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 “‘Wendy,’ Peter Pan continued in a voice that no woman has
ever yet been able to resist, ‘Wendy, one girl is more use than twenty boys.’” 


                  


 


                 J.
M. Barrie, Peter Pan


 


 

  

                  
















 


Chapter
One


 Gray and Cold


 


                  


A rusty porch swing creaked in the
early morning hours of mid-August with such a squeal that frightened away the
birds searching and pecking for their breakfast. But the teenage girl, with
olive skin and hair an unnatural shade of black with burgundy highlights,
seated in it didn’t care. 


Daphne
Werring missed the noisy din of Atlanta’s busy streets. The symphony of
engines, horns, and sirens used to lull her to sleep every night in her
Buckhead apartment that sat three stories above a corner Starbucks. Her parents
moved the seventeen-year-old and her two younger brothers, Joshua and Max, to
rural Georgia—just outside of Athens—to experience a quiet life. 


The
Werrings had always wanted to raise their children away from the crime and
corruption of the city but kept putting it off in favor of their careers.
Daphne would soon be finished with high school and the way her life was turning
out made them realize that they’d already put it off way too long. If they’d
waited any longer it would be too late. Mrs. Werring was an investigative
journalist who had always dreamed of starting her own local events magazine.
Athens would bring that dream to reality with the University of Georgia hosting
college football games and its reputation as an artist’s and musician’s Mecca.
Mr. Werring was a state prosecutor who’d made a successful living putting
criminals—and possibly even some innocents—behind bars. He could
have earned a higher salary in corporate law, but he settled to keep some moral
standing for his children to look up to.


Daphne
couldn’t care less about her father’s moral standing. She was just beginning to
find herself when they packed up and moved with barely a week’s notice. She finally
had a boyfriend; finally found a group
of friends she fit in with. So what if they all wore black and donned multiple
piercings in places that no one would think of jabbing a sterilized needle?
They understood her. She felt a kinship to them. Daphne was no longer the tiny,
awkward stick figure with too-big ballet slippers and wide set Chinese eyes as the children teased her. She belonged.


Unfortunately,
they were not the kinds of friends Daphne’s mother and father envisioned their
daughter fraternizing with. She was from a respectable family and therefore
would have respectable friends. Daphne would roll her eyes and grunt at her
parents’ hauteur. Why couldn’t they understand? The friends she made were real
friends, not the ones who pretend to like you and then turn around and stab you
in the back when they think you’re not watching. Daphne had a few of those as
well. It’s all their fault, she thought.
If they hadn’t taunted her into coming to that stupid party, she wouldn’t have
knocked out Kiera, the district attorney’s daughter, and Daphne’s parents would
never have found out about her boyfriend, Rocks—the drummer in the band, Death
to Unicorns. That was the proverbial straw
that broke the camel’s back. One week later, they packed up the Escalade and drove
to their new home. And Daphne hated the world.


From
the front porch of her new home—an old Victorian on Morton Road, just on
the outskirts of Athens—Daphne could see the sharpened spires of
Neverland Academy. They stuck up out of the distant pines like crocodile teeth.
Her brothers would be starting the semester there next week. They’d be boarding
there as well, even though it was only a few miles away. Daphne’s mother was
worried that with her starting up the magazine—and keeping close tabs on
Daphne—she wouldn’t have enough time and attention to give the boys.
“It’d just be easier for everyone if you just lived at the academy,” she told
them. “At least for this semester. It would help you make some new friends too.
Then, once things have settled down and the magazine is running smoothly, you
can come back home and commute to school if you’d like.” 


Daphne
would be attending a different school, since Neverland Academy was for boys
only. She was so not looking forward to starting her senior year at a new
school. She wished she could just get her GED and move back to the city, away
from this miserable, lonely existence. Besides, there are too many
mosquitoes here, she thought as she slapped
one guzzling from her arm.


Something
about the spires frightened Daphne, and yet enticed her at the same time. Like
most girls her age she was curious. She sat, listening to the creaking of the
porch swing as she pushed off on her toes, back and forth, and watched the
spires intently. The iced coffee she sipped did nothing to stifle the beads of
sweat emerging from her forehead. Somehow the humidity seemed worse out here,
away from the city. It was probably only because back at home she spent most of
her time indoors, but she wouldn’t admit that to herself. She searched for more
reasons to hate this place. And she found plenty.


The
squeal of the screen door behind her made Daphne lurch, spilling a few drops of
her coffee onto her bare legs. Some of it seeped into the hem of her blue and
black polka dot pajama shorts.


Max
stumbled out the door, dressed to the nines in his school uniform: crisply
pressed khaki trousers, white button up shirt, burgundy blazer and matching
tie. His black shoes were already scuffed up from wear.


“Max!
You made me spill my coffee!” Daphne snorted.


“Why
aren’t you dressed yet?” Max asked, combing his hand through the thick tuft of
dirty blond hair on his head. “We’re leaving soon.”


“It’s
only 8:30. And the school is right there. What’s the rush?” Daphne licked some
coffee from her wrist while she feebly tried to swipe the puddle from her leg.


“There’s
a lot we have to do.” Max fingered a tattered brochure, crinkled with over
handling. “There’s the tour, the interviews, not to mention we are moving in
today. And I’m sure mom and dad want to drill the headmaster and professors
before they leave. It’s gonna be a full day, sis.”


Daphne
snatched the brochure from Max’s hand. “Hey, give that back,” he whined. 


“I’m
just looking. Chill, okay?” Daphne’s eyes were drawn to the logo, a golden N
and A interlocked together. Something seemed odd about it, but she couldn’t
discern why. The burgundy background was cut with stock photos of boys happily
walking the campus and sitting in the grass with books. Daphne snorted to
herself and shook her head at how lame it looked. Real school is nothing like
that. Who did they think they were fooling? Oh yeah, mindless little boys and
their optimistic parents.


Daphne
carefully opened the brochure, trying not to rip the whitened folds, though
they were already torn at the top and bottom edges. Inside the cover was a
professional headshot of an older gentleman, maybe in his early fifties. He
looked to be a large man—not fat, but thick. His dark gray receding hair
with silver frosting at the hairline matched his trimmed beard. The man was
smiling in the photo, but something seemed wrong. Daphne could feel chills
climb her spine when she looked into his eyes. They were like glass. Gray and
cold. 


“Daphne!”
A voice sang from inside the house. Daphne tried to ignore it. She was in no
mood to speak to either of her parents this early in the morning. 


Suddenly
the screen door flew open and Josh stood in the gaping entrance. His dark brown
hair was still damp from his shower, but he was dressed nearly identical to
Max, only his shoes were pristine, reflecting the bright sunshine into Daphne’s
brown eyes. She had to squint and turn her head to the side to avoid being
blinded. 


“Daph,
mom’s been calling you. We’re leaving in, like, ten minutes. You’d better hurry
up.” With an annoyed huff, Daphne closed the brochure and tossed it at Max, who
deftly caught it. Josh stepped outside and held the door open as he polished
his wire-rimmed glasses with his tie.


“Coming!”
Daphne called out grudgingly, pushing past her brothers and stomping into the
cool, air-conditioned house. She was so not looking forward to another long,
boring day. But at least she’d get out of the house.


           


***


 


The
inside of the car was freezing. Daphne clutched her shivering arms, wishing
she’d brought a sweater or maybe even a parka. Her mother was from Vermont and
the colder it was the more comfortable she was. So any time Daphne spent with
her mother she was bound to be cold. Sure, it was stifling hot outside, but
this was ridiculous. 


In
a hurry to get ready, Daphne skipped her usual shower and threw on an old tee
shirt—which was so small it showed her belly button ring when she raised
her arms—and jeans. She didn’t really care how she looked. The place she
was going would be full of boys, but she hadn’t planned on taking any home with
her. She had a boyfriend back in Atlanta. And she was going to hold on to him
as long as she could. Long distance relationships were a pain in the ass, she
knew, but Rocks was in a band and if their relationship continued she’d have to
get used to him being on the road anyway, away from home.  Not only did
she care deeply for him, but she would also do just about anything to anger her
mom now. And that meant continuing her relationship with the boy she’d been
forbidden to see.


As
she cradled her arms in front of her chest, trying to conserve some warmth,
Daphne stared out the window of the back seat at the passing farmlands and
forests. Her brothers rested quietly in the center row of the Escalade, a
complete 180 from their usual behavior of exchanging punches and sneers.
Although she hated the country, Daphne was fascinated by her surroundings. She
was a city girl, through and through, and the thought of being lost in a forest
terrified her. But at the same time, the risk-taker in her wanted to. Just
once, at least. She needed some excitement in her life, especially since
everything screamed boring around here. She made a mental note to try it
sometime, especially since her being missing for a day would freak out her
parents. Beyond the stretch of forest came a huge pecan grove. Trees stretched
as far as she could see, all lined up in diagonal rows, something outside the
realm of nature. She giggled a little at the preciseness of it all after seeing
the mass chaos of the woods before.


After
about fifteen minutes of driving along curving backroads, they turned onto a
single-lane dirt road. “J. Roger Way,” the sign read. The sign looked rather
old with paint chipping away at the last word.


“Are
you sure this is the right way, honey?” Mrs. Werring asked. 


“That’s
what the GPS says. I can’t see the spires anymore, can you?”


“No,
the trees are blocking them.”


Less
than half a mile on to J. Roger Way they had reached their destination. The
front gate at Neverland Academy was closed, but a guard, dressed in a suit
similar to the boys’ uniforms, quickly approached the car and, after confirming
the family’s arrival, proceeded to open the gate. Daphne once again stared at
the logo, which was a large bronze piece mounted on the front of the wrought
iron gate. It was all one piece she could see as the gate opened inward,
attached only to the right side of the gate. Just then, she realized what it
was about the logo that looked so peculiar. It had been changed from something
else. The way one line of the “A” extended down in a straight line through the
horizontal line. It was so clear to her now. It used to be a “T.” 


The
driveway into the property must have been a mile long, Daphne thought. It
seemed endless, though it was picturesque. Ancient sycamore trees stretched
into a protective canopy, which created a natural tunnel down the drive. Every
now and then a patch of sunlight would poke through the dappled green tent
above. 


“Look,
there it is!” Max cried out, cutting through the nervous tension the boys were
emitting.


Daphne
leaned over and peered through the gap between the front seats where she could
see through the windshield. Up ahead the trees parted and a massive building
with white columns grew closer. Daphne couldn’t believe her eyes. This couldn’t
be the same place she’d seen over the treetops. This looked like something
straight out of Gone with the Wind. The
driveway curved, circling around a massive marble fountain where three mermaids
leaned against large jagged stones. The one on top stretched up onto her arms
and appeared to be spitting the water straight up into the air, where it
dribbled down onto the others. Daphne’s father pulled the car around the
circular driveway and stopped at the front entrance.


Daphne
continued to stare at the fountain, entranced—she’d always had a strange
fascination with mermaids, the way some little girls loved unicorns—while
her family discussed the architecture and confusion about the gothic spires on
an old southern plantation manor. Intrigued by its beauty and puzzled by its
symbolism, she couldn’t imagine why there would be a statue of mermaids at an
all-boy institute.


“Daphne?”


She
whipped her head around to find that the car was empty and everyone was waiting
for her.


“Can’t
I just stay here?”


“Are
you crazy?” her father bellowed. “It’s almost ninety degrees! You’ll cook
yourself to death in there!”


“No,”
Daphne protested as she climbed out of the vehicle, pulling her shirt down over
her belly. “I mean can’t I just stay outside while you guys do your thing? I’ll
stay in the shade, I promise.”


Mr.
and Mrs. Werring shared a pensive glance. 


“We
don’t know how long this is going take, Daphne,” Mrs. Werring said. “We could
be here for most of the day.”


“I
know. I’ll just hang out by the trees over there. And if I need to come inside
I’ll just find you.”


“I’m
afraid that will not be permissible,” a deep voice with a thick Georgia accent
blared from the top of the steps by the entrance. The family turned around and
gazed in awe at the large, well-dressed man leaning on an exquisite ivory
inlaid cane. He wore a pristine black suit, glossy black shoes, and a burgundy
tie that matched Max’s and Josh’s blazers. His thick silver-gray hair was
pulled back neatly into a low ponytail and his mustache reminded Daphne of some
cartoon cowboy the way it grew down the sides of his mouth and just below his
chin. Daphne instantly recognized him as the man from the brochure. While a few
years older than the photo, he still gave her chills.


“No
one under the age of eighteen is permitted to roam the grounds without adult
supervision.” The man sneered at Daphne in a way that made her skin crawl like
ants were scurrying through her veins, and yet his demeanor was elegant and
conservative. The kind of person any parent would trust to look after and
educate their child. 


A
movement out of the corner of Daphne’s eye caught her attention. She couldn’t
be a hundred percent sure she saw anything but when her eyes focused on a
garden fence just to the side of the old antebellum mansion she could have sworn
she saw a flitting shadow. 


A
wet, hacking cough drew her attention back to the creepy giant. After
straightening a sharply pressed white handkerchief in his pocket, he eyed each
member of the Werring family, pausing when he met Daphne’s nervous eyes. 


“I
am Headmaster Byron Trappe. Welcome to Neverland Academy.”


                  


















Chapter Two


A
Green-Eyed Ghost


 


                  


“You’ll have to pardon me. I’m just
getting over this nasty flu that’s been going around,” Headmaster Trappe said
as he led the Werring family into the front entrance. Two older boys—both
in the standard Neverland Academy uniforms—held wide the front doors as
they passed through. Daphne guessed they were probably students, eager for
shining references on their college applications. One of them, Daphne noticed,
had a pimply face and winked at her. She rolled her eyes in disgust and stormed
through to avoid any more unwanted attention.


“Oh
my,” Mrs. Werring gasped. “How do you handle such circumstances in a boarding
school? Are there safeguards in place to protect the children?”


“Absolutely
ma’am,” Trappe replied. “In fact, Professor Smeed, here, our vice principal,
can inform you of our procedures.” Trappe stretched out his free arm,
indicating a chunky man of short stature, waddling over toward the family. He
had a kindly face, chubby and round, that reminded Daphne of Santa Claus, but
without the beard. When he spoke, his words came out like microwave
popcorn—slow at first as he struggled with his stutter, but once he got
going they flowed much more quickly and easily.


“Y-yes
m-ma’am. I-I am Professor S-Smeed.” His hand flung up to greet Mr. and Mrs.
Werring who, in proper societal etiquette, shook it graciously. 


“H-here
at N-Neverland Academy, w-we take the health of our students a-and faculty very
seriously. As you may imagine, being in a highly populated and controlled
environment, any contagious illness may sweep through here unchecked. As you
will soon see, the dormitories are arranged with two students to a room and
those who have been stricken ill are permitted absence to their classes in
order to stay in bed and recover. We do have a medical clinic with twelve beds
where we would quarantine children with highly communicable illnesses, if such
an outbreak were to occur. Members of the faculty are encouraged to take sick
leave early and often. You’ll be pleased to know we have not had a major
outbreak since 2002.” Professor Smeed cleared his throat gruffly as he wiped
his black-rimmed spectacles, then his brow, with a wrinkled handkerchief. 


“Well,
that’s a relief,” Mrs. Werring exhaled, letting her shoulders go slack.


“If
you’ll come this way,” Trappe started, “we’ll begin the tour.” 


