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      To my lovely Lina…

       

      May you learn to trust yourself, trust your God,

      and conquer fear, for then and only then will you

      truly be able to spread your wings and fly.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      On June 7, 2008, I experienced the most vivid dream of my entire life!

      I’ve long believed that dreams have meaning so—as I often do when I remember a dream—I wrote it down. But over time, this dream proved to be different. It didn’t fade. It didn’t get lost in the recesses of my memory. It resonated—growing ever louder—until it practically haunted me. I soon accepted that this dream could be something more.

      I’ve forever been an avid reader and aspired to write a novel. I soon realized the story from my dream was the catalyst of that desire. As the dream felt spiritual, I asked God two things: Was the dream from Him? And if this was an endeavor I was to take on, to give me provision and wisdom, for it felt like a daunting task. This was the beginning of the PORTAL Chronicles universe…

      As if in answer, more dreams immediately came, and I began the process of hungrily weaving the story of Fly. As I went, others caught the vision of the project, and soon I found myself surrounded with a beautiful community to tap from. Sometimes they would have answers, and when they didn’t, they would pray for me. Like clockwork, I would have a vision in that moment or a dream that very night.

      The process was awe-inspiring. Never before had I experienced God or the supernatural in this way. The more I discovered His love, character, humor, faithfulness, and kindness, the more I craved. And the more I longed to share His beauty.

      As the story took shape, I realized it was best told from two points of view, so as you read, you will find that the story unfolds from two perspectives: the female main character, Sophie Cohen, and the male main character, Everett Sinclair. Readers usually easily identify when the point of view shifts, but to aid you, please note the visual cue of an “S” or “E” emblem at the beginning of each chapter to indicate whether the point of view is from Sophie or Everett.

      As well, this novel contains content readers may find distressing. To communicate the evil of the demonic, this work includes some violence and gore, and themes of grief, loss, death, murder, suicidal ideation, and sexual assault are broached. The inclusion of these scenes was handled with great intention and care, but it may be upsetting to some readers, so please use discernment.

      Lastly, please note that this novel can be read at face value as a fun, romantic, fantastical adventure, or as an allegory with deeper spiritual meaning. Discovering and writing the story of Fly and creating the PORTAL Chronicles universe forever changed my life. However you choose to engage in this world, I pray it does the same for you.

      

      With Love and Light,
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s quite common for a new mother to stare into her baby’s face and wonder what her child will one day become.

      Will he be an astronaut, a truck driver, an artist, or a doctor? Will she discover the cure for cancer, fulfill Mom’s long-lost dream of dancing on Broadway, or touch hundreds of lives as a teacher? What’s strange is already knowing.

      I marveled at the perfect bundle in my arms as I rocked her in my grandma’s old rocking chair. Never did I think I’d be rocking my child in the chair my grandma rocked my mom in, and my mom rocked me in. But now, it was my turn.

      As I watched her sleep, I chuckled, recalling my fretting over what she’d look like. Comparing her father and me, I wondered how our features could possibly meld into anything halfway normal-looking. But alas, Sophie was stunning, making me feel shallow and foolish for not trusting Dio’s handiwork. Of course the Creator’s work would be flawless.

      I took in her long, dark lashes, her rosy, chubby cheeks, and her cotton-candy-pink pout. She grew so fast, her little features sometimes seemingly changed overnight. So I was glad I’d taken the time to document her beauty of four months with lots of pictures today. I planned to mail some to my best friend, Victory. She’d be shocked by how much Sophie had changed since she’d seen her last, the same reaction I’d had upon recently receiving pictures of her lovely twin boys.

      Everett and Benjamin. I couldn’t believe they were already three years old. They were striking children—Everett resembling Victory with his brooding green eyes and dark hair, and Benjamin looking more like his father every day with his thoughtful, piercing gray eyes and sandy brown hair.

      “Time flies,” I whispered to Sophie. “Before I know it, you’ll be a beautiful young woman ready to spread your wings and fly. I hope by then you’ve learned that life is about living, laughing, and loving to the fullest, for a life of holding back is no life at all.”

      Closing my eyes, I listened to Sophie’s steady breathing as I savored the warmth and weight of her body in my arms. Who was I to be granted such an amazing gift—this little bundle of joy? I didn’t deserve it. No one did.

      Oh, Sophie! My sweet girl. How will you save the world?

      I was six months pregnant with Sophie when Dio came to me. I remembered everything about the day in vivid detail. It was a cool fall day. I felt his power all over me, stronger than ever before. Sensing him about to speak, I grabbed my journal and waited. What he said that day blew me away:

      
        
        
        From the mouth of a babe,

        The world will be saved.

        Sired by priest, mothered by prophet,

        Divine wisdom I will give the priest’s precious poppet.

        Do not doubt or procrastinate,

        The wisdom she’ll give, or it might be too late.

        I will gift her, and lead her, and show her the way,

        A Seer, Heeder, Sayer will keep the enemy at bay.

        My strategies, my insight, my strength of will and mind,

        Will sustain and carry her into my power’s great Light.

        If all that I tell her is directly obeyed,

        In the days to come, defeat will be staved.

      

      

      

      I’d mulled over those words many times since that day. At first, I second-guessed what Dio told me, thinking there was no way it could possibly be about Sophie. How was my little girl to stave off defeat from a ruthless dictator like Lucian Divaldo? Then Dio gently reminded me of the many miraculous things I’d seen and the countless times he’d saved me from defeat when it seemed all hope was lost. If anyone was capable of turning a sweet little girl into a warrior, it was Dio. So, I submitted, trusting he’d protect her in the days to come.

      “Clara? Where do the spatulas go?” Evyatar yelled from the kitchen.

      “Shhh… I just got Sophie to sleep,” I hissed from the nursery. He clunked noisily up the stairs and squinted into the dim room. “I love watching her sleep!” he whispered, coming to us.

      “Me too,” I agreed, smoothing my hand over her soft auburn curls. “We’ve been blessed with such a sweet girl.”

      My husband smiled, kneeling beside me. “May I see them again?” he sheepishly asked.

      I laughed. “Yes, but don’t wake her.” I pulled back Sophie’s blanket, revealing one of her perfectly plump thighs.

      “I can’t get over them,” he gushed, gently kissing her leg. “I could eat her up.”

      He kissed me, too, making my heart flutter. It was probably my hormones, but in this perfect moment, I could cry.

      “I love you,” I told him, my heart brimming over.

      “I love you,” he replied. “And I love this beautiful gift you’ve given me.” He stroked Sophie’s cheek as he quietly broke into song, his rich voice carrying the melody passed down through his family.

      

      
        
        
        Poppet, my poppet,

        My sweet little poppet,

        You’ve stolen my heart,

        And you’ve filled me with joy.

      

        

      
        I love you, my poppet,

        My sweet little poppet,

        Your Daddy adores you,

        And you he enjoys.

      

      

      

      

      My heart—and eyes—overflowed. This was all too much—more than I had ever asked for or expected.

      Oh, Dio! I silently prayed. Is this the One I serve? Is this how you treat your people—blessing them this much—above and beyond their wildest imaginings? You’ve given me all my heart’s desires. Who am I to deserve all this? Thank you! Your love is more than enough.

      A boom then shook through the house, startling us and waking Sophie.

      I felt the icy, tingly sensation as adrenaline coursed through me. My mind reeled, knowing what this meant.

      “They’ve found us!” I gasped.

      “You know the plan,” Evyatar said calmly. “I’ll sidetrack them. You go.”

