already. In a different way of course, but it’s not a bad thing. I know what she means though and she’s right. She’s not the typical perky, overly animated, hyper, willing-to-do-anything-for-a-football-player’s-attention cheerleader. She’s Bailey. She’s quiet, observant, and determined. I’ve seen her diligently do her homework, make sure I’m up on my assignments, without being a pest about it, and it’s only the first week. She’s good looking too. With her wavy brown hair and matching brown eyes, she kind of looks like that Twilight chick after she became a vampire in the last movie, but better.

“You’ll do fine.”

“You think so?” She sits up a little taller in her chair when her phone rings. “Shoot, sorry. I need to get that.”
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