Daphne
tilted her head back and took in the grand entryway, which probably had a
larger square footage than her entire house. She thought of the scene at Twelve
Oaks from Gone with the Wind and
imagined ladies in crinoline and men with tailcoats and thick sideburns
casually strolling down the enormous staircase, which curved up the far wall
and ended at a balcony on the second floor.


“This
is the foyer, which we use frequently for meet and greets, assemblies, and
other social events.”


“Mr.
Trappe,” Mr. Werring interrupted. “I recall reading in the brochure about the
antebellum architecture. When was this home built?”


“Neverland
Academy was initially the home of my ancestor James Roger Tanner. He bought the
property and built this home in 1837, after emigrating from Cornwall. Though it
has been updated through the years, you’ll find many of the original
architectural components and motifs that were a throwback to his childhood home
by the sea.” I guess that explains the mermaids, Daphne thought.


“And
what about those gothic spires we’ve seen over the tree line?” Mrs. Werring
asked. “Those don’t seem to fit in with the antebellum style.”


“Ah,
yes.” Headmaster Trappe bent and chuckled. “That would be the work of my great
grandfather, Tucker Trappe Tanner. When he took over the school from his father
he found he needed to add on in order to accommodate more students. He stuck
with the original style when he built the west wing and the dormitories, but he
grew a little kooky as his years progressed and built the chapel in the style
of old gothic architecture. The building is quite a departure from the original
look. My own father thought to tear it down and rebuild something a little
more, ah, traditional, but the art professor insisted he keep it for
educational purposes. Despite the contrast, it is quite a magnificent building
as you will soon see.” Trappe turned and leaned on his cane. “To the left you
will find the library, which was recently updated with state of the art
technology. We have the latest Mac systems with laptop charging stations, and
Wi-Fi is accessible throughout the campus.”


Daphne
peeked into the library and was instantly taken. Not just by the computer
systems lining rows of long tables, but bookshelves so high she’d need an
extension ladder to reach the top. If there was one thing she loved more than
geeky computer hacking, it was reading. She was eager to get online and send an
email to Rocks—her parents monitored her emails at home so she hadn’t
been in touch with him since last week—but the walking tour bus was
moving on. Before leaving, she noted the apparent lack of a librarian in the
room. She felt a pinch on her shoulder and whipped her head around.


“Let’s
go, Daph,” Josh grunted. “You’re holding us up.”


Daphne
trailed behind her brothers, who shuffled behind their parents with Trappe and
Smeed in the lead. They toured the common areas on the main level which
included another section of the library used for study and group projects, a
parlor and drawing room which were converted into administrative offices, and
an enlarged dining room, adjacent to the kitchen, where the students would eat
their meals. 


The
group exited the dining room through a pair of French doors onto a terrace that
overlooked a courtyard housed between two long buildings—dormitories,
Daphne assumed by the layout. In the center of the courtyard lay a long,
elaborate garden; so detailed and precise it looked more like a renaissance
painting than a part of nature. The garden was enclosed on all four sides by
green shrubbery, apart from an entrance in the front and back, where a
brick-laid walk led to the gothic style chapel. Inside the garden was a
geometric pattern of pathways winding around more greens, pinks, yellows and a
few blues. Daphne thought it looked pretty, but much too perfect for her taste.
She preferred disarray. She liked things to be out of place. It made her feel
normal.


The
family followed Trappe down the steps of the terrace and through the entrance
of the garden. The concoction of floral aromas was almost suffocating to
Daphne. Her scent preferences leaned more toward the fruity and spicy.
Lemon-ginger was her favorite.


She
hadn’t noticed it from the terrace but there were several young
boys—younger than Max, who had just turned thirteen—hunched over on
their knees, pulling weeds in the garden. Daphne felt a little sorry for them.
She wondered why on earth they would be out here working instead of studying.
This was a school after all. They should be in class. Perhaps this was their
punishment for putting super glue on a toilet seat or fake puke on a teacher’s
desk. Surely this was some kind of disciplinary measure. Shouldn’t they hire
gardeners for this sort of thing? 


“Here
at Neverland Academy, boys learn the tenor and reward of hard work. There is
plenty of free time between classes and meals and boys are required to
participate in chores, just as they would at home. We find it keeps our costs
down and their integrity high.” Mr. and Mrs. Werring seemed to accept this
explanation without question, but Daphne grimaced at the thought of having to
work and go to school. Where was the fun
in that?


As
they were walking out Daphne peered back at the boys. One of them, a skinny
stick of a boy with a puffy tuft of bleach blond hair, snuck a glance over his
shoulder. There was something mildly suspicious about him. It was as if he was
hiding something or knew a secret that he wouldn’t be caught dead revealing.


After
a dreadfully boring tour through the gothic chapel and dormitories, Daphne and
her parents said goodbye to Josh and Max and followed Headmaster Trappe and
Professor Smeed back to the mansion.


“My
office is on the upper level,” Trappe indicated with his left hand. “We may
finish our business there.” 


Daphne
followed the adults up the curved staircase, but paused at the door to Trappe’s
office. Her skin began to crawl again and the smell of Lysol made her choke.
There wasn’t anything immediately threatening about the headmaster’s office,
but she still got a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Or maybe it was the
frozen waffle she’d wolfed down way too fast that morning. Either way, she
didn’t want to be there. She’d hoped the escort requirement only applied to children outdoors.


“Um,”
she whispered to her mother. The last thing she wanted to do was to attract the
attention of the creepy headmaster. “Is there a bathroom here?”


“Mr.
Trappe, my daughter needs to use the facilities.” Thanks, mom, Daphne thought as she twisted her head away in
embarrassment.


“Yes,
there is a ladies room downstairs, just outside the parlor. I can have an
escort—”


“I
can find it,” Daphne blurted out and bolted before he had a chance to protest.
Her parents would vouch for her anyway. After all, how much trouble could she
really get into in a place like this? She raced down the stairs, as quietly as
she could, which wasn’t that quiet really, considering she was wearing her
clunky black combat boots and the floorboards were probably older than the sun.


In
the restroom, which was a modern design, centuries away from the old-fashioned
décor of the rest of the place, Daphne stared at her reflection with sadness
and caught a tear beginning to poke out from her eyelid. She dabbed it with a
square of toilet paper and told herself to be strong. Seeing all the boys at
the academy made her miss Rocks and her friends in Atlanta all the more. She’d
never felt so alone.


When
she’d ambled out into the empty foyer, she’d realized her parents were still
speaking with the headmaster. She wasn’t about to go back upstairs. Instead,
Daphne sauntered around the lower level and ended up in the library that
fascinated her earlier. She wedged her head back to view the books on the
highest shelves of the room, which took up two stories itself. For a moment she
wondered how anyone could reach the books up there. Then her gaze settled upon
the rolling ladder at the corner of the room. In the back of the library, a
tall window, set deeply into the wall, streamed in natural light, while several
average sized windows in the front did the same.


Daphne
peered around the library and back into the foyer, then tiptoed to one of the
computers in the corner, where she hoped she wouldn’t be discovered if somebody
happened to wander in. She wiggled the mouse beneath her fingers to disrupt the
screensaver—a Neverland Academy logo—and was disheartened to find
she needed a login and password. She checked a few of the other computers and
found the same. But Daphne was not one to let a little security stand in her
way. She knew computers in and out and she knew of ways to bypass the security
features, especially something as simple as this.


As
she began tapping the keys, a sound—a very tiny sound, like a pin
drop—cause Daphne’s heart to leap from her chest. She turned her head and
scanned the library. Nothing but dust motes disturbed the air. When she was
convinced she was still alone she resolved to work faster. She slid a flash
drive from her pocket—she carried it everywhere as if it were her car
keys—and plugged it into the USB port in the computer.


Finally,
after a few easy clicks, she was in. She didn’t make a habit of hacking into
computers often—she never really needed to. But it was a useful skill to
have.


Daphne
quickly signed into her Yahoo account. A goofy grin spread on her face when she
found an email waiting for her from Rocks.


           


          Hey Babe-


     Tried
txting but won’t go thru. 


     Playin
@ Jaggers on Fri. See u there?


     Rocks
\m/


           


Daphne
hit reply. Just as she was about to type, she heard a noise again. This time
she was sure it was right behind her. She turned and looked down into the
short, narrow spaces between the low bookshelves but again, she saw no one. She
would have to keep this short and sweet.


           


          Hey Baby,


     I’ll
be there.


     Love
ya,


     Daphne
<3


           


 “You’re not a student here,” a voice
drifted from behind her as if a breeze carried it through a drafty window.


 Daphne jumped nearly two inches off her
seat and her heart thumped wildly against her chest. Quickly she hit “Send” and
stood, guarding the computer screen. She was shocked to meet face to face with
a boy who looked not much older than she. Judging by his stature, tall and
athletic, he looked like he couldn’t possibly be young enough to attend, but
his boyish face complete with deep-set dimples defied that thought. His hair,
black as coal was spiked up in that “just got out of bed” look and he was
dressed in a black V-neck tee shirt and jeans, which had worn holes in the knees.
She was well familiar with the style, being in the crowd she was in, but this
didn’t exactly look like a fashion statement. Especially not with bare feet
that looked like they’d been through a few mud puddles since his last shower.
It certainly didn’t meet the dress code for Neverland Academy.


“Apparently
neither are you,” Daphne retorted, letting her gaze scan him from head to toe,
but she refused to meet his eyes. There was something intimidating about this
boy. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but there was something about him
that made her incredibly nervous. 


The
boy smiled, showing off a perfect set of teeth.


“What
are you doing here?” he asked, leaning back against the bookcase and crossing
his arms in a cocky manner.


Daphne
twitched nervously. Surely this guy wasn’t old enough to be a professor, was
he? “I was just sending an email. See, my parents haven’t set up the Internet
at our house yet and I just needed to get in touch with some old friends
from—”


“No
not here, in the library. I mean what are you doing at the academy? Don’t tell
me Professor Pervpot has changed the rules to allow girls in.”


“Professor
who?”


The
boy rolled his eyes and sighed. “Trappe?”


“No!”
Daphne laughed. “My brothers are starting school here. We came to help them
move in and do the tour and stuff, which was incredibly boring, I might add.
And speaking of Trappe, is it just me or is he a really creepy guy?”


“Don’t
I know it.” 


For
the first time Daphne met his eyes and did not look away. She was dazzled by
the clarity of them. It was like somebody sliced a lime in half and stuck the
two halves in his eyeballs, with the flesh facing out. She’d never seen green
eyes that looked so bright and clear. She struggled to look away, but couldn’t.
His gaze remained on her, audacious and enraptured.


“So
you’re into computers, huh?”


“Kind
of,” Daphne replied humbly. 


“Kind
of? Really? What you just did seemed like the work of a seasoned hacker.”
Daphne trembled a little. Would she get in trouble? Who was this guy? 


“Don’t
worry,” he said, catching on to her nervousness. “I won’t tell. What’s your
name?”


“Daphne,”
she said. She instinctively turned toward the entrance of the library when
voices drifted in from the foyer. Daphne could hear the distinct voice of
Headmaster Trappe approaching along with her mother’s gentle voice. She turned
back to the boy. “What’s yours?”


But
he was gone. Daphne walked along the computer tables, peeking down each aisle
of bookcases, but the boy was nowhere in sight. He just seemed to disappear. 


“There
she is.” Daphne turned at the sound of her father’s voice. He was standing in
the library, her mother and Trappe behind him. “Daphne, it’s time to go.”
Relief flooded her and she was the first to reach the Escalade and buckle up.


Daphne
spent the entire fifteen-minute ride home thinking about the boy with no name.
How could he have just vanished into thin air? She was looking at the entrance
to the library when he disappeared, so it was impossible he could have left
that way. But there were no other doors in the room, especially in the corner
where she met him. The windows were all shut and Daphne doubted they could even
be opened as old as they were. Could he have been a ghost? His eyes did look
unearthly. But maybe she’d just imagined him. He was definitely too
good-looking to be one of the boring students there. Daphne sighed. It didn’t
matter. She was going to start school next week. And her life would continue to
be miserable.


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Three


 Beneath the Surface


 


                  


Bare feet padded the dank cellars
underneath Neverland Academy so silently not even one of the many resident rats
bothered to skitter away. His body melted into the darkness. The boy had
traveled the tunnels so often and for so long he didn’t need light to find his
way. He only needed intuition. All but his glowing irises were invisible to the
naked eye. There was no disguising the light in his eyes. But fortunately he
needn’t worry. Nobody lurked in the tunnels except for him and the outcasts,
those boys lost to the academy. Still, keeping quiet was essential. Trappe knew
Finn still roamed the academy. He just didn’t have the acumen to find and
extricate him.


Finn
slipped into a narrow galley where, at the end, he nimbly climbed a hanging
rope ladder. There had once been a wooden ladder fitted into the wall, but the
most of the rungs had rotted with age and mildew and the few that remained
creaked with the weight of a toenail.


The
boy continued his journey through the hollow walls of Neverland Academy until
he came upon a pinhole in one of them. Behind him, on the opposite wall from
the hole, illuminated by the ribbon of light shining through it, was “Belle’s
room” scribbled in black ink. 


“Belle!”
whispered the boy with the green eyes. He peered through the pinhole. A teenage
girl, barely old enough to drive, was lying asleep on a bed covered with a
patchwork quilt of yellows and pinks. Her short, strawberry blond hair was
pulled back into a ponytail as much as possible, and the wisps that wouldn’t
reach framed her fragile face. One wavy tendril dangled in front of her nose,
shifting with each inhale and exhale, like curtains by an open window. It
wasn’t unusual for her to be napping mid-afternoon. It was quite normal,
actually. 


Finn
pushed firmly, but gently, on the wall until he could slide his fingers into
the crease that opened up. Along with the wall panel he had to slide a side
table aside to enter, and as he did, the girl roused.


She
inhaled sharply and pulled the quilt to her chin as she sat up against the
wall, clapping her head against it. 


“Ouch!”
she cried and clawed at the back of her head. Then, she angled her eyebrows
upon seeing the boy she recognized.


“Pres—Finn!
I told you don’t do that!” she shouted in a whisper.


Finn’s
brows furrowed in a look of warning. “I told you don’t call me that, Belle.”


“I
know.” Belle relaxed and rubbed her eyes with the pads of her fingertips. “I’m
sorry, Finn. I forgot. But as you can see I was sleeping. You didn’t have to
barge in here like that. Can’t you just throw rocks at my window like normal
boys?”


 “Me? Normal? You do know who you’re
talking to, right?”


Belle
sighed, rolling her eyes. “Of course. What was I thinking?”


“Sleeping
in the middle of the day again?”


“I
have you to thank for that.”


“Why
do you act so regretful? You have to admit, that was fun. Don’t deny it.”
Finn’s eyes sparkled and dimples flashed as his lips turned up. Belle smirked.


“Of
course I did. But we’ve got to lay low for a while, Finn. I think Uncle Byron
is on to me. That’s kind of why I’m here.”


Finn’s
eyes shot toward the white-painted door on the opposite end of the bedroom. “He
locked you in again?”


Belle
nodded. “So what better use of my time than to take a long nap.” She
exaggerated a yawn and fell back against her pillow.


“You
could come hang with me and the boys.”


“Maybe
after the next check in. He’s been sending someone every two to three hours to
make sure I’m still here.”


“Cool.”
Finn scratched his head nervously. “Hey, I need to ask a favor.”