      For the first time of many, I tightly clutched Sophie and prepared to escape.
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      He can’t make me go!

      I scowled at my bath bubbles, my arms rebelliously folded across my chest. Sulking. I’d been trying to calm down for over an hour, but the unrelenting memories of my fight with Dad pierced my hard façade like a knife. Quick. Painful. Deadly.

      You are stubborn like your mother!

      I winced from the blow, my wounds still fresh from earlier in the day.

      He went too far, I thought, fighting back another onslaught of tears. Judging from the look in Dad’s eyes as he’d said it, he knew it too.

      My tears flowed as his face appeared in my mind’s eye. It boggled me: the spite on his face as we argued, the hurt in his eyes as he weighed my defensive words, and his remorseful look as I retreated from the room. My predicament ailed me like a sickness, like a disease, leaving me exhausted and hollow, weighing heavily on my heart.

      Clara. Mommy.

      A fresh torrent of hot tears ran down my cheeks, gracefully landing in the warm, sudsy water below like high divers. What would Mom do if she were in my situation? Probably exactly what I’d done: fight!

      Dad was right. Mom and I were so much alike.

      I poked a rogue bubble on the water’s surface, watching it burst with a satisfying “pop.” Pop! Pop! Pop!

      I smirked at my silliness. How I felt like a child now, shying away from my fears like a baby. Just a scared little girl. That’s all I was. And yet…he expected me to live on my own!?!

      Motionless, I watched the ripples of my bathwater still as I strained to hear the faint sounds of music and laughter in the rooms below. The drone of conversation. The occasional pop of yet another champagne bottle uncorking. The clinking of crystal wine glasses and champagne flutes.

      “Salute!” a masculine voice cheered.

      A gale of high-pitched laughter floated up to me, and I could make out some of the voices: Mrs. Dennison from down the street… Dr. Danesky, one of Dad’s colleagues from the university… and Mrs. Falden, my teacher.

      Guilt ached through my chest. All those people here for Dad and me. And what did I do? Hid away in my bathroom like a total brat. Mom had taught me better, and I knew she’d be very disappointed to witness me pouting and doubting Dad. Besides, he’d made a valid point today: He’d never hurt or betrayed me before, so why was I questioning his intentions now?

      Tonight was supposed to be special—our going-away party before our expedition on yet another grand adventure—just me and Dad. Little did I know that this time, Dad and I would be going away to separate destinations.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” I demanded upon hearing the awful news.

      I was shocked. Confused. Grasping for reason where there was none. Desperately searching for sense and order in a suddenly crazy, cluttered world. I could usually read Dad like an open book, but I hadn’t seen this one coming—not by a long shot.

      I’d been so excited. Off to a new city on a new adventure with Dad. The inseparable duo!

      The disembodied duo is more like it. I sank lower into the fragrant bathwater, plunging my nose into a bubbly peak. Why is he sending me away? The question revolved in my brain like a dog chasing its tail—never coming to resolution.

      Tears brimmed over my eyelashes as I replayed our conversation again. Dad’s words had made my head spin and my stomach clench—a similar feeling when Rebecca Turner elbowed me in the stomach at day camp in the second grade because I’d unsuspectingly sat too close and invaded her ‘personal space.’ (She really just didn’t like me and wanted an excuse to hurt me without our camp leader giving her a time out. Though she got one anyway when I told on her. Served her right!)

      Another wave of laughter reached out to me, pulling me from my reverie and beckoning me to join in the fun. They were putting a major damper on my pity party. I closed my eyes and tried to drown out the happy noises, only leading me back to what I was avoiding: replaying my fight with Dad for the umpteenth time.

      “Why are you sending me away? Why can’t I go with you like I always do?”

      “Calm down, poppet,” Dad cooed.

      “No! I will not calm down. This is a big deal.”

      “I thought you’d be elated. I’m honestly surprised by your reaction. Things will be better this way.” Dad struggled to convince me. He said it like he believed it, but his eyes told otherwise. “Just try it for a few months, and you’ll soon see that⁠—”

      “A few months?” I darkened.

      I hadn’t been away from Dad for a few days before, much less a few months. Was he crazy? How could he possibly think this wasn’t a big deal?

      Dad was trying to keep his composure, but I could tell he was slowly losing his cool. “Yes, Sophie. Just a few months. Most kids would be honored to attend Brightman Academy. They’d be excited to get away from their parents, to have a premature try at life on their own.”

      Though his argument was lucrative, I wasn’t about to give in so easily. “You know better than anyone that I’m not ‘most kids.’ You’ve raised me around physics grad students and professors. I have no blatant idea what ‘most kids’ even do.”

      Dad stiffened. “Sophia Margaret! Be reasonable.”

      I recoiled as if he’d physically slapped me. There went his cool—out the window! He only called me by my full name when I’d really upset him.

      The scenario wasn’t playing out as I’d hoped, but Dad had sorely underestimated me. Crossing my arms and pouting, he softened like clockwork. Doubt flashed across his face, and I was on it like a dog on a scent. But before I could speak, he crossed to me, looking me in the eyes and placing his hands on my shoulders—an equally dirty move from a well-matched opponent.

      I tried not to meet his gaze as it would only lessen my defenses, but I couldn’t resist. In my seventeen years with Dad, I’d learned to read his heart through his big, warm brown eyes, and sure enough, staring into them now told me he was hurting too.

      “Sophie…” Dad hesitated before plunging headlong. “You. Will. Be. Fine. You know me better than anyone. I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      His words rang true. No clever response came to me, but I was used to it. I’d never been good with confrontations or spouting clever comebacks on the fly, though one would invariably come to me hours—or sometimes even days—later, to be sure.

      Encouraged by my silence, he continued, “This is best for you. I’ve always worried about you—hanging around old professors, discussing quantum physics and mechanical engineering with the latest, greatest grad student, and spending late nights with me in stuffy offices. It’s no way to bring up a young lady, but I’ve done my best, and we’ve made it work. Until now.”

      “Until now?” I repeated.

      I didn’t understand. I enjoyed spending long nights with Dad at various musty universities—he grading papers and I with my nose in a book. It was what I knew. It was familiar. It was home.

      “It’s important for you to interact with people your own age,” he said, stroking my cheek. “Get in a little trouble for all I care. For once in your life, live a little. Act your age!”

      Sensing my iciness melting, I rolled my eyes and pulled away from him. “People my age are ridiculous, Dad.”

      To my dismay, Dad laughed at me—so not the response I was looking for. “Case in point,” he chuckled. “I don’t want you to miss out on being a kid, having fun, and finding yourself. You can’t honestly say you’re not tired of following me from lecture to lecture or waiting in rancorous offices while I grade tests.”

      “But I like doing all of that,” I insisted. “It’s our thing. It’s what we do. And did you really use the word ‘rancorous,’ Dad?”

      Dad backed away, looking defeated. “Don’t digress! You know what I mean.”

      “Only because I’m not like most kids,” I vexed.

      “What kind of monster have I raised?” he mused, a smile teasing at the corners of his mouth. “My little adult, whatever will I do with you?”

      Realizing my tactics weren’t working, I opted for a different approach, hoping a little humor would help. “Why do I have to be away from you to act my age? Can’t I rebel while I’m with you? Do I really need to be halfway across the country to do it, because that’s going to be one expensive plane ticket when I get expelled and you have to come pick me up.”

      “Then I’m in luck because my close friend, Dr. Smitherson, is the headmaster and would never expel you.”