“No,
Finn. No. I’m not helping you do any more of those stupid pranks. I told you
he’s on to me.”


“No,
no. Not that. I need you to find someone. A street address is all I need
really.”


“Find
someone?” Belle’s face scrunched up. “Who on earth would you need me to find?”


“There
was this girl down in the library today.”


“A
girl?” Belle’s words were laced with jealousy and disbelief. She caught herself
and quickly tried to cover it up. “I mean, a girl . . . here?” 


“Yes,
a girl. Listen, she was on the computers and hacked the system’s pass code
within a manner of seconds. You know what this means? I think she could be the
one.”


“Seriously?”
The incredulity in Belle’s voice weighed heavily on her slumped shoulders.


“She
said her brothers just started here today.” Belle rose from the bed and plodded
lazily over to a mirrored vanity. She yanked the band out of her hair and began
to brush it brutally. “Maybe if you could nab their files or somehow talk to
them and get them to tell you—”


“How
many times do I have to tell you he’s on to me, Finn?” Belle snapped acidly. “I
can’t just sneak in there and take the files.”


“There’s
something you can do. I know it.” Finn approached Belle from behind and gently
placed his hands upon her trembling shoulders. They stilled instantly. “Belle,
please. Do this for me. I’ll owe you one.”


“You’ll
owe me more than one,” Belle scoffed. In the mirror, she glared up at his tall
figure looming behind her. She was a tiny girl, born prematurely at six months,
and never really caught up with other kids her age. But despite her size, she
could be as tough as any of the guys and her attitude as caustic as sulfuric
acid.


Finn
chuckled. “Okay, more than one.” He smacked a kiss on her cheek and left the
room so silently Belle wondered why he couldn’t have entered that way.


Belle
sighed and dropped morosely into the chair at her vanity. The puff of air she
blew out flipped up the wisps of hair that fell over her eyes. She cupped her
cheek, still feeling flutters on the spot Finn’s lips touched. Would he ever
know her as more than a friend? Would she ever be his girlfriend, instead of
just one of the guys? Belle never had the courage to tell him straight up, but
she’d sent so many hints of her affection for him he’d have to be a complete
moron not to catch on. But he wasn’t a moron, she knew. His intelligence surpassed
her own, easily.


A
familiar rap at the door announced Belle’s forthcoming freedom. “I’m here!” She
called, and then mumbled to herself, “but not for long . . .”


Belle
jumped when the door cracked open with a squeal reminiscent of the old souls
who used to occupy the skeleton of the old home. But she didn’t turn. She could
see her uncle’s grim face in the mirror’s reflection as he hobbled in on his
cane.


“What
a surprise uncle,” Belle grumbled. “I was expecting one of your obnoxious
bootlickers again.” Belle toyed with the makeup on her vanity, brushing powder
over her face as if she were scrubbing a bloodstain from the floor.


“I’ve
been occupied with some new students and their family all day. Now, about last
night—”


“New
students?”


“That’s
what I said.”


“Who
are they?”


“That,
my dear, is none of your concern. What is, however, of your concern are the
consequences of your own delinquent behavior.”


“It
was just a stupid prank, Uncle Byron. It won’t happen again.”


“No,
it will not,” Trappe growled. “Professor Ryder has had to shave his hair and
even that hasn’t eliminated the blue stain from his scalp.” Belle snickered,
recalling the previous night’s escapades of replacing the crotchety professor’s
shampoo with neon blue dye.


“You
won’t be laughing, my dear, when I put you in the discipline room.” Belle’s
face grew taut. She met Trappe’s angry eyes with her own, filled with terror.


“No,
uncle, please,” she begged. “I said it wouldn’t happen again. I’ll apologize to
Professor Ryder. I’ll do anything. I swear!”


Trappe
sighed and paced the room. He ended up standing beside the vanity and gazed out
the window. “I’ll let it go this time, only because you are technically family.
But the next time something goes amiss I will harbor no leniency. Consider this
your final warning.” With that, Trappe tromped out of the room, slamming the
door behind him so hard that a framed picture fell from the wall and glass
shattered over the old wood plank floor. Belle scrambled to pick up the pieces
of her shattered past.


She
held the picture, faded and wrinkled with age. In it, a beautiful woman with
long, flowing strawberry blond hair held an infant, no more than three months
old. A man with light brown hair, the color of honey, cradled them both in his
arms. Belle had no memory of her parents. They’d died when she was only three.
She’d been raised at Neverland Academy. No person in particular attended to
her, but she’d found a family in the work staff who took care of the needs of
faculty and students. One woman in particular, Janine, had almost treated her
like a daughter. Janine was a cook, but always took the time to read to Belle
and tend to her ailments, like only a mother would. Her own daughter Lily,
lived at the academy as well, but she was put to work at a young age and not
given the same luxuries as Belle. Since girls were not permitted at the
academy, Trappe hired a private tutor to give Belle daily lessons. He came for
two hours in the morning, which was plenty of time when Belle committed herself
to the work. It was easy to do, considering how much she hated the guy. She
studied extra hard to get it over with sooner.


Belle
was saddened when she looked at the photograph, but she did not cry. She never
cried. And she tried never to show weakness. In a place filled with boys and
men, she strived to be their equal. That was why she ended up allying herself
with Finn and the outcasts. They never treated her like a pathetic little girl.
They appreciated her strength. If only Finn could see that she was more than
one of the guys without betraying her pride. 


Belle
picked up the large pieces of glass and swept the others using two magazines,
one as a brush and one as a dustpan, dropping them into the wastebasket among
crumpled papers and used Q-tips. Then she shrugged on a hoodie and slipped into
the secret panel in the wall.


















Chapter Four


Imprisoned


 


                  


The loneliness of laying on a bed
without a phone to text anyone was stifling to Daphne. Her fingers twitched
with the insatiable need for some fine motor activity, preferably with an
electronic device. She should have felt a sense of unconditional freedom with
the acres open space surrounding her new home, no obligations to friends or
school yet, and nothing but empty time slots before school starts; but instead
she was suffocating. She needed a connection to the outside world, a beacon to
draw human relationships to her. Or at least a melodic chorus of honks and
resonating engines to remind her of home.


She
lay there staring at the ceiling, listening to the gusty wind blow the boughs
of a maple tree just outside her window. One of the longer limbs scratched at
her window and she turned in alarm. Lightning flashed. For a brief moment she
could have sworn she saw a pair of eyes staring at her. Unearthly green eyes.
She shot up out of her bed. How could he be here? How could he possibly know where she lived when he didn’t even know
her name?


Daphne
turned off the lamp on her bedside table so she could get a better view of the
outside. The darkness that lurked beyond the window was still too dense without
the light of the moon and stars to break it up. Still, she could see more
clearly without the glare projecting her reflection in the window. 


She
brushed her fingertips over the pane of glass and peered out. Huge droplets of
rain splattered against the side of the house in the beginnings of a summer
thunderstorm. Lightning struck again—a long one, followed by a shorter
flash and then a heart-stopping crack of thunder. Long enough for Daphne to see
that there was nobody outside. How could there be? Nobody would be stupid
enough to hang around outside during a thunderstorm. And even if he was,
Daphne’s bedroom was on the second floor. The only way she could have seen him
was if he had climbed the tree. And there’s no way he could’ve climbed down
that fast. No, it was nothing. Daphne laughed at her folly. Why was she even
thinking of this boy? What was it about him that intrigued her so? He was
dirty, obnoxious, and possibly didn’t even exist. Yet the mystery surrounding
him was magnetic.


A
rap at the door tugged Daphne away from the window with a start. Mrs. Werring
appeared, a silhouette in the sliver of light between the door and the jamb.


“Daphne?
Why are you standing there in the dark?” Her mother entered and flipped the
light switch on. Daphne squinted as her eyes burned in the incandescent light
from the ceiling fan.


“I
was just watching the storm.” Her mother’s eyes darted to the window and then
back to Daphne.


“Oh,”
she said, looking relieved when the lightning flashed again. “We’re heading out
to dinner now. There’s some leftover pizza in the fridge.” Mrs. Werring
hesitated. This was usually the part where she told Daphne that no friends were
allowed to come over, but that wouldn’t be necessary to mention tonight. Daphne
didn’t have any friends here yet. Instead, she’d said, “We won’t be long.” 


Daphne
read between the lines. What Mrs. Werring really said, though in her own words,
was “We don’t know when we’ll return, but I don’t want you to think you have
plenty of time to get into trouble.” Normally she would resent her mother for
thinking she was so stupid to fall for it. But tonight, she simply smiled and
said, “Okay.”


Tonight
was the night Rocks would be playing with his band in Athens. Mr. and Mrs.
Werring would be downtown near the club, but Daphne was confident she wouldn’t
be caught.  It was Friday night and
the streets would be overflowing with drunk college students looking to party. 


She
sat silently on her bed in the darkness of her room. Waiting. Waiting, until
she heard the growling of the garage door opening and she saw the red
taillights disappear into the black beyond Morton Road.


She’d
have to be quick if she were to go to the show and be back before her parents
got home. Daphne bolted to the bathroom to fix her hair into a high ponytail
with ribbons of black and burgundy tresses raining down the sides of her face.
She dabbed on some lip-gloss and mascara—all she really had time for. The
closet stared back at Daphne for the few minutes she couldn’t decide what to
wear. Then she realized it wasn’t that important and threw on a black tank,
black jeans, chain link belt and chunky boots.


Daphne
tromped across the hall to her parents’ bedroom and headed straight for her
father’s armoire, the place where he always kept hidden that which was
forbidden to Daphne and her brothers. In her younger days, she would find
birthday and Christmas presents buried under crisply folded shirts and
underwear. Sometimes she would find receipts for larger gifts that wouldn’t fit
inside the armoire. Tonight, however, what Daphne was searching for was plenty
small enough to fit in one of the cubbies on the top shelf. She stood tiptoed
on an antique armchair to reach the top shelf where she found the keys to her
mother’s BMW. It was effortless. And while Daphne was reaching, her fingers
slid across something else she desired. Her heart warmed when she caressed the
sleek surface of the device and she felt instant comfort. No mac-n-cheese
needed. Just her iPhone.


Hopping
off the chair, Daphne sat at its edge, pushed the power button, and waited
impatiently for the phone to turn on. Much to her dismay, it was dead. 


After
about a minute of contemplation she ran downstairs and placed it on her
mother’s charger. She could wait a few minutes, just to check her messages
before she leaves. No sooner had Daphne done that than she heard a sharp
tapping at the window above the kitchen sink. She had hoped it was just the
wind blowing a wayward branch against the glass. But the tapping was much more
intentional, rhythmic. Her pulse quickened as she warily approached the glass.
A thought passed through her mind for a moment, that maybe she should just stay
home and keep the doors locked. She saw the movie, Scream, once and it terrified her to think somebody could be
out there waiting for the right moment to attack a vulnerable teenage girl. 


Then
she saw the eyes. Those lime-green eyes that seemed to glow in the dark. She
shook her head, convinced that she was imagining it again. But when she looked
back a dimpled smile appeared just below them as if the Cheshire cat were
appearing before her eyes. Daphne stood across from the window staring,
dumfounded. The boy tapped again.


“Are
you alone? Can I come in?” his muffled voice carried through the glass.


Daphne
snapped out of her trance and reached across the sink, wrenching the window
open.


“Who
are you? How do you know where I live? What are you doing here?”


“It’s
wet,” the boy said. And wet it was. His face glistened with streaks of rain.
His raven hair was plastered to his head like a swim cap. His tee shirt stuck
to his figure as if he were wearing nothing at all. “Can I come in please?”


“Not
until you answer me. I don’t even know you.”


“My
name is Finn. Your brothers gave me your address. And I’m here to say hi.”


“Hello,”
Daphne said blankly. “Now, goodbye.” She slammed the window shut in Finn’s
face. She didn’t need some crazy boy stalking her. Not tonight. She had too
much to do and barely enough time to pull it off. But he was not chagrinned by
Daphne’s blatant rejection. His smile broadened and he disappeared into the
storm, which was beginning to wind down. When Daphne peered out the window
again, he was nowhere to be found. She went to the front door and peered out
the side windows. He wasn’t there either. She sighed a breath of relief and
grabbed the keys to her mother’s car. 


The
garage door hummed open while Daphne tossed her purse into the passenger seat
and climbed in. She started the engine, checked her face in the mirror, and
placed her hand on the shifter—where another hand was waiting for her.
Daphne’s heart leapt into her throat, choking her for a moment. She swallowed
it down when she found the glowing green eyes smirking at her from the
passenger seat. His other hand held her sunshine yellow purse.


“How
did you—”


“I
can be very discreet, Daphne.”


“How
do you know my name?”


“You
told me, remember? In the library.”


“Yeah,
but you—”


“Like
I said, I can be very discreet.”


“What’s
this all about? Why are you really here? And don’t tell me it’s to say hi. That’s
the stupidest excuse I’ve ever heard.”


“You’re
right. I’m not here just to say hi. I like you Daphne.”


“You
don’t know me . . . what did you say your name was again?”


“Finn.”


“Finn.
What kind of name is that?” The boy did not answer, but simply grinned at
Daphne. “You don’t even know me Finn. How can you say you like me?”


“True,
I don’t know you that well, but I’d like to. There’s something about you that
makes me think you’d get along great with my friends and me. I think you’d like
hanging out with us under the academy.”


“Finn,
that’s very, uh, kind of you. But I have my own school to go to starting next
week. And the last thing I need is to hang around with a bunch of juvenile boys
at that academy with that creepy headmaster. Why would you think I’d want to
hang out at a place like that?”


“It’s
fun. Trust me. You’d love it. And I see how you get along with your parents.
They chain you up here like a dog and expect you to be obedient without
question. They probably control who you can be friends with and where you go
and when. Am I right?”


Daphne
refused to respond. She didn’t want to admit his accuracy. His ego seemed
pretty inflated as it was. Besides, she was in a hurry and he was wasting her
time. 


“Come
with me,” he continued, “and you won’t have to put up with their stupid rules.”


Daphne
entertained the thought for a moment. How she would love to just run away and
never see them again. But she knew it was a stupid, impulsive idea. It’s not
like her parents would just forget about her and leave her alone. Plus, there
was nothing about that place that appealed to her. “No, thank you. Now if you
don’t mind, I need to be leaving now. Get out.”


“Sure
thing, Daffy,” Finn chuckled as he opened the door and started out.


“That’s
Daphne!” she called out after him.


“See
you later, Daffy!”


“No,
it’s . . .” Daphne started, but the boy was gone. She shook her head in
annoyance. “Whatever.”


           


***


 


Even
from the sidewalk Daphne could feel the thumping from the bass blaring over the
speakers inside the club. College students filled the floor, jumping and
grinding, most of them not drunk enough to cause problems yet except for a pair
of girls on the far end of the bar who kept laughing hysterically while leaning
on each other for support. Jagger’s was a Mecca for students in this small
college town, the perfect place to get wasted and hook up with a total stranger
or that weird mohawked guy from Statistics 101.


Daphne
had arrived at the perfect time. Parking was a commodity in downtown Athens and
someone had just happened to pull out of a parking space right in front of the
club as Daphne approached. She saw it as a good omen. Could this night get any
better? Of course it could. She’d be seeing her boyfriend tonight. 


At
the entrance, Daphne pulled out her fake ID, knowing full well she’d be carded.
She was tiny and barely passed for a college student. The bouncer glanced at
the card and back at Daphne. She hid her nerves well and smiled sweetly when
the bouncer handed back her card and stamped her hand giving her full alcohol
privileges. 


She
paused inside, orienting herself with the club. She wanted a drink, but she
wanted to find Rocks first. Her eyes were still adjusting to the dim,
multi-colored lighting when somebody pounced on her.


“Daphne-san!”
A girl with black-striped blond hair and thickly lined blue eyes towered over
Daphne, embracing her in an awkward hug. Daphne always thought it was strange
that her friend, Carrie, had an infatuation with all things Asian, while she
looked like she came straight from the middle of Sweden. Daphne had some Korean
in her from her mother’s side, and with her ink-black dyed hair she almost
looked Asian herself. However, Carrie’s oriental obsession had nothing to do
with Daphne’s heritage. Although, sometimes Daphne wondered if that was the
real reason Carrie was her friend.


“I’m
so stoked you’re here, Carrie!” Daphne shouted over the din. “I missed you!”


“Me
too, chickie! Why haven’t you called? Or texted? Or  something?”


“Damn!”
Just then Daphne realized that she’d left the iPhone on the charger at the
house. “My parents took my phone. I found it tonight and put it on the charger,
but I left in such a hurry. It’s still on the kitchen counter.”


“Well,
couldn’t you at least email?”


Daphne
recalled her little hacking stunt in the library at Neverland Academy, just
before she’d met Finn. And then he’d just shown up at her house tonight out of
the blue. There was something about him that she just couldn’t figure out. But
it was intriguing. And she was curious. Carrie lifted an eyebrow as she waited
for Daphne to respond.


“No,
sorry. The ‘rents are screening my emails. I’ve got to keep it on the down low
for awhile, you know?”


“Man,
they really are keeping you under lock and key, huh? I guess I needn’t ask how
you managed to pay us a visit tonight?”


Daphne
jangled her mother’s key chain in front of Carrie’s face. “Nope. I think you
know good and well how this works. Where’s Rocks?”


“He
was going to get some drinks. It may be a while, though. There’re a lot of
people here.” Carrie’s eyes shifted beyond Daphne. “Or maybe not.”


Daphne
turned to find her boyfriend carrying three bottles of Terrapin beer in each
hand. His three-inch Mohawk was stiffer than a corpse and painted neon green, a
new shade since last she saw him. His brown eyes were heavily lined with enough
black makeup to make Cleopatra look like a line drawing.


“Hey
babe,” Rocks said, handing Daphne a bottle. He wrapped his other arm around the
small of her back and pulled her body to his roughly. “I missed you.”


“I
missed you, too,” Daphne said, and kissed him.


In
an exaggerated effort, Carrie cleared her throat. “Is that for me?” 


Without
letting go of Daphne, Rocks reached an arm out and Carrie took both bottles.
“How did you get through the crowd so fast? I thought it’d take an hour to get
served.”


“I’m
with the band sweetie. I get special treatment.” Rocks pulled away from Daphne,
though she still held on to him. “I gotta go find the guys. They’re waiting on
their refreshments.” Rocks lifted the hand that still held three bottles. Daphne
stared longingly as he marched away.


“How’s
he been?” Daphne asked, watching the earlier band leave the stage.


“You
know, the usual. Let’s go get a spot up front.”


The
girls pushed and maneuvered their way through the crowd. Since Daphne was so
small she led the way, meandering through bodies and pulling her Amazonian
friend behind her. When they finally reached the stage they ignored the dirty
looks tossed their way.


“What
do you mean, the usual? Like it doesn’t even matter that I’m gone?”


“No,
I mean, I think maybe he’s just coping. You know, it’s not going to do him any
good to mope around without you.”


“So
he’s still going out? Partying? Moving on?” Daphne caught a glimpse of Rocks
with his band mates. A tall, thin brunette was walking her fingers up Rocks’s
sleeveless arm, tracing the dragon tattoo on his bicep. He didn’t seem to mind.
In fact, he looked to be quite enjoying it.


“Don’t
think of it that way, Daph. He’s not moving on, he’s just—” Carrie turned
to see what Daphne was looking at. Disheartened, she turned back to Daphne.
“Look, I don’t think he’s ready for a serious commitment yet. But he’s still
all about you.”


“Huh.
I’m not sure I’m buying it.”


“Don’t
worry about those little tramps. You know how it is with bands. They’re
everywhere. They mean nothing to him.”


“Yeah,
I know. But I won’t be at his shows anymore. And I know how guys are. Pretty
soon someone else will come along and he’ll forget all about me.”


The
brunette Daphne was staring at reached up and pulled Rocks’s face down to whisper
something in his ear. It didn’t look like she was just some girl he’d only just
met. If Daphne didn’t know better, she’d think the brunette was more than just
a groupie. 


Carrie
looked down at Daphne with sorrowful eyes while the band took the stage. Rocks
made brief eye contact with Daphne and winked just before twirling the
drumsticks and kicking out the beat of the first song. Daphne’s heart sank. She
barely even heard the music while she thought of all the college girls
surrounding her, ogling her boyfriend. Rocks was 22 and she was only 17. Maybe
he wanted someone older, more mature. Not a girl that was still in high school
and living with her parents. She couldn’t block out the vision of the brunette
flirting with him, or how he enjoyed it. 


As
he hammered the drums, Daphne watched him intently, interpreting every nuance
in his behavior as a sign that he’s moved on. The music was nothing more than
irritating background noise by now. Daphne could have sworn he winked at
somebody else. Following his gaze, her eyes rested on the brunette, who was
leaning on the other side of the stage. 


Daphne
had had enough. Once the band paused for a break, she shoved her empty beer
bottle into Carrie’s hands and made her way to the side of the stage just as
Rocks was coming off.


“Hey
baby,” he said as he reached out for Daphne, but she dodged him.


“We
need to talk.”


“Now?
We’re in the middle of a show. It can wait 'til later.”


“No.”
Daphne glared at him. “It can’t.”


A
look of boredom washed over his face and he stared up at the rafters in the
ceiling. He sighed heavily. “I know what this is about.”


“You
do?” Daphne was puzzled. 


“Yeah.
It’s about us, right? Look, Daphne. I like you. You know that. But this thing
we have—with you living here and me in Atlanta—it’s just not going
to work.”


Daphne
panicked. She had gotten herself all worked up about the other girl and had
been fully prepared to let him have it. She hadn’t been expecting him to break
up with her. “But we can make it work. I only have one year of school left, and
then I can do whatever the hell I want. I’ll come back to the city. Everything
will be fine.”


Rocks
shook his head. “I know what your parents are like. They won’t just let you go.
Anyway, you should move on too. I’m not worth crying over.” One of his band
mates tapped him on the shoulder and mumbled something in his ear. “Hey, look.
I gotta get back on stage. You take care, okay?”


By
the time he’d reached the stage, Daphne was pushing her way back through the
crowd to reach the exit. In her rush to get out she bumped into several people.


“Hey
bitch!” 


Daphne
turned to find a tall blonde in a silk top, stained with some kind of red
liquid.


“You
spilled my drink!”


Daphne
scowled at the girl and turned to leave. She didn’t have time to argue or
apologize. Not with the rising tide of emotions she was trying to hold down. 


A
clawed hand gripped her shoulder and turned her around. Something took hold of
Daphne. It was another emotion, one that caused this whole Athens mess to begin
with. The same one that took hold of her at Kiera’s party in Atlanta. As the
blonde girl turned Daphne to face her, Daphne clenched her fist and swung hard
and fast, making contact with the girl’s cheek. The girl swung back and just
barely nicked Daphne across the forehead. Daphne swung again, but her arm was
caught as a bouncer dragged her away and out the front entrance.


           


***


 


“You
don’t think it was too much, do you?”


Mrs.
Werring clutched her husband’s arm as they departed from an upscale Italian
restaurant and walked toward Clayton Street where they had parked. Her heels
clicked against the sidewalk, a subtle arrogant sound against the background of
drunken college revelry going on around them. They were, after all, right
across the road from the main campus of the University of Georgia.


“Not
at all, darling,” Mr. Werring replied. “You made a notable impression tonight:
firm, capable, and as tenacious as ever.”


“Are
you sure? Don’t you think I come off as pushy and arrogant?”


“Absolutely
not. And even if you had, there are plenty of other potential investors out
there.”


The
couple turned onto a one-way side street. The darkness enveloped them, only to
lift under an occasional street lamp.


“Yes,
but none with the financial backing of the Richardsons,” Mrs. Werring sighed.


“Don’t
worry. They need time to think it over. I’m sure they be ready to negotiate by
the end of next week.”


Mr.
Werring wore his confidence almost as well as his perfectly manicured blond
hair. Mrs. Werring didn’t really need his reassurance; she was as headstrong as
he, if not more so. But like any red-blooded human, she reveled in hearing it.
Her poise diminished however, under a red neon sign that read “Jagger’s” in
sloppy cursive. Her heels stopped clacking.


“Darling?”



Mr.
Werring pulled back. “What is it?” 


She
didn’t say a word. Simply pointed at the silver BMW Z3 parked just three feet
away from them. She didn’t need to see the license plate to confirm it was her
car. She could see the antique key hanging from the rearview mirror. It was a
key Mr. Werring had given to her as a wedding gift. An heirloom passed down
through generations of his family. There was no other like it.


Mr.
Werring’s face wrinkled with rage. He stomped around the car, looking for
scratches and dents. Lucky for Daphne there weren’t any. However, she wouldn’t
be that lucky, considering they’d discovered her little stunt.


Just
as he’d looked up at the entrance of the club, Daphne came stomping out,
searching her purse for the car keys, followed closely by the bouncer. When she
finally looked up, keys in her fingers, her eyes widened with terror in the
bewildered stare of her parents. A stare that turned so icy it could have
created glaciers in the Caribbean. 


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Five


 That Boy


 


                  


Flashes of white light pranced from side
to side and top to bottom, in the dank, brick-lined tunnels underneath
Neverland Academy. Bare feet—three sets of them—pounded in
whispers, setting an ominous rhythm to the silent catacombs. The air
underground was cool, almost chilly, a welcome respite from the scorching
August sizzle of the Georgia summer. The musty odor made no matter to the
boys—they didn’t smell so fresh themselves. A shower was a real treat to
the outcast boys of Neverland Academy. 


Finn
was in the lead, wearing a crudely made headband with a small flashlight
attached at the top with duct tape. Following him were a ginger-haired boy a
little shorter than him, but strong statured like a wrestler, and a lanky boy
with sloppily cut blond hair and indiscernible eyebrows. They heaved heavily,
not so much because of the running, but to help them to stifle the laughter
that was bursting from within. They were under the administration office now,
and voices carried too easily in that particular run of the tunnel.


Finn
led the boys into a small, dark cellar that jutted out from the tunnel. He
erupted into a fit of raucous laughter. His companions joined him in the
humorous howling. 


“That
was epic, guys,” Finn spat between guffaws. 


Once
he’d caught his breath Finn fumbled around in a corner, switching on a
battery-operated camping lantern. The small room glowed with a faded amber hue,
revealing hidden cubbies built into the walls, about a foot tall and the length
of a human body. Stuffed inside many of them were wads of blankets and clothes.
Others held a range of objects from board games to packaged food, most of which
were considered by adults to be junk: Twinkies, Cheetos, potato chips, granola
bars, and enough Oreos to feed the entire academy staff and students.


“That
was beyond epic,” said the red-haired boy as he ripped open a bag of Cheetos
and began devouring the neon orange nuggets by the handful. 


“Pass
them over, Trick,” said the tall boy. He sat down on the floor, leaning his
back against the wall and stretched out his arm. Trick pulled out one massive
handful and tossed the bag to his friend.


“Hangman’s
got the munchies, too.” Trick grinned devilishly. 


Finn
turned and flung his headlamp into a cubby. He frowned at both the boys. “You
guys been tripping again?”


“Not
me,” Hangman retorted. “You know I’m not into that stuff. I get a high seeing
Vermin get what’s coming to him.”


Finn’s
eyes shot to Trick.


“Okay,
you got me. I found some weed in that new kid’s stash. I just borrowed a
little.” Finn stomped over to Trick and stopped within two inches of his face.


“Where?”
he demanded.


“Don’t
worry, man. It was way back at the lake. No one could smell it.”


“You
should have told me.”


“Did
it matter?”


“Of
course it matters!” Finn barked. “It’s not just the smell that could lead them
down here. I know what that stuff does to your head. You could have gotten
lazy. Careless. You could have screwed up the plan.”


“But
I didn’t.”


“That’s
not the point! Look, Trick, I don’t care if you smoke dope. I don’t care if you
smoke or shoot or snort anything else for that matter. You are free to do
whatever the hell you want here, you know that. But you do it on your time and not mine. You knew we had plans tonight. I can’t risk all of
our lives on your dope habit. Next time, you tell me. Understand?”


“Yeah,
Finn. Sorry,” Trick murmured. Finn snatched the bag of Cheetos from Hangman and
poured the remains directly into his mouth. A waterfall of orange gushed down.


“Hey,
shouldn’t the others be back by now?” Hangman wondered aloud. Finn rubbed his
arm across his chin, dusting off the remaining powder in an orange flurry.


“We’ll
give them a few more minutes,” Finn said, glancing back toward the tunnel
opening. “Shag’s probably slowing them down with that bum knee.” 


“I
told that dumbass not to jump off that wall,” Trick piped in. “I guess that’s
what he gets for having such a monstrous ego.”


“Almost
parallels the size of yours. After all, you wouldn’t shut up about the night
you snagged that kid’s iPod,” Hangman mused. “I still can’t figure out how you
managed to do it right in front of his eyes.”


Trick
snickered, his smile reaching both ears. “And that’s the reason for my
namesake, my friend. A magician never reveals his secrets. I’ve always got
plenty of tricks up my sleeve.”


“You’re
not wearing any sleeves,” Hangman argued.


“It’s
an expression you moron!”


Finn
stood, leaning against the wall, looking bored. He was tired of listening to
those two bumbling boys talking and wished they’d just shut up.


“Shh!”


Trick
and Hangman shut their mouths abruptly and looked up at Finn. He was listening
intently to the silence in the tunnel. A subtle glow cast shadows on the bricks
across the way. Suddenly, a small figure with a mop of short curly hair skidded
to a halt at the entrance.


“Toot!
Where’s Shag and Kevin?” Finn asked, suddenly alert. The smaller boy—the
youngest of those living under the academy at age twelve—folded over and
huffed, struggling to catch his breath. “They’re . . . coming . . .” He
continued to gasp for air.


“Did
you get them?”


“Course
we did,” Toot snapped between breaths. “We’re not morons.”


Two
more boys came to a halt behind Toot. Shag, a stocky teenager with long black
fringe that covered his eyes, shoved Toot to the side. Toot tumbled over and
shot up just as quickly, ramming his shoulders into Shag’s solid body, barely
nudging him.


“Nice
try, Toot.” Shag laughed and flipped his hair to the side. “But you’re still a
runt.”


Toot
began to walk away, then turned and swiftly kicked Shag behind the knee. He
went down and cried out in pain.


“You’re
gonna regret that!” Shag reached out and clawed Toot’s jeans at the ankle. He
yanked and Toot fell with a yelp.


“Okay
guys, enough horseplay for now,” Finn declared. “Did you get enough, Kevin?”