      “What!?!” I panicked. “But you need me. Who’s going to cook for you or do the dishes and the laundry? Have you honestly forgotten the time you turned all our white laundry purple from leaving a blue sock in the wash?” Dad laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile recalling the bewildered look on his face as he learned he’d turned his white business shirts a vibrant shade of violet. “Who’s going to schedule your doctor appointments, remind you to take your pills, or discover new bookstores and coffee shops with you if I’m not with you? And who will make Congo Cookies with you in celebration of Mom’s birthday?”

      Dad shot me a meaningful glance before backing into a nearby chair. He sat and placed his head in his hands, his fingers disappearing in the thick dark waves of his hair.

      I felt guilty for involving our ritual of making Mom’s favorite dessert on her used-to-be birthday, but I was desperate.

      When Dad looked up again, determination was in his eyes. “Sophie, I’m almost fifty. I can take care of myself. I’ll be fine.”

      Sensing my imminent defeat, I threw caution to the wind. “I won’t be fine!” I screamed. “What about me? What about what I want?”

      “Yes, you will be fine!” Dad yelled. “You will! I will make sure of it if it’s the last thing I do. I owe your mother that much.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but he put his hand up to stop me. Court was adjourned. My stomach soured as the judge rose to give his final verdict.

      “You will be fine. You will go to Brightman and get the best education possible and make lots of new friends, and you will have fun doing it.”

      I was unfamiliar with the look in his eyes, on his face, all over his body then, but I could translate its meaning clearly. Dad turned to leave the room, signaling the conclusion of our debate.

      “I won’t be fine. I won’t have fun, and I’ll hate every second of it,” I seethed.

      “That’s enough!” Dad snapped. “You are stubborn like your mother! It’s because of her stubbornness that she’s dead, and I’ll be damned if I lose you too. I’m doing what’s best for you. You’re going to Brightman and that’s final.”

      A dull, tingly pain stabbed my chest. Dad had crossed an invisible line. Unwritten rule number one was to never speak of Mom’s death. Ever. No matter what.

      Thoughts raced through my head a mile a minute—too fast to linger on or comprehend. What did Mom’s stubbornness have to do with cancer? And how did sending me away prevent him from losing me? Didn’t the two contradict one another? He was obviously delusional.

      I opened my mouth to shout back—something nasty and horrible that would hurt him—but nothing came to me. I could feel my face burn as hot tears streamed down my cheeks. I bolted from the room, accidentally knocking Dad back into his chair in my haste.

      From the safety of my room, I sobbed confused, frustrated tears into my pillow for what seemed like hours, trying to mastermind a way out. But now, as I wept in my bathtub, I resigned myself to fact: I was a good girl and an obedient daughter. I would follow whatever my father thought best, because I loved him and trusted his judgment.

      Like it or not, I was going to Brightman Academy hell!
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      “I guess it’s time to say goodbye,” Dad said, fidgeting with his car keys.

      I’d spent the day dreading this inevitably awkward moment while packing my things for my stay at Brightman Academy, but my flight departed in an hour, and it could no longer be avoided. I stared at the worn airport carpet, finding it hard to look Dad in the face. Though I consented to his plan, I was still upset he was sending me away.

      “Please don’t be mad,” he pleaded. “Trust that I’m doing this for your good.”

      “Okay, Dad,” I said, putting on a brave face. After crying all night, I’d passed the day in a numb state of shock, but now that it was time to part ways, fresh emotion rose to the surface. I forced a smile to stave off the tears. There was plenty of time to be mad at Dad later. “I’ll miss you,” I muttered, knowing I’d regret not telling him.

      “Oh, Soph!” He stifled a sob. Startled, I met his gaze for the first time all day to find him worse off than I’d imagined. His crooked grimace and pooling red eyes were blatant evidence that I wasn’t the only one suffering. He hugged me. “I’m sorry things have to be this way. This isn’t easy for me either. But one day soon, you’ll understand. I promise. I love you, Sophie. I’ll always love you, okay?”

      “I know,” I mumbled into his shoulder, willing myself not to cry.

      He stepped back, searching through his jacket. “Take advantage of this opportunity. Study hard, but don’t forget to play hard, too, okay?” He handed me an envelope and a credit card. “The card is for living and school expenses. Use it wisely. There’s enough cash in the envelope to get you to Annandale.”

      Opening the envelope, I thumbed through a thick stack of twenties. Guilt money, no doubt.

      “It’s not going to cost five hundred dollars to get to Brightman from the airport.”

      “No matter. Take a cab to Brightman. Once there, ask for Dr. Smitherson. He’ll be expecting you,” Dad said.

      “You already told me all this.”

      “I know,” Dad sighed, hugging me again. “I’m proud of you, Sophie. I know this isn’t easy for you.” He stroked my cheek. “My poppet. You be good, okay?”

      The grief apparent behind his fake smile was enough to break me right then and there. By now, the lump in my throat was burning like I’d swallowed a hot coal. “You too, Daddy. I love you.”

      He kissed my forehead, and I quickly headed for the security gate before he could see the tears in my eyes. I refused to look back, knowing whatever I saw there would surely break my heart.

      Security was a breeze, and I soon sat on the plane ready for takeoff. The lump in my throat somewhat apparated after discovering Dad had ordered me the window seat. He knew me too well—that my favorite part of flying was staring out the window during flights.

      My mind skimmed through all our many adventures in the past.

      Paris, where I was born. Dad was teaching there when Mom had me. We moved to LA when I was four months old, and after springboarding all over the US through my early childhood, lived in Berkeley, California, from my fourth birthday until Mom died when I was eight. After that, I think it was too hard for Dad to live where she died, because, despite landing his dream job at the university there, we moved to Denmark soon after Mom’s death. From there, we lived in Texas, Switzerland, Illinois, England, and Portland, spending a year or two at each destination. Looking back, I wondered if the zigzag from foreign soil to stateside was intentional. Though Dad was staying in the US again this time, so probably not.

      Later today, Dad was flying to Fairbanks, Alaska. Opposed to the cold, I hadn’t wanted to move to Alaska. Though where I was going wasn’t much better.

      Located on the outskirts of Annandale, Minnesota, a quick Google search showed Brightman Academy positioned about forty-five minutes outside Minneapolis. With a population of three thousand people, Annandale boasted frigid, snow-infested winters. Great! Though Annandale’s autumns were supposedly quite stunning, so maybe the breathtaking scenery would help my new home grow on me before it became a winter wonderland. I shivered, grimacing at the mere thought of it.

      “Hi, there!” A petite woman with short, fiery red hair and strikingly pretty jade eyes settled into the seat beside me. “I’m Gloria. What’s your name?”

      “Sophie. Pleasure to meet you.” I shook Gloria’s hand.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Sophie,” Gloria beamed, seeming sincere. “Headed to Minneapolis?”

      “Annandale. I’m on my way to Brightman Academy.”

      “Brightman!” She lit up. “Why, that’s my alma mater. I hope you have no aversion to studying.”

      “I can be a bookworm when I need to be,” I answered, resisting the urge to admit I was an out-and-out nerd.

      “Then you’ll do great.” She nodded. “I attended all four years of high school there and loved every second of it. The best part was the friends I made. When everyone is away from family, you tend to get really close to your schoolmates. You’ll see. I bet you’ll form some wonderful friendships during your time there.”

      Her high regard for Brightman warmed me to the idea of attending school there, and with a little encouragement, she was soon sharing stories—mostly about the funny antics she and her best friend got into. Talking to her put me at ease, and before I knew it, I had told her all about Dad sending me away, and we were landing at the Minneapolis-Saint Paul International Airport. After filing off the plane, she helped me track down my four suitcases at the baggage claim before giving me a hug.