Kevin’s
dark skin made him nearly invisible in the dim light of the tunnels. He held up
his hand, displaying a ragged coil of wires, some copper and others wrapped in
colored plastic. 


“I
think so,” Kevin replied. His voice was deep and gravelly, which made him sound
much more mature than the boy of fifteen that he was. “I need to strip these
first, but there should be plenty if I disconnect one of the kitchen outlets
and run these down to the main cellar.”


Finn
thought for a moment, arching his eyebrows and pinching his chin. He narrowed
his eyes at Kevin. “Do you think there’s enough to reach Pervpot’s bedchamber?”
Finn never called the headmaster by his true name. That would give him too much
respect. Too much credibility, which he didn’t deserve. Ever since the incident
that got him kicked out of the academy, Finn had made it his life’s mission to
make Byron Trappe’s life a living hell. Most of his pranks were subtle;
something that could be blamed on chance or coincidence or a random student.
But once in a while he’d do something more substantial, just to remind Trappe that
he was still around and that he still had the upper hand. Out of all the boys
lost to the academy, Finn’s ego was the greatest. He couldn’t be topped. And
that’s why the boys looked to him as their leader.


“Maybe,”
Kevin replied as he studied the wires. “If not, I can easily get hold of some
smaller wires to attach.” 


“Good,”
said Finn. “We’ll need them.”


           


***


           


A
set of fingers tapped sharply on the varnished mahogany table in tune to the
ticking of the clock that hung on the wall at the head of the conference room.
A cough and a sniffle broke the rhythm. The buzz of a phone that had been
silenced added to the tension, only to be ignored. 


Thirteen
professors, all men, sat at the long conference table, irritated that their
sleep had been interrupted for this impromptu meeting. The stifling heat
aggravated the men even more. Not one of them would escape this room without
sweat stains on his shirt. Most would have had no idea the power had been cut
for nearly an hour had they not been woken up by Trappe’s page. He’d sent
Professor Smeed to check the breaker but when he arrived he was met by Finn,
Trick, and Hangman. They held him off, playing head games with him in the dark,
all to keep him from getting within five feet of the circuit breaker. After an
hour of no power, Trappe called in the other professors. By the time they’d
arrived Smeed was huddled in a corner like a trapped mouse, and the boys were
long gone. 


The
air in the conference room was taut with heat and tension only to be heightened
when the door flung open. Trappe entered and, leaning upon his cane, marched to
the head of the table. The sound of the cane cracked against the wooden
floorboards and his shoes gave off a slightly higher pitch. The angry sound
seemed to amplify the morbid tension.


Trappe
turned and glared at each of the professors, some of whom actually cowered in
his gaze. Smeed himself refused to make eye contact. He was still visibly
distressed from his encounter with the boys, and ashamed that he’d let a few
teenagers take advantage of him. Trappe’s power over the men was eminent. 



“I
want the boy!” His voice boomed like thunder as he released the four simple
words. The professors sat silently, none audacious enough to grant a response.
Trappe paced slowly but steadfast, never taking his eyes off the professors. It
would have been comical, him marching around the conference room in his
blue-striped pajamas and cotton robe, had the circumstances not been so dire. 


“We’ve
let that boy slip through our fingers too many times,” Trappe sneered. “It’s
time once and for all to eliminate him.”


“But
sir,” piped in a man with a face that resembled a horse, “how are we supposed
to find him? He’s been here for what, five years now? And nobody has been able
to locate his whereabouts.”


“That’s
because, Professor Bradley,” Trappe said fixing the man in his icy stare. “You
all have gotten lazy. He’s only a teenager for Christ’s sake!


“Five
years ago that boy was expelled. Five years ago he was just a young lad,
capable of little more than a setting a whoopee cushion on your seat. Now he’s
on the verge of becoming an adult. He’s bigger. He’s stronger. Somehow he’s
grown smarter. The longer we wait, the more risk he poses to us.” Trappe met
the eyes of three professors in particular. “All of us.” 


Trappe
planted his fists firmly on the table. “Find him. Or I will hold you all
accountable for his future actions.”


                  


 

                  

















 


Chapter
Six 


A
Daring Escape


 


                  


Daphne sulked. She lay in her bed,
hearing the words of her father, recorded word for word in the deep and shallow
recesses of her mind. Those were words she wouldn’t forget in a hundred years.
So hateful. So hurtful. Did her parents really hate her that much?


“You’re
a screw-up Daphne,” he’d barked from behind the wheel of the Escalade. “You have
no respect. No morals. No conscience. How could you do this to your mother and
me? How could you do this to yourself? You say you want to be treated like an
adult, but you refuse to act like one. A bratty, spoiled child is what you are.
A selfish brat with no concern for others. If it weren’t for your mother’s and
my careers, we would have let you rot in juvie years ago. We should have. When are you ever going to grow up?”


Daphne
had silently cried all the way home in the passenger seat of the Escalade, while
her mother had driven the BMW. But she kept her face pointed to the side,
staring out the window, so her father wouldn’t see the tears, though the
glistening on her cheeks was difficult to mask in the reflection of streetlamps
and oncoming headlights.  She refused to let him see the powerful effect
his words had on her. She wouldn’t let him win. She was tough. She could take
care of herself. It was something she’d learned to do among the rough crowds
she frequented in Atlanta. She didn’t need him or her mother. She just needed
to get away.


Daphne
had been grounded for a month. Imprisoned in her bedroom until the start of
school, and then every afternoon and weekend after that. No extracurricular
activities, not that she had planned on any. No dates or afternoons out with
new friends. She was being treated like the loser her parents thought her to
be. 


When
she’d returned home, Daphne had slammed her door with such force that she could
have sworn she felt the entire house vibrate under her feet. She’d stood there
fuming, wanting desperately to throw something, to break something. Instead she
looked toward the window. The same window she thought she saw Finn at earlier
in the night. He had been at her house.
Maybe she really did see him outside her window. Maybe he was still out there.
Somewhere.


Daphne
shut off the light. She sat by the window for hours, searching for Finn, hoping
he’d still be there or come back for her. She was ready to go. She didn’t care
that she barely knew the boy, nor that she’d be living in a den of rising
testosterone. Daphne just wanted out. She’d fallen asleep there and woken up
the next morning with a deep red indentation on the cheek where she’d been
leaning against the windowsill. She spent the entire day by the window, knowing
perfectly well he wouldn’t just show up in broad daylight, but still hoping. If
he were to come, she’d go with him and never look back. 


Daphne
had ignored her mother when she’d been offered breakfast and lunch. The only
thing it seemed she could control was her food intake. And Daphne was going to
hang on to every bit of control that she could. She would not eat. She would
not give her parents the satisfaction of knowing they owned her and turned the
steering wheel on her life. If she was really stuck here, and Finn never came
back for her, she had to do something productive. Starving herself was her only
option. Her parents would eventually break down and free her when they found
how emaciated she’d become.


When
Daphne caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror she was horrified—and
grateful that Finn hadn’t shown up. Her skin was pale; her eyes were red and
puffy. Vines of mascara had slithered down her cheeks. She could have passed
for a new member of KISS. 


After
a long shower—the only event that granted her freedom from her
incarceration since she wasn’t eating—Daphne put on a black tank top and
her favorite pair of long flannel pajama pants, the pink ones with speckled red
lips that looked like she’d been kissed all over.


As
she towel-dried her hair in front of the mirror Daphne caught a glimpse of
movement behind her. She turned sharply, holding still and quiet. Her eyes
scanned the area, but all was calm. Then they rested on the window.


Daphne
dropped the damp towel, impervious to the damage the moisture might cause to
the hardwood floor. She walked slowly, but deliberately, toward the window,
never shifting her eyes off it, not even to blink. She thought of turning the
light off, but she knew she’d have to look away and she refused to do that,
even for a split second.


Daphne
twisted the locks and wrenched open the window. The old wood scraped against
the metal frame and Daphne paused, hoping that her parents were watching the
news so they wouldn’t hear it. The only thing that could ensnare their focus was
the news based out of Atlanta, where her father still commuted for work every
day. With the window only cracked about two inches, Daphne lowered her eyes and
peered out the crevice. 


“Finn?”
she whispered. Her request was answered with darkness and the chirping of
crickets. She raised her lips to the opening. “Finn, is that you?”


Suddenly,
a pair of eyes shot up in front of hers. “Hey Daffy!”


The
shock forced Daphne to fall back, clapping her head on the frame of her bed.
“Ouch!”


The
window screeched as it was forced up by Finn’s hand and he crawled inside.


“You
okay?” he asked, standing above her.


“Of
course I’m not okay,” Daphne yipped. “I just hit my head.” She stared at Finn
expectantly. “You think maybe you could help me up?” 


“Um,
okay.” Finn grabbed Daphne’s hand and yanked her up roughly as if he were
pulling a 90-pound carrot from the dry Georgia clay. Daphne’s expectations of a
potential suitor were crushed in that moment.


“Daphne?
Everything okay in there?” Daphne jumped at her mother’s voice and spotted a
shadow under the crack of her bedroom door.


“Who’s
that?” Finn asked.


“Shh!
My mom,” Daphne whispered. “You probably woke the nearest town opening that
damn window.” She turned back toward the door. “Everything’s fine, mom!”


“Hide!”
Daphne whispered to Finn, pushing him down to the floor and pointing under the
bed.


The
door flung up open and none too soon. As Mrs. Werring entered from the opposite
side of the room, Finn slid silently and effortlessly under the bed,
disappearing under the bed skirt.


“Why
is your window open?” Mrs. Werring interrogated.


“I
was cold. You think maybe you could turn the air up a little?”


Mrs.
Werring sauntered over to the window and leaned out. She wore her suspicion on
her sleeve though she would never admit it. After seeing nothing of interest
outside, Daphne’s mom sighed. “Daphne, there’s no screen. You’ll let in the
mosquitoes. Put on a sweater and close the window.”


“Okay,”
Daphne said, fighting the urge to argue. 


“Are
you sure you don’t want any dinner? I’ve been keeping it warm in the oven.”


Daphne
shook her head, frowning.


“Daphne
I know what you’re doing. It won’t work. You’ll drive yourself crazy with
hunger. It’s not worth it.”


“I’m
not hungry,” Daphne grumbled.


“Suit
yourself.” The door remained intentionally wide open as Daphne’s mother left.
Daphne stood by, listening as her mother’s footsteps descended the stairs. As
soon as they hit the downstairs floor, Daphne shut the door and Finn slid out
into the open. 


“You
know you have dirty socks under there?”


“How
did you get up here?” Daphne demanded. She plodded to the window and stuck her
head out, viewing the straight vertical drop to the ground below.


“Are
you kidding? Haven’t you noticed all the balusters and gables on this house?
Queen Anne architecture is a cinch to climb.”


“Balu-what?
Anyway there’s nothing out here.” Daphne took notice that the wall her bedroom
was on was the only flat side of the house.  


Finn
leaned out beside her, brushing against her shoulder. Daphne jerked away,
rejecting the tingles that shot through her skin at his touch. But he pulled
her back against him, giving her a better glimpse of his view. His breath was
warm against her ear. “There,” Finn said as he pointed to the corner where the
covered wraparound porch ended. “I just climbed that. The reach from there to
the window isn’t as far as it looks.”


For
a moment, Daphne wondered if she could reach it, being as small as she was.
Then she became painfully aware again at how close Finn was to her. It’s not
that she didn’t like him. She kind of did. He was pleasing to the eyes. Perhaps that’s what made her so uncomfortable.
Because the last thing she wanted right now, after everything that happened at
the club, was another boy stealing her heart. And then crushing it under
steel-toed boots.


“Shut
up and let’s go,” Daphne grumbled, pushing away from the window.


“Really?”
Finn asked, hope gleaming through every pore on his face.


“It’s
either that or stay locked up in my room for the next month. And who knows what
after that. Let me grab some stuff and I’ll be ready.” Daphne grabbed an empty
backpack from her closet, stuffed it with some clothes and a few things from
the bathroom, and took one final look at her darkened room before fleeing with
Finn.


           


***


           


“How
far is it?” Daphne asked, creeping carefully over the uneven ground in the
forest, thickly blanketed with hulking shadows. She’d had serious reservations
about joining Finn’s journey back to Neverland Academy when she’d discovered he
hadn’t had a car parked in a hidden alcove along the wooded road as she’d
imagined. He’d actually walked the whole way to her house. And now she was
expected to walk all the way back to the academy through the woods. She felt
uneasy enough about that as it was, but having to do it in the dark, with only
his flashlight to keep her from tripping over rocks or walking face first into
spider webs or stepping on a copperhead was almost too much to bear. But Daphne
had decided it was better than going back home. “Consider it an adventure,”
Finn had said. “Loosen up and let yourself have some fun!” Daphne tried, but
she had a hard time finding fun in the mosquito-infested woods in the middle of
summer.


“Usually
it takes me about thirty minutes,” Finn replied, pushing a branch full of
scratchy leaves aside for Daphne, “but at the rate you’re going we’re looking
at least an hour or two.”


“Seriously?”
Daphne whined and leaned back against a narrow tree trunk. She felt a pinch and
slapped her arm. Itchy welts were already beginning to dot her skin. By the
time they’d reach the academy she’d be a poster child for chicken pox.


“It’s
okay,” Finn said happily. “I don’t mind waiting on you.”


“I
can’t believe you don’t have a car,” Daphne grumbled. “Or even a bike.”


“Never
needed one. Belle has a motorbike. She’s offered to let me use it, but I don’t
see the point. I never need to go anywhere far. Everything I need is at the
academy.”


Daphne’s
attention perked as if she’d been bitten by the words themselves. “Belle?” At
that moment, an owl hooted through the tree limbs behind her. “How
appropriate,” she silently thought.


“Belle’s
the headmaster’s niece. Don’t worry; she’s nothing like him. Hates him almost
as much as I do. She’s one of us—the outcasts, that is. The only girl
member of our gang. Actually, she’s the one who gave me your address. She can
be a little nippy at times, though. Not sure why. I guess it’s just a girl
thing.”  


“So,
are you two . . . you know . . . ?”


“Are
we what?” Finn turned back questioningly, with a naïveté well suited for a boy
much younger than he.


“You
know,” Daphne said again. “Are you and Belle . . . together?”


“You
mean is she my girlfriend?”


“Well,
yeah?”


Finn
exploded with laughter, so loud that Daphne crouched and hid under some bushes.
They’d passed a farmhouse not too far back and she worried that some redneck
hillbilly might come out with his shotgun. In her head she could hear the
haunting banjo from Deliverance. It was
no use trying to quiet him. If he’d been laughing any harder he’d collapse from
exhaustion.


“Me
and Belle?” Finn said when his laughter began to wind down. “No. Belle’s a good
friend, but she’s not like that. She’s like one of the guys. None of us have
girlfriends. Well, I did once—Lily, the cook’s daughter. But we’re just
friends now. What do we need girlfriends for anyway? That just leads to
romance, which leads to marriage, which leads to children, which leads to
adulthood.” Finn made a face as if he’d just smelled a pile of fresh steaming
dog poop.


“But
you’re practically an adult already, aren’t you? How old are you?”


“I’m
seventeen for three more months. And it doesn’t matter how old I am anyway.
Being an adult means being responsible, paying bills, working.” Finn’s voice
took on an intonation that sounded like he was about to vomit.


“But
you can’t just stop aging. You’re going to be an adult eventually, whether you
like it or not. It’s nature.”