      “I’m so glad we were seated next to each other. I enjoyed talking to you,” she said.

      “Me too,” I agreed. “Your stories helped make Brightman seem a little less scary.”

      “I’m happy to hear it. Think you can find your way to Brightman okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to take a cab,” I said.

      “A cab?” She looked stricken. “I live in South Haven. Annandale is on my way. I could drive you to Brightman, if you’d like,” Gloria offered.

      “Thank you, but I’d hate to impose,” I said.

      “It’s no imposition at all,” she smiled. “You’d be doing me a favor. I haven’t been to Brightman in forever and a trip down memory lane would be…kind of nice.”

      “Okay then. Thanks!” I said, ignoring the voice in my head telling me Dad would kill me for catching a ride with a stranger.

      “Great!”

      Without hesitation, Gloria took off with two of my giant suitcases. Only carrying a purse, it was then that I noticed she didn’t have any luggage of her own. Though odd, I quickly put it out of my mind and hurried to catch up to her with my other two suitcases.

      “Um… Gloria?” I called as we reached the parking garage. “This is short-term parking. Wouldn’t your car be in the long-term garage?”

      She looked at the sign above us. “Oh, silly me. I must have parked in the wrong garage. My bill’s going to be huge!” She laughed, just approaching her car.

      Gloria opened the rear hatch of a pretty, white BMW and, despite her small stature, nimbly threw my two heavy suitcases into the back. As I struggled to lift the third suitcase into the back, she grabbed the fourth.

      Soon, we were sailing down the interstate, my stomach flipping nervously. “Is your car new?” I blurted, trying to relegate my uneasiness.

      “Yes. Can you tell from the new car smell? My husband just got it for me as an early Christmas present. I love it,” she beamed.

      “Yeah, it’s great. I really like the—oh!” I exclaimed with a start. My rear had suddenly gotten super warm.

      Spotting my surprise, Gloria burst into laughter. “Heated seats,” she explained through giggles. “Sorry, I should have warned you.”

      I laughed, too, as the warmth spread from my shoulders to my thighs. It was soothing, and I soon struggled to keep my eyes open.

      “Rest,” Gloria cooed in a motherly tone. “You’ve had a long trip. I’ll wake you when we arrive.”

      Nodding my thanks, I looked out the window to find the trees here already turning, their luscious, vibrant colors giving way to glassy ponds that mirrored the radiant beauty around us.

      I’m used to this.

      The realization put me at ease: The transition from summer to fall usually heralded change for me. I’d had many “first days” at new schools and was a pro at starting over. Besides Dad not being present for it, this time was no different, and talking to Gloria had only confirmed that Dad was right. I’d eventually make new friends and hopefully find some semblance of home here.

      Staring out the window, I savored the beautiful view as well as some newfound peace. I watched the colors and textures whir by me in a dizzy blur, soon finding myself running through a similar forest in my dreams.
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        * * *

      

      “Sophie… Sophie…”

      I searched for the Voice. But where was she? The rich autumn colors of the forest trees whirred by me as I ran. The cold wind hinted at winter’s arrival as it whipped at my hair and cheeks.

      “Sophie…” the Voice sang.

      I couldn’t find her. Forever running through an endless sea of cold and color, I began to panic. Dusk lay ahead. If I didn’t find her before nightfall, I’d surely be lost.

      Something caught my eye then. Silhouetted by the setting sun, a looming figure walked a line parallel to the horizon ahead. I stopped in awe of what I saw. He wasn’t just big, but a giant! And an ugly one at that!

      I froze, hoping he wouldn’t notice me. Though I stood far away, I didn’t know how fast a giant could close the distance and wasn’t keen to find out.

      “Sophie? Where are you?”

      Be quiet. Please, be quiet. Can he hear her too?

      In answer to my question, the giant must have heard the Voice, for he stopped and looked around. His gaze landed on me. I froze, trembling as I waited for his reaction.

      Balling his fists, he took in a great expanse of air, opened his mouth wide, and let out a horrifying bellow. The noise was deafening. I lost my balance as the earth shook beneath my feet. Cowering on the ground, I covered my ears, waiting for something dramatic to happen—like the whole world, or maybe just my head, to implode.

      Finally running out of breath, the giant charged me, his breath producing great clouds of mist like an angry bull. I watched, frozen in fear.

      “Sophie!” the Voice called—this time with great alarm. “Run!”

      Scrambling to my feet, I bounded away without direction or a plan, only knowing I needed escape, to get away as quickly as possible. The giant trailed me, the vibrations of his heavy steps tripping my feet as he gained on me. I set my eyes ahead, pushing myself forward faster. The merciless wind stung my cheeks, and my lungs burned for air, but I pressed on. Soon severely exhausted, I questioned how much further I could go.

      A rumbling noise caught my attention up ahead. I approached a set of train tracks. The ground’s vibrations stopped, and I turned to find the giant with his ear to the ground. Curious, I followed his lead, placing my face against the cold, musty earth. The rumbling was more distinct there. Tuning out my pain and fear, I focused my senses on listening. The noise was getting louder and coming from somewhere to my right.

      I looked down the tracks where, sure enough, a train approached. While it seemed like a run-of-the-mill steam engine, it charged ahead like it was on steroids—in only a second, rushing inches from my face.

      With a great gust, its force sent me sprawling backward. I flew high into the air and then back toward the ground, the earth below growing closer and closer until…
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      “Sophie!”

      My eyes shot open. A sharp pain pierced my cheek. It took me a moment to register I was in Gloria’s car with my head resting on the passenger window. My cheek stung, chilled from the cold.

      “We’re here,” Gloria sang, rubbing my arm. I blinked groggily and she laughed. “You were in quite a deep sleep!”

      Rubbing my cheek, I looked out the window to my right. Brushing the thin layer of frost off with my sleeve, I peeked out.

      It was dark outside. Large, tall streetlamps bathed the scene in a torrent of yellow light, bleaching away any color. Under the monochromatic glow, streams of people—I guessed all students and staff of Brightman—bustled into a large building like ants, their suitcases and crates in tow.

      Parked along a curb, the stately building loomed at least five stories above us. It looked every bit like a beautiful fairytale castle, with tall, cream-colored stone walls giving way to a regal, columned entryway and a spired roofline.

      “Wow,” I breathed, my breath re-frosting my peephole.

      Gloria laughed. “Brightman certainly evokes that response. This building is headquarters for the school. Someone there should be able to direct you to your room.”

      A loud rapping noise made Gloria and me jump. We both stared at the handsome face through her window like gaping, dumbfounded idiots. We must have looked the part as the male the face belonged to waved exaggeratedly and laughed, flashing an equally handsome smile.

      “Need help with your bags?” he asked loudly through the window. Neither of us said a word, continuing to stare moronically. “Maaay I help you with yooour baaags?” he asked again, slowly enunciating each word.

      Snapping from her stupor, Gloria rolled down her window. “Yes, that would be lovely, thank you!” she responded cheerily.

      “All in a day’s work,” he said, giving me a wink.

      Realizing I was still staring, I clamped my mouth shut and abruptly looked away, causing the boy to chuckle.

      “I’ll pop the rear hatch,” Gloria said to him. I opened my door. “Wait a sec!” Gloria grabbed my arm. She handed me a business card. “Here’s my contact information. If you need anything, I don’t live far from here. Whether you need a night away or just a good meal, please don’t hesitate to call.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled, fingering the card’s dainty monogram of a V and an S. “And thanks for the ride. I really appreciate it.”

      “You’re most welcome, Sophie. I’m sure you’ll do great things here at Brightman,” she said, hugging me.

      Turning back toward my door, I took a deep breath before stepping out, immediately toppling sideways… right in front of the gorgeous boy.

      “Whoa!” He dropped my suitcase to catch me by the arm. “You okay?” he asked, setting me straight.

      “Yeah, thanks,” I said, feeling my cheeks warm. “I didn’t realize my leg was asleep,” I lied.

      Brushing dark hair from his face, he smiled, making his green eyes dance. I looked away, trying to control the monster butterflies invading my stomach. An awkward moment passed before he released me and returned to unloading my bags.

      Now fully exposed to this cold world of huge buildings, strangers, and a mysterious guy who oddly put me on edge, I missed the warmth and safety of the BMW and Gloria’s soothing presence. The chill soaked through my bones, sending an uncontrollable shiver through me.

      “You’re not from around here, are you?” the guy asked. He stood by my suitcases, unabashedly watching me.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped, my voice coming off sharper than intended.

      “Nothing.” He shrugged, unfazed. “I noticed you shiver.”

      “Oh.”

      Had he been watching me? Is he flirting or just being nice?

      I moaned as the gears in my overanalyzing brain began to spin. “Sorry. I’m a little crabby. I just woke up,” I explained, putting my hands to my cold cheeks.

      “You’re not crabby, you have spunk. I like that in a girl.” He smiled.

      Okay. That was definitely flirting.

      Gloria groaned loudly, alerting me that we had an audience. Not knowing how to respond, I changed the subject.

      “Is it usually this cold in September?”

      “No. It got cold unusually early this year, so I hope you packed warm clothes. It’s supposed to snow next week.” I grimaced. “Is this everything?” He gestured to my suitcases.

      “Yeah,” I said, and he shut the rear hatch.

      “Bye, Sophie. Best of luck,” Gloria hollered as she pulled away.

      “Thanks again,” I called.

      “Your mom is pretty,” the boy said, so close I could feel the warmth of his body. “I can see where you get it from.”

      “Her? She’s not my mom,” I corrected, stepping away.

      Only then did I realize he was flirting again, and the correct response was a simple thanks. The fact that I hadn’t spent much time around kids my own age—much less boys—was painfully clear.

      “Oh.” He shrugged.

      I turned to look at the large building again. It seemed daunting and monstrous—a lot less whimsical and charming than it had appeared from the confines of Gloria’s car. I suddenly missed Dad. Facing new situations was much easier with someone to share them with.

      “Don’t be nervous. You’ll like it here,” the boy said, again standing too close. I could smell his cologne, sending a different sort of shiver through me. Noticing, he frowned. “You’re cold. Let’s get you inside.”

      I stared after him as he rolled two of my suitcases into the line of ants making their way into the building. The scene before me was like clockwork: car after car of students methodically unloading their luggage and dragging it toward two great doors that swallowed them up like a giant mouth. I gulped.

      “Hey!” The boy was already halfway to the mouth. “You coming?”

      With a start, I grabbed my remaining luggage and raced after him. It turned out that being swallowed by the mouth wasn’t so bad. The doorway opened to an inviting circular room overflowing with students.

      The boy asked me something.

      “Hmm?” I asked, distracted by the scene before me.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Oh! I’m Sophie,” I answered, flattered he’d asked. Though I didn’t know if it was proper flirting, I extended my hand to shake.

      “Sophie what?” he impatiently asked, ignoring my hand.

      “Oh! Um… Sophie Cohen,” I answered, confused.

      “This way,” he said, taking off for the far side of the room.

      Rows of students lined up behind large signs reading A to C, D to F, G to I, and so on. Thrown by the boy’s flirtatiousness before, I thought he was asking out of interest. I blushed, embarrassed by my presumption.

      I tried to follow him, but fell further and further behind. Finding it hard to maneuver my suitcases through the swarm, I eventually lost him completely. Where had he gone? He had my bags! I stood in place, my eyes frantically searching for him. I was about to all-out panic when I heard him.

      “Sophie!” He wildly waved his arms a ways ahead. Relief flooded me as I raced to him. “You’ve got to keep up,” he snapped.

      Just as quickly, my relief wilted. “Excuse me? You left me!”

      He looked appalled by my insinuation. “Maybe you would have seen where I went if you weren’t daydreaming.”

      I gasped, confused as to why this gorgeous stranger boy was being so rude. Had I imagined him flirting with me outside mere moments ago? Who did this kid think he was? With great effort, I held my tongue, though I saw no problem allowing my eyes to speak what my mouth couldn’t.

      He took off again, this time looking over his shoulder every so often to make sure I was still behind him. When not glancing at me, he looked around nervously. I looked around, too, wondering what he was looking for, his apparent anxiety wearing on my already-frazzled nerves.

      We soon reached the end of the A to C line, only to silently stand with our arms crossed as we progressed at a snail’s pace. Bored, I watched the boy as he repeatedly scanned the crowds around us and glanced at his watch. After about an hour, I caved, unable to take the silence anymore.

      “Hurry up and wait, huh?” I offered.

      He ignored me. I was ready to write him off as a rude dolt, but gave him the benefit of the doubt, again trying.

      “Thanks for your help. It would have been hard to maneuver all four suitcases over here without you.”

      He glanced at me and shrugged before going back to scanning the room in his weird, fidgety way. Okay. So he was a total jerk after all.

      “Know what? You don’t have to wait in line with me. I got it from here.”

      “It’s okay,” he responded without looking at me.

      I sighed, agitated. Bluntness wasn’t my style, but this guy clearly wasn’t getting it. “No really. I got it,” I said, wheeling the suitcases near him closer to me.

      “And I said I’m fine staying.” He took the suitcases back. I looked at him, incredulous. “What’s that look for?”

      “Sorry, but you’re creeping me out, and I’d like to be left alone.”

      He choked. “Creeping you out?” He laughed disdainfully. “I can’t leave. Dr. Smitherson told me to look out for you.”

      I frowned. “So you know about that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And yet we’re here.”

      “He instructed me to get you registered and then to escort you to your room,” he explained.

      “My dad talked to him this morning. I was told to find him first thing upon arriving. Our stories aren’t exactly aligning. I’d like to see him now.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you always this difficult?”

      I felt my cheeks blaze. “Difficult?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Do you know where he is?”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re stuck with me,” he said. I scoffed. “Look, Sophie. It’s not like I want to be here any more than you do. I wasn’t supposed to be here tonight. I got stuck minding to you because Smitherson got held up with more important matters.” I gasped from the sting of his words. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant⁠—”

      “You’ve said enough,” I interrupted. “If we’re stuck waiting together, let’s do so silently.”

      “You’re mad at me.” An amused smile hinted at the corners of his mouth, only further infuriating me.

      “Silence, remember?” I reminded him coldly.

      “I never agreed to that,” he replied smugly.

      I groaned, desperately wanting to be as far away from him as possible. “Which way is Dr. Smitherson’s office?”

      “I already told you what my orders are, and I’m not supposed to let you out of my sight, so no can do.”

      “You’ve already failed then, haven’t you?” I shot back. “Might as well quit while you’re ahead.”

      He frowned. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Clearly.”

      “What can I do to make things up to you?” he asked. He seemed sincere.