“In
the physical sense, yes. But I’ll never be an adult as society sees it. Not as
long as I stay at the academy.”


“I
don’t understand. What does the academy have anything to do with it?”


“At
Neverland Academy, we do what we want, when we want. It means never having to
follow rules or do what you’re told. Never doing homework or stupid book
reports. Never being punished for having fun. Never falling in love and having
your heart broken. Never having any responsibility. Never growing up.”


“But
you can’t stay there forever, can you?”


“Why
not? They’ve got everything we need. As long as we stay hidden and out of
sight, we can keep partying like it’s 1999 until we’re old and gray.”


Daphne’s
ears perked. Though her rational side kept trying to tell her that this was
wrong, she was too tempted by the seductive nature of Neverland Academy. She
didn’t want to have her heart broken again, like Rocks had done to her. She
didn’t want to get a job or be responsible. She wanted to have fun and live
life her own way, by her own rules, where nobody would tell her what to do or
how to do it. She wanted to be free.


“Okay,
let’s keep going.”


           


 

                  

















 


Chapter
Seven


Slave
Tunnels


 


                  


It was a full moon, the sky was
sprinkled with stars, and the former plantation glowed with a light blue fog.
Belle had been staring out her window overlooking the garden for over an hour,
waiting for Finn to return. Tonight would be the night. The night that she
would reveal her true feelings for him. This would be her final chance. He had
to know before it was too late. 


 Belle didn’t know why she had never told
him before. She’d just assumed that he’d get the hint and fall madly in love
with her. After all, he had been with Lily for almost five months. If he could
love her, why wouldn’t he love Belle? I’m ten times prettier than Lily, she thought. But Belle was not always comfortable
being straightforward with Finn. She would be fine until he pierced her with his
emerald eyes. Then her knees would wobble and her stomach would drop ten
stories. She’d lose her nerve. Tonight will be different, she thought. She couldn’t afford to drop the ball
this time. She had to say something or risk losing him to the new girl. That
couldn’t happen. 


 Finn often went out at night. Sometimes
he would hunt or fish and bring back rabbits and crappie for the cooks to
prepare. Sometimes he would go skinny dipping in the lake at the outskirts of
the property. Other times he would just sit in the meadow by the lake, staring
at the stars. Belle knew he was doing none of those things now. She knew
exactly where he was and she didn’t like it. She liked being the only girl
here. Apart from Lily anyway, but that relationship had run its course and it
was her turn now. She didn’t want any more competition.


 A shadow, moving swiftly behind the
boys’ dormitory, stirred her attention. She squinted, trying to ascertain
whether it was Finn or just a grazing deer. The shadow bolted across the quad
to the garden. A second one followed, slower and wavering. The figure turned
and looked as if to see if it was being followed.


 Belle dropped to the floor, wounded and
on the verge of tears. It was too late. How could he have brought her here? If only Belle had spoken her heart sooner, maybe she
could have avoided this disaster. Why her? What could Daphne possibly do that none of the other boys could do? A
single girl alone in the presence of all those boys, stealing the attention.
The thought sickened Belle and her grief thickened until she couldn’t take it
anymore. Her heartbeat raced and her shoulders rose and fell with each labored
breath. Her heartache turned into resent, which turned into fury.


 Belle stood up, angry and resolved. That
Daphne girl would not overshadow her. No way. She would make sure that Daphne
did not last the night at Neverland Academy.


 Belle flung her side table across her
bed, the sound muffled by her thick comforter, and disappeared into the tunnel
in her wall.


          


***


           


“Psst
. . . in here!” Finn whispered to Daphne, who was caught behind the hydrangea.
It wasn’t that it was too dark, Daphne could see just fine in the moonlight.
But she’d only been through the garden once and she remembered how complicated
the layout was. She didn’t want to get her pajamas caught in a tangle of rose
thorns. 


“I’m
coming,” she whispered back. Daphne thought she had found her way back onto the
cleared path between the foliage, but launched forward when she tripped on some
vines that had scurried across the path. Before she hit the ground she felt
herself lifted. Warmth spread around her midsection, warmth that found its way
deep into Daphne’s chest. She rose up to find Finn standing behind her, his arm
still clasping her waist, so close she could feel his heart beating against her
back. She caught her breath. The feeling of Finn holding her against him made
Daphne nervous, frightened even, and yet, she didn’t want him to let go.


“You
okay?” Finn whispered against her ear. Daphne shivered and nodded. He took her
hand and after a few steps, squatted by a hole in the ground. Next to it was a
large, flat stepping stone that had been pulled aside.


“You
want me to go down there?” Daphne’s jaw dropped in disbelief. In fact, she
nearly shouted at him for playing this cruel joke on her.


“Well,
yeah. Don’t worry—it’s not just a hole in the ground. I’ll explain
further, but not out here. It’s too dangerous.”


Daphne
looked around at the buildings with windows that seemed to be staring at her
like monstrous beasts with hundreds of eyes. Somebody could be in one of those
windows watching right now. What was she to do? Finn wouldn’t take her home and
there was no way she’d find her way back by herself. Besides, she didn’t want
to go home. But she really didn’t want to go down that black hole either.


“Daphne.
Trust me. I would never do anything to hurt you. We’re friends, right?”


Daphne
stared at his outstretched hand and, knowing she didn’t really have a choice
anymore, she took it and lowered herself into the hole. As she dangled, her
foot caught hold of something—a ladder rung—and she continued
climbing down on her own until her feet touched the hard surface below. 


Daphne
shut her eyes and then opened them again, confirming that there was no light at
all down here, not like the moonlight, which illuminated the ground above. She
couldn’t even see her own hand in front of her face. She closed her eyes again,
trying to shut out the horrifying images her imagination was conjuring up: huge
spiders crawling along the root infested walls, roaches and rats racing across
the floor, slime dripping from above. She opened her eyes again and eagerly
waited for her companion. “Finn?” she called out.


A
brilliant white light flashed in front of her, blinding her. She fell back,
raising her arms to shield her eyes, but it was too late. Now she was seeing
bright red spots in her vision.


“Sorry.”
Finn laughed. “I didn’t want to turn it on until we were well out of sight and
the hole was covered.” Finn held the flashlight away and took Daphne’s hand in
his. “Come with me.” 


Daphne
rubbed her eyes vigorously to remove the spots, but they would remain, slowly
fading as they followed the brick-lined tunnel ahead. As her vision began to
return to normal, Daphne took in her surroundings, which were simple, yet
dismal, and not entirely the horror she’d imagined. The walls were barely wide
enough to cater her and Finn side by side. The ceiling was low enough she could
reach her hand up and touch it. Along all the surfaces grew cobwebs and every
now and then Daphne swore she could see some tiny creature scurry away from the
light. The air felt damp and musty and though she would never admit it, she was
too scared to reach out and touch the walls to see if they were wet.


“What
is this place?” she wondered aloud.


“Old
slave tunnel,” Finn said matter-of-factly. “Back when this place was built, the
owners were sympathizers with abolitionists. They owned slaves themselves of
course, being the south, but it was more for appearance and social pressure
than anything else. They actually built tunnels under the property to house
runaway slaves. You know the Underground Railroad, right?”


Daphne
nodded. When Finn remained silent she realized he couldn’t see her and said,
“Yes.”


“This
was a major thoroughfare along several routes. James Tanner knew that if he
hadn’t owned slaves, his surrounding neighbors would be suspicious of him. To
own such a large plantation and not own slaves was unheard of back then. So
since he had to have slaves, he put them to good use and hired them to help the
others hide and escape. Believe it or not, most of the staff here are descended
from Tanner’s original slaves.”


“He
sounds like he was a good man,” Daphne mused.


“Yeah,”
Finn sighed. “Apparently he was the last ‘good’ one of Trappe’s ancestors to
have existed. It all went downhill from there.”


“What
do you mean?” Daphne asked. She knew there was something disturbing about the
current headmaster, and that one of his ancestors was a little crazy, but
that’s it.


“James
Tanner lived a long life. Long enough to see slavery abolished. Since he was so
good to them, his ‘slaves’ even chose to stay here and work for him when he
opened the academy, rather than try their luck up north. After all, it’s not
like things were all that great for them once they were freed, right? When he
finally passed, his own son, Tucker, took over the academy. For the first few
years, everything remained the same. But then he started seeing things, having
strange visions.”


“He’s
the one who built the church, right?” Daphne asked.


“Yeah.
He . . . um . . . thought he was the Son of God. One morning his wife woke up
and found him naked and nailed to a cross. Nobody knew how he had done it, but
it ended up in all the local papers. He died shortly after that. Now you can only
imagine how a boy who was raised by such a lunatic would turn out.”


Finn
and Daphne had come to an intersection and turned right. She was following his
lead and, being so engrossed by the story, had paid no heed to where they were
going.


“Walter
Trappe wasn’t crazy like his father. In fact he took his grandmother’s maiden
name to distance himself from Tucker’s memory. But he was pretty sick and
twisted. There’s not much information on him, but it’s believed that he
tortured students and fathered several children with the staff.”


Daphne
and Finn turned again.


“Vernon
Trappe, our headmaster’s own father, didn’t actually grow up here like the
others. He had been sent away for most of his youth, probably because Walter
wanted him out of the way to perform his nasty deeds. He came back and took
over the academy when Walter died. He knew very little of the plantation’s
history and when he had discovered the old slave tunnels, he had the entrance
sealed in concrete.”


“But,
we just came in the entrance,” Daphne noted, “didn’t we?”


In
the faded light that reflected off the walls she could see a dimple appear on
Finn’s face. He smirked.


“Like
I said, he didn’t grow up here. So he didn’t know that there are many entrances
to the tunnels. The one he sealed up was in the former slave quarters. You saw
that house behind the church, right?”


Daphne
shook her head. She hadn’t seen it on the way to the academy because of the
darkness, and that hadn’t been part of the tour that Trappe gave.


“The
slave quarters were rebuilt and now it houses the staff.”


“Wait.”
Daphne stopped and looked at Finn. “You said there are many entrances. Where
are the others?”


“There’s
one out in the woods to the east and another one in the old cotton field.”


“So
why did we use the one that’s right in the middle of the academy where we could
be seen? Isn’t that unnecessarily dangerous?”


Finn
laughed. “Of course! That’s what makes it so fun!”


Daphne
wanted to shove him. It’s not that she didn’t like taking risks—she did
it all the time. But on a night like tonight when she was already on edge, he
was pushing her to her limits. She had her hands drawn out, ready to push, when
a cracking noise startled her.


“What
was that?” she whispered.


Finn
stopped laughing and listened. “Stay here,” he said, handing her the
flashlight. “I’ll go check it out.” Daphne watched him until he disappeared
into the darkness of the tunnel. She was alone.


Daphne’s
legs were achy and her soles pulsed with the pain of walking for the past two
hours straight. She wanted to sit down or even lean against the wall. But when
she flashed the light over the bricks she’d thought twice. A spider the size of
a small gerbil, three times bigger than any she’d ever seen before, scampered
up the wall to its web near the ceiling. In the intricate lacework were what
looked like little, round, white balls of cotton. Daphne knew they weren’t
cotton, though. They were eggs. She stood like a statue in the middle of the
tunnel, unmoving except for the rise and fall of her chest.


Nearby,
she heard a scraping sound. Then a pulsing. Footsteps. And they were getting
closer. 


Daphne
swung the flashlight around in both directions, settling on the one that the
sound seemed to be coming from. 


“Finn?”
Her voice sounded like a squeak of a tiny mouse, barely escaping her lips. She
took a tentative step forward and then stopped. “Finn, is that you?”


The
scraping got louder. It sounded eerily like the sharpened blade of a knife
against concrete. Daphne heard a musical laugh echo over the walls and felt
instant relief. Even though she’d just met him, it seemed typical of Finn to
frighten her and then be so amused about it. But the laugh was joined by
another and she knew neither of the laughs belonged to the boy who brought her
here.


“There
she is! Get her!” a brassy voice rang out like a thunder crack.


Daphne
had enough time to see three shadowed faces and a glint of light reflection off
a huge dagger before she turned and bolted back the way she and Finn had come.
The ache in her legs and feet disappeared under the adrenaline forced through
her veins. She saw a wall rising up to meet her and quickly dashed to the right
before slamming face first into the bricks.


Behind
her, Daphne could still hear the cackling of the boys. Were they the boys Finn
had told her about? His friends? Maybe she should stop and talk to them,
explain why she was here. But she kept picturing that dagger that one of the
boys clutched. What if they wouldn’t wait for her to explain? What if they were
the types to act first, ask questions later? These weren’t the mature,
responsible types—that she was sure of.


Daphne
approached an intersection. Which way had Finn led her? She would berate
herself later for not paying attention, if she made it out of here alive. Right
now she had to keep moving. Daphne turned right.


She
kept running, trying to pick up the pace, but fatigue was setting in quickly.
Daphne had never been very athletic, apart from the handful of fistfights she’d
gotten into on a weekly basis. She hadn’t even attended her P.E. class in the
last two years, opting to skip it to hang out with her friends in the school
parking lot where they smoked weed and drank Schnapps out of emptied juice
boxes. She would never admit that her parents were right about her friends, but
at this moment she did wish she’d used that P.E. time more wisely.


Daphne
came upon another intersection. This time she turned left and followed the
tunnel until she came upon another wall. The tunnel veered right. At the end of
the tunnel was a rope ladder, dangling from darkness above. Daphne knew this
was not the ladder she had come down. But Finn said there were other entrances
to the tunnels. Maybe this was one of them.


By
the time she’d placed her left hand on the ladder, the boys had caught up with
her. She fumbled on the ladder trying to gain her footing, but every time she
lifted her foot, the rope swung to the side and she’d miss the rung. Finally,
she’d caught hold and flew up the ladder at lightning speed. Just when her eyes
crossed the threshold into the ceiling she could go no further. Her foot was
stuck on something. She flashed the light down and saw a hand grasping her
ankle. She pulled and kicked violently, but instead of kicking it away, she
felt herself yanked downward. She hit the ground with a thud and pain radiated
from her backside up her spine.


Still
breathless from running, Daphne was too tired to even stand up. She huddled in
the corner, staring through her hair at the boys who were watching her. They
had lights glowing from the foreheads that hurt Daphne’s eyes, but she could
still see their faces. There were five of them altogether. And they looked like
starving lions. And she was a fresh carcass.


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Eight


Welcome
To Neverland


 


           


The tip of the razor-sharp dagger held
by the thick boy with shaggy brown hair grazed Daphne’s chest, just below her
neck. He pulled away quickly, but not before breaking the skin. A small bead of
blood hung to the surface of her skin.


“She
doesn’t look like a cop,” Shag said, looking back toward the others. The girl
was frozen in the corner, small as a rag doll, and visibly shaken. 


“She
could be one of those under-whatevers,” said Trick.


“Undercover
cop?” said Hangman. “Nah, she’s too young. Look at her.” 


“But
Belle said—” 


“I
know what Belle said. But she must have been wrong.”


“Is
she hurt?” Toot wondered aloud.


“Of
course she’s not you idiot,” Kevin grumbled. “It’s not like she fell off the
bell tower. It was just a few feet.”


Toot,
being the smallest and least intimidating of the five, stepped forward and nudged
her with his foot. The girl kicked him away.