      So now he’s being nice again? I couldn’t figure this guy out, and the mere fact that I needed to grated me.

      “Find Dr. Smitherson,” I answered. “Please.”

      He sighed. “What can I do besides that?”

      I was ready to blow. “The man was integral in me getting admitted here on short notice and I’d like to personally thank him. I’d hate to put you out since you’re already stuck babysitting me and all, but if you’d please check, I’d really appreciate it.”

      I couldn’t read whether his face told of anger or amusement then. He pursed his considerable lips in thought, regarding me for a time with his stupid, mesmerizing eyes.

      “Fine.” He shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you!”

      Walking away, he added with a smile, “But don’t go anywhere. We both know your propensity for getting lost.”
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      The line continued to creep forward. I wondered what was taking so long. Forty-three people were in front of me, meaning if each person took only one minute to register, I’d be in line for another forty-three minutes.

      My stomach growled in protest. Hungry, tired, and emotionally spent, I wasn’t in the mood to wait anymore. The room had grown chilly as the two heavy doors were still propped open, and most of the body-heat-providing students had registered and left. I clutched myself tighter, fantasizing about the winter coat packed somewhere in one of my suitcases.

      “Want my jacket?”

      I turned. An extremely gorgeous guy with shaggy blonde hair and piercing blue eyes stood in the line next to me. He held out a black zip-up hoodie.

      After embarrassing myself earlier by my presumptuousness, I looked around to make sure it was me the Abercrombie model look-alike was talking to before awkwardly replying, “No, but thanks.” I again regretted my lack of knowledge. With dating etiquette—or just teen protocol, in general—I was found wanting.

      “We’re bound to be here a while and you’re shivering like a leaf.” He smiled, his perfectly straight, white teeth flashing against his tan skin. “Please. I insist.”

      Are all Brightman guys gorgeous? First, Grumpy Pants Jerko Bazerko, and now Abercrombie Ken Doll Guy?

      A quick glance around proved this theory false. I had simply been blessed by the gorgeous guy gods.

      “Now you’re running the risk of hurting my feelings.” Something about his eyes made me feel perfectly at ease. Or maybe it was the velvety smoothness of his voice?

      Realizing I had left him hanging while lost in thought, I quickly shrugged into his hoodie. Though huge on me, it was soft and warm.

      “Thanks.” I smiled, instantly feeling better.

      “You’re welcome…” He cocked his head to the side and waited.

      “Oh! Sophie Cohen,” I answered. Before I could think better of it, I again found myself extending my hand. I was about to slip it back into my pocket when Abercrombie Guy grabbed it.

      “Hagen Dibrom,” he replied, shaking my hand. “Pleasure’s all mine.”

      He held my gaze for longer than was comfortable, but I couldn’t manage to look away. My cheeks grew hot. I blurted, “How long have you been attending Brightman?”

      “I’m new. My family just moved here. I’ll be a senior this year.”

      “Wow. Spending your senior year at a new school must be a bummer.”

      “Well, it was.” He ran his fingers through his hair in true gorgeous guy form. “But things are starting to look up.” He shot me an unmistakable look, eyes smoldering.

      I fidgeted, cursing my lack of social grace. Dad was right: only associating with him, his work buddies, and his grubby graduate students had done me a disservice. I made a mental note to conduct an internet search on “flirting for dummies.”

      “Well, take it from me,” I offered. “I’ve moved a lot growing up, and I still haven’t mastered starting a new school or making new friends. All the schools—and all the people in them—are different, so the experience is never quite the same.”

      “Interesting.” He nodded. “Why have you moved so much?”

      “My dad’s job. He’s a nuclear physicist. We move to whatever university  is funding the latest,  greatest scientific research.” I caught myself.  “Well, we did. Until he sent me here.”

      “I see. What put him over the edge?” he asked, sizing me up with narrowed eyes. Noticing my confused look, he clarified, “Drugs? Sex? Alcohol? All the above?”

      “Oh!” I caught on, quickly answering, “None of the above. Quite the opposite. Dad said he wants me to act my own age even if it means getting into a little trouble.” I laughed at how ludicrous it sounded.

      “Then you’re the never-been-kissed type. Gorgeous girl like you… So not what I expected,” Hagen mused. “If it’s trouble you’re looking for, I can give you a few pointers. As the saying goes: practice makes perfect, right?”

      I gaped, cheeks blazing.

      “Sophie?” I jumped at the sound of Grumpy Pant’s voice, happy for the distraction. He eyed Hagen warily before saying, “We need to meet Dr. Smitherson in his office. Now.”

      I shot him an I-told-you-so look, and his eyes narrowed.

      “Fine. Lead the way.” I started taking Hagen’s jacket off.

      “No, don’t!” Hagen said, and I froze. “While I greatly appreciate watching you undress, keep it.” My cheeks burned even hotter. “Retrieving it will give me an excuse to see you later.”

      Grumpy Pants stepped between Hagen and me. “I don’t think we’ve met,” he said, squaring his shoulders.

      The two sized each other up. I didn’t know whether to laugh or intervene as they looked like feather-spiked birds before the commencement of a cockfight. Both tall and muscular, they were well matched.

      “I’m Everett Sinclair,” he said politely, yet briskly, extending his hand.

      So Grumpy Pants knows how to shake hands after all. And he has a name. How quaint!

      “Everett Sinclair?” Hagen mulled the name over, leaving Everett hanging. A flash of recognition crossed Hagen’s face. “Wait! You’re the kid who—” He laughed. “I’ve heard about you.”

      Hagen’s eyes went cold, making it clear the exchange wasn’t a friendly one. Returning Hagen’s death glare, Everett retracted his hand.

      Hagen continued, “Some kid was just telling me you… Well… I’m sure you know what they’re saying about you.”

      I didn’t know what Hagen was referring to, but Everett’s eyes lit like fire, his mouth a tight line. Feeling the urge to protect him, I stepped in.

      “Let’s go, Everett. Dr. Smitherson is waiting.”

      Without a word, Everett turned, grabbed two of my suitcases, and marched away.

      “I’ll see you later, Sophie,” Hagen practically sang.

      Ignoring him, I quickly followed after Everett, once again chasing him. “Everett!” I called. He was already halfway across the room. “Everett!” I called louder this time. He stopped without turning. “Everett is your name, right?” I asked, breathless upon reaching him.

      “Yeah.” He glowered, clenching and unclenching his jaw.

      “Will you please look at me when I talk to you?” I snapped. He looked at me, surprised. Compassion took over, and I took a deep breath, speaking slowly, “Sorry. It’s been a long day. Are you okay?”

      His face visibly softened. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      Taking off again, I could barely keep up with his methodical stride. I was tempted to press him on what Hagen had said and why it upset him so, but I kept pace in silence instead.

      As I followed Everett through hallway after hallway, I thought over the weirdness of the day. I was hungry and tired and didn’t know how much more I could take. As if on cue, my stomach grumbled loudly.

      Everett laughed. “When did you eat last?” He sounded calm again.

      “On the plane.”

      “Last I checked, peanuts and pretzels aren’t a meal.”

      “Yeah, I’ve hardly eaten all day,” I admitted. “My stomach has been in knots since my dad told me I was coming here.”

      “When was that?” He seemed sincerely interested.

      “Yesterday afternoon.”

      “What?” Everett stopped. “He didn’t tell you until yesterday?”

      “Nope.”

      “Wow! I’m sorry about that.” He continued walking at a slower pace. “Want to get something to eat?”