“Don’t
touch me!” she screamed. Daphne shot up to her feet and hooked her fists in
front of her face in an exaggerated boxer’s stance. She was small and
outnumbered, but she wouldn’t go down without a fight. Every time one of the
boys neared her, she swung her fist out. They played this game for several
minutes, the boys cackling with laughter at her display of false courage. She
probably would have laughed too, had she witnessed this scene from anybody’s perspective
but her own.


“Daff?”
A voice tumbled down the tunnel. “Daffy? Where are you?”


As
Trick stepped forward to taunt her he lost his focus and she slugged him across
the chin. “Ow!” he cried, jumping back.


“Finn?”
she murmured. Louder, she cried, “Finn! Over here!”


All
at once the boys turned their backs to Daphne. As their lights met the end of
the tunnel, Finn had just rounded the corner. “Daffy, I told you to
stay—oh.” His eyebrows shot up, a little surprised to see the crowd that
was waiting for him. “What’s up, guys? Start the party without me?” Finn
grinned.


Daphne
pushed her way through the boys and ran toward Finn. Just before he caught her,
he noticed a flash of red on her chest and pushed her back to examine it. 


“What’s
this?” he murmured as he dipped his finger in the drop of blood and rubbed it
against his thumb. Finn stood stiff and his eyebrows furrowed.


“What
happened?” Finn’s voice no longer sounded like a high school dropout, but as a
commander, firm and resolute. The boys cowered in his presence.


“We
didn’t know,” Toot hollered.


“They
chased me,” Daphne squeaked. She felt that childish need to cry, but held it
in. She couldn’t let these boys see how vulnerable she felt. “They had a knife.
Finn I was lost; I couldn’t find my way out! Why did you leave me there all
alone?”


Finn
wrapped one arm around Daphne’s shoulders and turned her to face his band of
boys. “I bring you an ally and you try to kill her? What the hell!” Finn was
fuming now. Even in the darkness Daphne could see his fair skin flush red.


“It
was a misunderstanding Finn,” Kevin called out. “Belle told us a cop was
snooping around the grounds.”


“She
said she saw the cop go down the tunnel,” Trick added.


Finn
seemed to calm down. He scratched his head thoughtfully. “Now why would Belle
go and tell you that? No cops come around here. If they did Trappe would be
shittin’ his pants. And besides Belle knew where I was tonight. If she saw
anyone go into the tunnel she would have known it was Daffy and me.”


“It’s
Daphne,” she clarified, placing a hard emphasis on the ‘ne.’ 


“No.
As long as you’re with us, it’s Daffy.”


“But—”


“Don’t
worry Daffy,” Hangman said. “We all have nicknames here. None of us uses our
real name anymore.”


“But
why?” she asked.


“Tell
me something, did you give yourself that name?” Finn asked, turning her so that
they could return down the tunnel.


“Of
course not. My parents named me.”


“Exactly!
You didn’t get to choose your name. They did. You’re free now, Daffy. You can
have any name you want.”


“But
I like Daphne.”


“Okay,”
Finn challenged. “Let’s try a different scenario. When your parents wake up
tomorrow and find you missing they are going to alert the police. There’ll be
news bulletins, amber alerts, countywide searches. Hell, they’ll probably even
dredge the lakes for you. Your picture and name will be plastered everywhere.
Now, we’re running down the tunnels and to keep you from impending danger I
call out your name.” Finn cupped his hands around his mouth and pretended to
yell, though he kept his voice low, “’Daphne!’ Somebody above, say somebody in
the administrative offices, hears your name being called through the
ventilation ducts. Think about it. How many boys here do you think are named
Daphne?”


“Okay,
I get your point,” Daphne sighed.


“So,
what will it be?”


Daphne
tried to run through a list of random names in her mind. None of them had any
real appeal to her. She was tired, hungry, and in dire need of sleep. She
didn’t want to think anymore. She just wanted to crash. She yawned and gave in
to Finn’s request. “Daffy it is.”


           


***


           


Daphne
rolled over a padded hard surface to lie on her back and stretched her arms up
over her head. Her eyes fluttered open only to meet with darkness. Confusion
set in over the events of the previous night. Did all of that really happen? It
should be morning now, so why is it still so dark? She scratched an itch on her
chest and winced briefly at the subtle pinch. Daphne smacked her face. “Of
course, you idiot,” she said to herself, “you’re underground.”


She
couldn’t see anything around her other than a faint light filtering in from an
open doorway. Daphne was lying on the floor. The padded mat and flattened
pillow beneath her kept it comfortable enough, but she was still freezing with
the thin blanket someone had draped over her. From out in the tunnel, she could
hear voices, a boy’s and a girl’s.


“Why
would you do that?”


“I’m
sorry, Finn. I told you it was a mistake. I’d heard some of the boys talking
when they left Professor Vermin’s class and—”


“Come
on, Belle. You know better than to fall for those callow rumors. Those kids
couldn’t tell a cop from a donut.”


“I
know. It was really stupid of me. I’m sorry.”


Daphne
quietly slid out of her blanket and crept toward the doorway. Someone had taken
her shoes and socks off and her toes instinctively curled under at the chill of
the stone floor. She peeked her head around the corner to find Finn talking to
a girl with platinum hair piled atop her head in a short ponytail. She was
young, yet curvy, and Daphne couldn’t help the tiny thorn of jealousy that
stung her in the rear.


“Just
be careful next time,” Finn lectured the fair-haired peach. “You’re lucky I got
there in time.”


“Finn?”
Daphne said wearily, wanting to make her presence known.


“Daffy!
Come here, I want you to meet someone. This is Belle. Belle, this is Daffy, the
newest member of the gang!” Finn approached Daphne and wrapped his arms around
her shoulders, as if he were showing off a new girlfriend.


“It’s
Daphne,” she said, yawning. “I’ve heard much about you, Belle.” She considered
offering her hand to shake, but it felt unnatural so she kept it to herself.
Not to mention that Belle was giving her the stink eye.


“No,
it’s Daffy,” Finn corrected, nuzzling her head with his knuckles playfully.
“Remember?”


“Of
course.”


“Belle
. . .” Finn warned when Belle crossed her arms and turned her cheek from
Daphne. She sighed and smiled spuriously.


“It’s
a pleasure to meet you, Daffy. I just
know we’ll be BFF’s. Want to have a sleepover? Hey, maybe we can invite your
brothers, the tall one is kind of hot, if you like that nerdy, D&D gamer
kind of look.” 


Daphne
scowled and returned some biting remarks of her own. “What’s the matter? All
the other guys get bored of hooking up with you and run out of options?”


“All
the guys around here haven’t a chance of getting into my pants,” Belle
returned, not to be outdone.


“Maybe
because your pants are too tight around your ass. Maybe you should loosen up
and let it air out a bit.”


“Yeah,
well, I’m sure you can’t wait to be the new Neverland slut.”


Daphne
clenched her fists. Her desire to break the girl’s face overpowered any sense
of restraint. She charged forward, stopped by Finn’s unwavering arm.


“That’s
enough, Belle,” he snapped. “Get out.” Belle gave Daphne a final dirty look
before turning and sashaying away into the darkness.


“Friend,
huh?” Daphne mused. “You sure know how to pick ‘em.”


Finn
stared down the tunnel, confused. “I don’t know what’s wrong with her. She’s
usually really cool.”


“She
feels threatened by me.”


“Why?
That doesn’t make any sense. You’d think she’d be glad to have another girl
around to do girly things with. Someone to gossip with, you know. That’s what
you girls do, isn’t it?”


Daphne
rolled her eyes. “Not all of us. Did you ever stop to think that maybe she
likes being the only girl around. She sees me as competition.”


“And
what is it she’s competing for?”


Daphne
shot Finn a ‘you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me’ stare. “Seriously? I thought you were
smarter than this. You know the history of this place, the secrets it holds,
all the tunnels and everything. And yet, you don’t know that she’s crushing on
you?”


“No,
not Belle. I told you; she’s one of the guys.”


“You
really are clueless.”


Finn
grinned. “Probably my Aspergers. You hungry?”


Daphne’s
stomach had stopped growling at some point during the night. She remembered
thinking before she fell asleep that she wished she hadn’t started that silly
hunger strike. Hungry was the understatement of the year.


“Starving.”


“Come
on. Let’s get some grub.”


           


***


 


The
clattering of aluminum pots and pans signaled the end of the breakfast shift
for the dark-skinned girl with her long, straightened black hair knotted up in
a bun under a hairnet. In the real world she should have been dozing off in a
high school trigonometry class instead of working in a cafeteria kitchen. But
this was not the real world. This was Neverland Academy. And Lily had
homeschooled herself between shifts.


She
started working at the young age of twelve, after she’d gotten in trouble for
spreading rumors about the headmaster at her local public school. That was
around the same time Finn had gotten expelled. Only, the rumors were true. From
that point on, the headmaster forbade her to attend public school and
threatened to remove her from the premises if she continued. Her mother was
forced to comply since she needed to keep her job and had no other way of
providing for her daughter as a single mom. Not to mention the academy was her
home. Lily didn’t mind the work though. At least she got paid. Sure it was
miniscule at first, more like a meager allowance. But now that she was sixteen
and legally able to work, she was making minimum wage. And she’d saved every
penny since she was eleven in a savings account that would be her ticket out of
this hellhole. By the time she was eighteen she would have enough to go to a
decent in-state college.


Lily
was on dish duty today, one of her favorite jobs because she could be alone and
sing to her heart’s content without anyone disrupting. Most of the time, that
is.


While
rinsing a handful of forks, Lily’s back was turned away from the panel low in
the wall that was slowly sliding to the side. She didn’t even hear Finn and
Daphne come in with the hum of the water sprayer and her own melodic crooning.
Today she was singing Beyonce’s “Halo,” one of her favorite tunes.


“When
are you going to audition for American Idol?” Finn nearly shouted so that she
could hear him. Lily jumped out of her skin and dropped the forks into the sink
in a screeching chorus of clinks. 


“Don’t
do that Finn!” She tried to look angry, but couldn’t disguise the smile
breaking through at seeing one of her best friends. Finn simply chuckled.


“Lily,
this is Daffy. She’ll be with us for a while.”


Lily
smiled brightly, her pearly white teeth a perfect complement to her taupe skin.
“It’s so good to meet you, Daffy! I’d shake your hand, but well . . .” Lilly
held up her yellow gloved hands that were dripping with soapy water.


“That’s
okay.” Daphne smiled. “It’s nice to meet you too.” Daphne thought back to what
Finn had said about Lily, that they had once been involved. She couldn’t help
but notice how pretty Lily was, even hard at work scrubbing greasy dishes. It
was an exotic kind of pretty, something you don’t see every day. A small stroke
of jealousy crept into her mind, though she chastised herself for feeling that
way. Finn was her friend and nothing more. She didn’t want a relationship with
him any more than he wanted one with her. And he made it perfectly clear
romance was off the table. Besides, Lily seemed really sweet. “You seem to be
much more hospitable than the other girl I met.”


Finn
dodged off to the side between two floor-to-ceiling length shelving units
filled with dry goods and paper products.


“You
must be referring to Belle.” Lily raised and lowered her eyebrows knowingly. 


“Is
she as hostile towards you as she was to me?”


“Got
any Cheetos?” Finn hollered.


“Not
‘til this afternoon,” Lily hollered back before she returned to Daphne. “She
used to be. Back when Finn and I were together. But ever since that ended she’s
been okay. Usually, she just avoids me. She wouldn’t want to be caught
associating with ‘the help.’” 


Finn
rolled his eyes as he returned from the shadows with a box of graham crackers.
“She’s not that bad, guys. Give her a break, will you?” He offered the open box
to Daphne, who politely took one to nibble on.


Lily
laughed it off. “I suppose you both are hungry? Just give me a sec.” She rinsed
off the remaining dishes and stacked them neatly to the side to dry off. She
peeled off the gloves, tossing them over the side of the industrial sink. “Be
right back.”


Lily
crossed into the cooking area of the kitchen. Most of the cooks had already
left for break, but a few were still around, cleaning the stovetops and mopping
the tile floor. With a quick glance to check if anyone was looking, she whipped
open the only oven in the kitchen that didn’t work, and pulled out two large
plates wrapped in foil. The oven may not have worked, but it kept the plates
somewhat warm. She quickly scurried to the back of the kitchen and gave the
plates to Finn.


“So,
you cook food for them?” Daphne inquired.


“Not
exactly. I just sneak some of the food we cook for each of the meals and stash
it somewhere safe until Finn or one of the guys can come pick it up. And when
we have some extra dry food I stick it behind the panel. The boys have always
been nice to me, so I try to do my part to help them out. If they weren’t here,
I’d be terribly lonely.”


Daphne
sympathized with Lily. She knew what it was like to be alone, or to be
surrounded by people who just didn’t get
you. She made a mental note to find some time to spend alone with Lily for some
one-on-one girl time. Plus, she’d need someone to borrow her ‘monthly stash’
from.


“Hold
on,” Lily said and then pulled a bulging brown paper bag from under the sink
and dumped it into Daphne’s arms. “These are the apples that the students
didn’t eat yesterday. Usually they’re thrown away but I rescued them.” Daphne
scrunched up her nose a little at the thought of eating garbage-bound food. 


“Don’t
worry,” Lily assured her. “I washed each and every one. Some have bruises or
dents, but they are totally safe to eat.”


“Thanks,
Lily,” Finn said. “You’re the best.”


           


***


           


Finn
and Daphne slipped back into the hole in the wall and Lily replaced the panel
behind them. The tunnel behind the wall was only about 18 inches wide and
though Daphne’s figure was narrow enough to squeeze through straight on, Finn
had to shuffle sideways holding each plate to the side of him like a an old
fashioned scale. Daphne followed his lead until they reached the end of the
tunnel where a rope ladder hung. From the floor below, it stretched up into the
ceiling and beyond. Daphne wondered where it might lead. She asked Finn.


“That
goes to the upper level. Mostly faculty bedrooms up there. And Trappe’s office.
I’ll give you the full tour after breakfast.” Finn handed her one of the
plates. “Hold this for a sec.”


While
still holding the other plate, Finn descended the ladder. Daphne passed him the
rest of the food and followed.


Daphne,
Finn, and the other boys convened in what appeared to be an old cellar that lay
directly under the kitchen. It pretty much looked like the rest of the tunnels:
brick walls, stone floor, old wooden support beams. Shelves lined two of the
walls and a staircase led to a door that had been bricked over when the tunnels
were sealed. Between the support beams, the ceiling was heavily insulated with
foam, pink stuff, and even old blankets arranged with duct tape. The boys had
obviously made some effort to soundproof the room.


Kevin
was squatting by the far wall with Shag looking over his shoulder. An old box
TV set sat on a wooden crate just behind them. Toot and Hangman were sitting on
a pile of pillows watching Trick play some video game on an iPhone. On the other
side of the cellar were cluttered stacks of computer equipment spilling out
from the shelves. Daphne resisted the urge to pick through it and find a laptop
that works. There probably wouldn’t be any way to charge it here anyway. And
speaking of chargers, what’s with the phone?


“Breakfast
is served!” Finn announced and all the boys except Kevin crowded around him as
he unwrapped the foil from the plates. Daphne stood back and smirked at the
boys’ lack of table manners as each grabbed link sausages, buttered toast, and
bacon and crammed them into their mouths. No plates. No forks. No napkins. 


Finn,
seeing the look on Daphne’s face, grinned. “We don’t exactly have a place to
wash up dishes here. Hey guys! Save some for Daffy!” Daphne glanced down at the
scraps left on the plate: one sausage link, a broken half of bacon, and two
halves of buttered toast.