      I frowned, questioning his intentions. Was he flirting again or just being nice to the new girl? Unable to read him, I lied.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted.

      “You should eat something,” he chided. “I know how you get when your blood sugar drops. We wouldn’t want you to implode or anything. Your little outburst earlier was pretty nasty,” he teased.

      “What did you say?”

      It was my turn to stop. I was notoriously grouchy when my blood sugar dropped. My dad—even his coworkers—knew it. But how did Everett know?

      “I was just joking,” he said.

      “No, what about blood sugar?”

      He gave me a strange look. “I know how women get when they don’t eat.” Not buying it, I frowned at him in silence. He shrugged. “What? My mom gets grouchy, so I figured all girls do.”

      “Whatever,” I said, letting it go. Though I didn’t know where I was going, I walked ahead of him. “How much longer until we get to Dr. Smitherson’s office?”

      “Oh, he’s busy.”

      I stopped again. “Then where are you taking me? And why did you imply that he was waiting for us?”

      “Did you not notice what a creep that Hagen guy was? I needed to get you out of there. I did you a favor.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “This is getting out of hand. I am tired and hungry, and I just want to be shown to my room. I don’t want to wait in long lines in freezing cold rooms or chase you through a maze of hallways. So, show me where I can wait for Dr. Smitherson and you can be on your way.”

      “So you are hungry!”

      If looks could kill… “Seriously!?!” I growled.

      “I was just trying to help. You don’t have to be such a brat.”

      I gaped. “Well, you’re not exactly the shining star of the welcoming committee. You’re nice one second and rude the next. I’m seriously over your mood swings.”

      Everett laughed. “Shining star?” He folded, hands on his knees, laughing harder. “Of the welcoming committee?” I glared at him. Realizing he wasn’t helping things, he abruptly sobered. “Chill! You look like your head’s going to pop off.”

      “Don’t tell me to chill!” I groused.

      “I’m just giving you a hard time, Sophie. It’s been a long day for both of us.” I crossed my arms and looked away. “I’m sorry, okay. For everything. I’ve had a lot on my mind today, but you’re right. It’s no excuse for my moodiness or rudeness.” Meeting his eyes, I was surprised to find sincerity there. “This evening didn’t turn out like either of us anticipated. Dr. Smitherson has your dorm key but won’t be available for a good hour, so let’s make the best of it.”

      “Fine,” I relented. “I forgive you, and I’m sorry too.”

      “You’re okay. I know it’s just your blood sugar talking.”

      I jokingly punched him in the arm, and he laughed, making me slightly melt.

      “Sophie Cohen, would you please do me the honor of joining me for dinner?”

      I studied him, mystified by how we’d gone from bickering to him formally asking me to dinner, and much more, how I didn’t mind it in the least. Grumpy Pants was growing on me.

      “I’d love to.”

      Everett smiled, green eyes flashing. “Me too.”
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      I again followed Everett through a maze of hallways, but with the prospect of dinner now in my future—with a very cute guy, no less—I didn’t mind as much. I used the time to study him, to try to figure him out.

      At first glance, he was blatantly attractive. From his dark, tousled, preppy-boy hair to his piercing eyes and full lips, he was perfectly handsome. But chiseled jaw and all, there was something more than his exquisite exterior that appealed to me.

      Falling back a bit, I watched the methodical swish of his rhythmic step, his muscular arms pulling my suitcases along behind him. There was an innate regalness in the way he moved—a quiet confidence like he knew himself well and was proud of who he was.  If it weren’t for the slump of his shoulders  and the way he sighed every so often,  I might have mistaken it for arrogance.  But Everett seemed troubled, and being a problem-solver at heart, I wondered if it was this underlying dilemma of his and the challenge of figuring out how to fix it that truly attracted me.

      The notion was odd, considering I had known Everett for such a short time, but I found myself already caring for him. Then again, we had already weathered our first fight and makeup—a milestone in any relationship—somehow leaving me feeling more comfortable around him now. If I hadn’t scared him off already, I doubted I could.

      “I’m surprised you apologized,” I blurted, appreciating the freedom I felt with him now. “I’ve met a lot of people and you’re rather…unique.”

      Everett laughed warmly at my assessment, as if in agreement. “Sometimes, it’s best to eat your pride and apologize. Life is too short to waste time on grudges or anger for long.”

      I eyed him, impressed. “Unpredictable and wise?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” He smiled widely and, for the first time, I noticed the dimples in his cheeks. “I’ve just had a lot of life lessons learned the hard way.” I was about to ask him to elaborate when he said, “Here we are.”

      Reaching an elevator, I noticed there was no up or down button, only a keypad. Everett quickly typed a series of numbers, and the elevator door opened.

      “After you.” He bowed exaggeratedly. I stepped in. “This is a private system that Brightman staff use to get around campus.”

      “And you have access how?” I asked.

      “I’ve got connections,” he explained with a wink, resurrecting some of my butterflies from their earlier death. “In fact, we’re going to meet one now.”

      Everett pushed a button with a giant K, and the elevator door glided shut. In only a few seconds, it opened again to a dimly lit stainless steel kitchen filled with gleaming appliances and shelves polished to a mirror shine.

      “Wow!” I breathed.

      “Come on,” Everett said. “We can leave your luggage here.” His warm hand enveloped mine, sending another flutter through me.

      My mind begged to analyze all the possible meanings of our hand holding, but I quickly told myself it meant nothing and concentrated on keeping up as he led me through the kitchen.

      “Maddy?” Everett called.

      A soft, sweet voice answered. “Yes?”

      He lit up, pulling me faster. “I can’t wait for you to meet her. She’s my favorite girl at Brightman.”

      I was surprised at the surge of jealousy that coursed through me then. Maddy is his girlfriend? Why else would Everett be so obviously smitten? The kitchen must be their secret meeting place. Why did he drag me here?

      I longed to disappear as images of famous models and actresses flitted through my mind, each more beautiful than the next. A guy like Everett would only date a perfect, gorgeous girl like that. Maddy must be exquisite. But my renderings didn’t matter as I was about to find out for myself.

      “Maddy!” Everett exclaimed, loosing my hand to run to her.

      I looked up, wondering what burgeoning beauty I’d behold to see Everett swoop an older, pleasantly plump woman into an enthusiastic hug. Though not the vivacious vixen I had pictured, she was beautiful in her own right.

      “What a nice surprise,” Maddy said, her round angelic face aglow with delight. She produced a pair of glasses from her cloud of white curls. “Let me take a good look at you. You look more like a man every time I see you.”

      “Maddy,” Everett groaned, glancing at me.

      Following his gaze, she noticed me. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize we had a guest in our midst, and a very pretty one at that.”

      “I brought someone special to meet you, Maddy.”

      The flutter went through me again. He thinks I’m special?

      “This is Sophie Cohen,” Everett introduced. “Sophie, this is Madeline Montclair, Brightman Academy’s Executive Chef.”

      “Oh, Sophie!” Maddy exclaimed. I swore I saw recognition then in her pale blue eyes. I couldn’t be sure, but she did hug me like a long-lost child. “Please call me Maddy. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      An honor?

      “Sophie’s had a long trip and hasn’t eaten,” Everett cut her off. While his tone was upbeat and friendly, his meaningful look was hard to miss. “Mind whipping something up for us?”

      Two could play this game. Maddy seemed to be expecting me, or to at least know who I was, but how? Before she could answer Everett, I cut in.

      “It’s so nice to meet you too, Maddy. How have you heard about me?”

      “Oh, well, uh…” she stammered. Her cherub cheeks glowed peachy pink.

      “Didn’t you mention Dr. Smitherson is a close family friend?” Everett asked me. “He must have told the staff about you.”

      “Yes! Just this morning at our staff orientation!” Maddy nodded overzealously.

      I frowned at them both.

      “Well, glad we got to the bottom of it.” Everett laughed awkwardly. “Now, about dinner?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Maddy said, taking off for an opposite corner of the kitchen. She flicked lights on as she went, her ample bottom trailing her like the bustle of a dress.

      I felt the warmth of Everett’s hand on the small of my back and suddenly found it hard to complete a coherent thought. “Come on,” he said, ushering me in Maddy’s direction.

      He led me to a small wooden table with two wooden chairs in a corner of the kitchen. Pulling a chair, he formally seated me before sitting opposite me. Taking in the kitchen, I decided that I liked the space. It had a magical quality, and—despite the cold metal surroundings—felt cozy and safe.

      “Maddy is the best cook,” Everett said, watching her work over a lit stove top nearby.

      The sounds of sizzling and bubbling filled the air, as well as a divine aroma, sending my stomach into tailspins. “Good. I’m famished.”

      “Then I had the right idea bringing you here.” His eyes twinkled, bright and jovial. “I’m glad you joined me.”

      The shades of green in his sparkling eyes shocked me. I held his gaze, inspecting every color.

      He smiled self-consciously. “What?”

      “Hmm?” I asked absent-mindedly.

      “What does that look mean?”

      I realized I was staring. “Sorry. I’m a little exhausted. I think my brain shut down for a moment,” I half-lied, embarrassed. I turned to watch Maddy expertly season her dishes with spices from pretty glass containers, humming happily as she worked. “I wonder what she’s making,” I segued.

      Everett leaned in. “Whatever it is, it will be exactly what you’re craving. She has a gift. She can read people.” He laughed to himself. “Or maybe her food is so good that whatever it is, after you eat it, you just think it was what you were craving because it hit the spot.”

      We watched Maddy in silence for a time. I felt the heat of Everett’s gaze shift back to me long before I dared look at him to see it. Chin propped on his hand, the full force of his eyes openly rested on me, leaving me breathless.

      “What brings you to Brightman?”

      I didn’t know if I had it in me to relive the story after rehashing it on the plane with Gloria.

      “My dad enrolled me without my knowledge.”

      He nodded, unfazed by my confession. “And he didn’t tell you about it until yesterday?”

      “Yup. Right before our going-away party.”

      “Wait! Didn’t the going-away party tip you off?”

      “No. My dad changes jobs frequently. We usually throw a big party before we move somewhere new to say our goodbyes and thank the friends we’ve made during our stay. But things were different this time.” It took great effort to push down my tears, causing them to form a burning ball in my throat. I fidgeted with the cloth napkin on the table to distract myself.

      “How’d he break the news?” Everett asked.

      “Clumsily,” I scoffed. “It was a huge mess.”

      “If it’s any consolation, I think you’ll really like Brightman.” Everett gently stilled my hand with his. “Truly.” I looked up to sympathetic eyes. “And if there’s anything you need, just ask. I’m here.”

      I studied the look on his face, in his eyes, realizing he truly meant it. There was a sincerity about him that I liked, giving me the impression he was saying it because he was intentional and kind—not just for show. I felt a comfortability with him I couldn’t explain. It felt like we’d been friends for ages, not hours, but I still didn’t understand how he could have so much compassion for me. The look he gave me was innocent, yet intimate enough to take my breath away.

      “The food is about ready.” The spell abruptly broken by Maddy’s call, Everett quickly removed his hand from mine as she turned to look at us. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      “How about some of the grape sodas Vinny brought from Italy?” Everett suggested, rising from the table.

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll get them. You keep Sophie company,” Maddy said, turning to leave.

      “Vinny is a family friend. He owns an Italian restaurant nearby,” Everett explained. “Every summer, he visits his family in Italy and returns with these amazing grape sodas. They’re made at a small winery near his hometown. I paid him to bring back an extra stash just for me this time. I’m slightly addicted.”

      Maddy returned with two ornate glass bottles.

      “Thanks, Maddy,” we said in unison.

      She squeezed my shoulder and smiled warmly before going. Everett popped open a bottle and handed it to me.

      “What if I hate it?” I vexed.

      He laughed. “You won’t.”

      One sip and I was hooked. Cold, sweet, and delicious—I savored the effervescent liquid as it bubbled its way to my stomach. “It’s really good,” I conceded.

      “Told you.”

      Maddy placed a tray of hot soup and sandwiches before us. The smell was even more wonderful up close, but I couldn’t place it. “Baked potato soup and BLTs,” she said. “Bon appétit!”

      I stared at the food, the lump in my throat back in full force. Maybe Everett didn’t take the cake for most mood swings after all. I was an emotional wreck.

      “Thanks, Maddy. This looks great.” Everett smiled up at her.

      “You’re very welcome,” she said, bending and kissing his head. “Now eat up while I clean the mess I made.”

      Everett turned back to me. His smile faded, and concern clouded his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      I searched his face, thinking maybe it was a joke he was in on. “How did you know?” I demanded, trying not to cry.

      “How did I know what?” He looked genuinely confused.

      Realizing I was being foolish, I reined in my emotions. I took a bite of soup. It was mind-alteringly good. I closed my eyes, the flavors and textures conjuring a deluge of memories. I took another and another, hoping Everett would let my antics drop.

      “Sophie, what’s going on?” he quietly asked.

      I stopped and looked up at him, chewing slowly. “My m-mom…” I tried unsuccessfully to keep my voice from trembling. I took a deep breath before trying again. “My mom used to make this exact thing when either of us were sick or down in the dumps. It was sort of…our thing.”

      “You’re sad because it reminds you of your mom?” Everett asked.

      “I haven’t had it since she died when I was eight. I get it sounds crazy, but this tastes exactly like she used to make it.”

      “Oh! Wow!” he whispered.

      “Since Maddy seemed to know who I was, I thought for a second that she knew and made this on purpose. But that’s impossible,” I thought aloud. “I’m sure it’s a coincidence. I’m being paranoid.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss. I know what it’s like to lose someone close to you.” Everett’s face fell. “The hardest part is the little things, like this, that catch you off guard and remind you of that person. I can tell you that, to my knowledge, it was totally unintentional.”

      “I’m sure this is comfort food to other people too.” I shrugged, forcing a smile.

      We ate in silence, every bite total, utter perfection! By the time we finished, a sense of well-being had spread through me.

      “That was good!” I said, looking up from empty dishes.

      Everett watched me with an amused expression, his head once again propped on his hand. “I don’t think you took a breath the entire time,” he said. “But at least you savor your food. I ate so fast, I don’t think I even tasted it.”

      “That’s a shame, because it was delicious,” I shot back. I drained the rest of my soda, feeling the consequence of overeating. “What now?” I asked.

      “Now, I’ll show you to your room.”

      The voice was deep and rich, coming from a tall, brawny, older man with white hair and a white beard, standing to our side. He wore a blue tie and gray vest over a starched white business shirt with gray suit pants and fancy shoes the color of cognac. He was gentlemanly and handsome and, his hair pulled into a tidy ponytail—not at all the ancient, spavined creature I’d imagined him to be.

      “Dr. Smitherson?” I guessed.

      He smiled widely, extending his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Sophie. Gabriel Smitherson, at your service. Welcome to Brightman Academy.”
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