“It’s
okay,” Daphne said. “I’ll just eat an apple.”


“You
sure? Here.” Finn offered the plate to her but she just took one half slice of
toast and nodded. “Sorry, I should have offered to you first. These guys are
bottomless pits.”


“Got
it!” Kevin announced happily. “Now we just need to shut the power down while I
link the wires, then we’ll be all set.” He strolled over to Finn, pride driving
each step forward until he saw Finn had eaten the last of the scraps. “Dude,
where’s breakfast?”


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Nine


Zapped


 


           


Daphne spent her first full day at
Neverland Academy learning the layout of the building. Finn led her through all
the secret passages between the walls, pointing out specific rooms and giving
her pointers on remaining unheard and unseen. He was more of a mentor to her
that day than a friend. She was his apprentice, taking in every drop of
information he doled out. It was strange how Finn could turn off his
mischievous side as easily as switching off a lamp and become serious as an
authoritative figure. 


Finn
guided her through the tunnels as well, but with no landmarks or visual cues of
any kind, she still couldn’t make sense of the maze.


They
met Lily in the kitchen for lunch, and again for dinner. Each time, Lily and
Daphne would chatter briefly. Lily was easy to talk to, warm and open. It
didn’t take Daphne very long to place her trust and friendship in Lily. She
hoped she could spend more time with her in the future. It’d be nice to have a
girlfriend around, especially since she had to watch her back around Belle.


Exhausted
from the day’s activity, Daphne collapsed onto the mountain of pillows in the
cellar. She didn’t care that they were infested with that teenage boy smell,
like dirty socks and aged cheese. She was too tired to move. Finn left her
alone for a few minutes and came back with a book in hand. The other boys
followed.


“Hey
Daffy, can you do something for us tonight?” Finn asked.


“Hmm?”
Daphne’s eyes remained closed, but she listened.


“It’s
something we do every night before we go to sleep. But tonight will be the last
night since Kevin’s going to get the new outlet working.”


“What
is it?” Daphne peered through one open eye. Finn tossed a hardback book onto
the pillow beside her. As the cover flapped, she could feel the light breeze
tickle her cheek and smell the scent of old musty pages full of decaying
knowledge. “A book?”


“Tomorrow
we’ll have TV. Tonight, we read. Or, I should say, you read and we listen.”


“You
want me to read you a book? You live under a school, for God’s sake. Can’t you
read?”


The
boys laughed collectively. “Of course we can read,” Hangman offered. “We just
prefer to do it together every night. To make it more social.”


“It’s
kind of like a group prayer, or something. A final activity to end the day,”
Kevin added as he lay behind Daphne on the pillows, propping himself on his
elbow.


“And
sometimes make fun of the boring parts—rewrite them verbally so that
they’re more entertaining,” Shag mused. The boys chuckled.


“Oh.”
Daphne looked down at the book and lightly brushed her fingers over the glossy
typeface on the cover. “Great Expectations. You guys are into the classics,
huh?”


Finn
snorted. “Neverland’s library isn’t exactly up to date on popular fiction. Not
to mention Trappe’s fundamentalist views put a ban on anything with vampires,
werewolves, or zombies. Not even Harry Potter, which I’ve heard was quite
good.” The boys all snickered as Finn grinned. He leaned over and cut a hand to
the side of his lips, whispering, “I stole a copy from one of the students.”


“Do
you steal everything here?” Daphne accused.


“I
prefer the term, borrowed, but in this
case I actually helped the kid out. If Trappe had found the book he would have
spent a week in detention. I did him a service!” The boys erupted in quiet
laughter as they took pillows and sat around Daphne in a semi circle.


“Okay,
I guess I’ll read to you.” Daphne sighed.


“We
left off on chapter six,” Finn instructed.


Daphne
leafed through the pages until she reached the sixth chapter and began reading.
At first she stuttered through the words nervously, unaccustomed to having this
many eyes on her in any circumstance that didn’t involve throwing punches. But
after a few pages, she eased into the story, at times forgetting the boys were
even there. They remained so quietly transfixed on Daphne that not one of them
even moved to scratch their nose or bat an eye. They didn’t make any vulgar
comments as she had expected, perhaps because she was so uncomfortable reading
aloud, or maybe because she was a girl and they didn’t want to offend her.


When
Daphne finished reading the chapter, the boys all crowded into the tunnel
toward their private cellar, preparing for bed, and Finn led Daphne back to the
separate hole in the wall—her ‘bedroom’—where she could sleep in
privacy. 


“You
know I was wondering,” she told Finn, thinking about the horrible smell that
infected the pillows, “how do you guys clean up here? You know, take showers?”
On the ‘tour’ Finn led her on earlier, he revealed a way to get into a few
bathrooms in case she needed to relieve herself. And they had a large
refillable water jug in the cellar that they used for brushing teeth, pouring
the wastewater into a bucket to drain in the lake. But he’d never mentioned
showers and she’d assumed that it would be too dangerous to do that with adults
roaming the premises. It’s not like you could just slide down the drain if
someone caught you.


“I’ll
show you in the morning so you can get cleaned up. Now get some sleep. We’ve
got work to do later tonight.” Finn smirked.


“Tonight?”
Daphne asked, confused. But Finn had already disappeared, leaving Daphne to
extinguish the lantern and get some rest.


           


***


 


“Daffy,”
his voice whispered. “Daffy, wake up!” 


A
pair of strong hands clamped around Daphne and shook her viciously. She lazily
rolled over, her eyes refusing to open. “Hmm?”


“Daffy,
it’s time to get up,” Finn cried. “I want you to come with us.”


“It’s
the middle of the night, Finn,” Daphne whined. “Can’t it wait ‘til morning?”


“Not
what we plan to do. At least, not if we want to avoid getting caught.”
Grudgingly, Daphne got up and followed Finn out into the main cellar, where the
other boys were waiting, lively and excited. 


“What’s
going on?” Daphne asked, rubbing her eyes.


“Your
initiation,” Trick replied.


“Huh?”


“You
definitely scored some serious points for clapping Trick,” Shag said, “but to
really be one of us, you got to go through a test.”


Finn
laid his arm across Daphne’s shoulder. “Shut up, Shag. Don’t worry Daffy,
they’re just messing with you. But tonight will be a little taste of what we do
here. You and I are going to go shut down the power to the main building.
Kevin, here, is going to use his genius to bring electricity down here to the
cellar. It’s actually much simpler than some of the other stuff we do. It’s
about two a.m. right now, so everyone should be asleep. Even if they’re not, it
won’t take but a minute or two to get things hooked up. Right, Kev?”


“Yeah,
man. Everything’s set up. I just need to connect the wires upstairs. Two
minutes tops.”


“So
that’s it? What about everybody else?” Daphne asked scanning the other boys.


“Oh,
we’re just here for the celebration,” Hangman offered. He held up a half-empty
bottle of generic scotch with a mischievous grin. Toot rubbed his hands
together hungrily. “None for you Toot, not ‘til you’re 14.”


“Aw,
come on, man. Quit teasing.”


As
the boys continued picking on Toot, Finn led Daphne back through the tunnels,
weaving a course that would take them to the circuit breaker in the main
building. 


 “There it is,” Finn whispered, peeking
through a crack in the panel that revealed an old maid’s chamber, which had
been renovated into a janitorial closet. “We should be careful. We got caught
last time we shut down the power, so Trappe may have taken some precautions.
I’ll go first.”


“Should
I stay here?” Daphne didn’t want to admit the chills she felt crawling over her
skin.


“Only
if you’re chicken.” Finn winked and slipped out into the room. His steps were
cautious and silent. His head twisted around from side to side sucking in his
surroundings, expecting a trap. But when he made it to the circuit breaker he
turned and waved Daphne forward. He pointed her to the light switch on the wall
next to the door.


Daphne
had gotten into plenty of trouble in Atlanta. But it was mostly just sneaking
out with her friends, going to loud keg parties, and fighting obnoxious girls
at school. She’d never broken into any place before. Sure, she picked a few
locks, but they were usually locked rooms in her own apartment or her friends’
houses—nowhere that would get her into serious trouble. If she were
caught here, the consequences would be disastrous. This was beyond her scope
and even though she was terribly nervous, there was also a mysterious rush
beginning to build inside her. She quickly joined Finn in the small, dark room.


“Wait
for my signal,” he whispered and pulled an iPhone from his pocket, thumbing a
text. Daphne was puzzled. How did he have a phone? And why was he texting? The
white glow gave an eerie atmosphere to the utility room loaded with cleaning
supplies and various tools hanging on the wall until it shut off, enveloping
them in black again except for Finn’s headlamp, which cast a centered spotlight
on the circuit breaker.


A
few seconds later the phone lit up. Finn opened the panel and flipped the
master switch. All around her, Daphne could hear and feel the electricity
winding down. Outside, she heard the air conditioning unit stutter and stop
whirring. The hum of electricity that one is normally accustomed to hearing as
background noise faded into silence. It was the kind of silence that put you on
edge, because you could hear every little nuance around you. Daphne could have
sworn she heard her own heart beating.


Finn
pointed toward her and she understood. She flipped the light switch and, as
expected, nothing happened. The room remained dark. Finn sent a quick text and
motioned Daphne to join him.


“What
are you doing?” she whispered.


“Texting
Kevin. As soon as he replies I’ll turn the power back on and we can get out of
here.”


Daphne
began to relax, until she noticed Finn tense up. Finn brought his finger to his
lips and Daphne held her breath to keep silent. Just outside the door she could
hear the inhale and exhale of somebody waiting for the right moment to spring.
Finn sharply pointed back to the panel and Daphne followed orders, crawling
back in and closing it until there was a crack just large enough for her to
peek through. 


She
had made it just in time. The door to the janitorial closet sprang open and a
tall, dark figure pounced on Finn. But Finn was prepared, and tumbled out of
the way. The hulking figure crashed onto the floor. The scuffle continued, with
Finn always two steps ahead of his opponent, yet he never actually touched him.
Finn always seemed to dodge or duck just before his attacker reached him.
Perhaps the man was blinded by Finn’s headlamp. In a humorous way, the attacker
appeared to be beating himself up, as he tripped over buckets and slammed
himself into the walls. At first Daphne thought Finn was getting hurt before
she recognized his crowing as laughter. There may have been dialogue between
the two, but Daphne couldn’t focus on it. Her heart was racing so fast; the
only thing she could hear apart from Finn’s chortles was a rapid thump,
thump, thump.


The
glow of Finn’s phone filled the air. It was time for him to turn the power back
on and get out of there. But as long as the attacker remained he couldn’t leave
the way he came without being seen. Daphne wondered how he would do it, though
she had no doubt he could. 


Finn
shut the light off his headlamp. Now the room lay in total darkness. There were
no windows so not even the starlight could trace any outlines. It was pitch
black. Out in the room, she heard crashing metallic clangs and a few thuds,
followed by a sharp click and the whirring of the house coming back to life.
Daphne wedged her fingers through the opening of the panel, so that she’d know
where it is. Next thing she knew, the panel slipped away from her fingers and
she was pushed back, crammed against the wooden supports inside the wall. 


“You
okay?” Finn whispered, barely loud enough to make out even though he was right
in front of her. 


“Yes,”
she replied, just as quietly. Daphne shielded her eyes when Finn turned the
phone back on to type a final “Done.” Through the luminescent glow she could
see the exhilaration in his eyes. This was what he lived for. Most
thrill-seekers took to the skies or cliffs to get their adrenaline rush. But
Finn sought out a different sort of danger. He liked to be hunted. He delighted
in the challenge of outsmarting his pursuers. It was a combination of action
and wit. Daphne could appreciate that kind of thrill. She felt exhilarated. 


Back
in the cellar, the boys had all gathered around, waiting for Finn and Daphne’s
return. They were all sitting on the mound of pillows quietly laughing and
goofing off. Kevin was at the front of the room next to the TV, which Daphne
had noticed was plugged into the new outlet hanging loosely off the wall. Finn
grabbed a couple pillows from beneath Trick and Shag and fluffed them up before
dropping them to the floor on the other side of the room. Daphne sat next to
Finn.


“Now
that we’re all here, let’s get started, shall we?” Kevin happily announced.
“Can I get a drumroll please?”


The
boys made rolling drum noises with their mouths while banging their fists and
feet on the stone floor. Daphne and Finn watched in anticipation as Kevin
pushed a button on the front of the TV. A green light flickered on and off and
the screen buzzed with life. Everybody cheered, but quickly quieted down so the
sound would not carry. Next to the TV set, Kevin slipped a disc into the DVD
player and soon the boys had all quieted down to watch The Sandlot.


“Let
me guess,” Daphne whispered as she leaned in to Finn. “You borrowed those
too?”  Finn smiled.


“Actually
Kevin borrowed the TV. Shag and Trick borrowed the DVD and player. We’ll
probably be borrowing a few more DVDs, though, now that we can actually watch
them.”


“I
wanted to ask you,” Daphne said after a pause, “how is it that you guys have
working phones? How do pay for service? And how have you been charging them if
you haven’t had electricity until now.”


“They
actually belong to the school. We only use them when we have to, so nobody’s
discovered them missing yet. As for your other question, that kind of goes
along with the shower thing. I’ll show you in the morning.”


Daphne
wanted to go back to bed. She was about to say something when Finn leaned back
with his arms behind him and his hand rested against hers. The feeling jolted
Daphne awake as if she’d be zapped with mild static electricity. He didn’t move
his hand. She didn’t want to leave now. Not yet. There was something about his
touch that she found comfort in, something that warmed her deep inside. It was
like a fuzzy woolen mitten on a crisp autumn morning. She didn’t want to lose
that feeling. She didn’t move her hand either.


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Ten


Josh
and Max


 


                  


When Daphne awoke the following
morning, she felt alive and vibrant. She couldn’t remember a time in her life
when she felt so good. Last night’s events brought out an energy in her that
she didn’t understand—and didn’t want to. It was a feeling she couldn’t
quite explain because she’d never done anything so reckless. Not intentionally,
anyway. Finn had already delivered breakfast to the boys. He’d saved her some
toast and an orange, which she gratefully scarfed down. 


“What
time is it?” Daphne asked between bites. Some orange juice dribbled down her
chin, leaving wet spots on the pillow beneath her. She vigorously rubbed it
with her thumb, embarrassed at her sloppiness.


“Does
it matter?” Finn returned as he padded his iPhone with his fingertips. Daphne
recognized the jaunty jingle. He was playing Angry Birds. “Time doesn’t really
exist here, Daffy. What time do you want it to be?”


Daphne’s
eyes did a somersault. “I mean how late
did I sleep?”


“By
society’s standards, it’s eleven-fifteen. But, like I said,” Finn’s stretched
his last word into a yawn.


“Yeah,
yeah. Time doesn’t exist here. What about calendars? Do you even know today’s
date? The month?”


Finn
chuckled. “Yeah, I know the dates when I need to, but only to keep track of
birthdays and academic events. Need to know that kind of stuff when we plan our
pranks. I even know the year too, if you’re wondering.” Noticing that Daphne
had finished eating, he tossed the phone to the side.


“You
ready?”


“Ready
for what?” Daphne stood.


“You
wanted to take a shower, right?”


“Oh
yeah, I forgot.”


“I
didn’t. You stink.” Finn’s lips curved up as he judged her reaction.


“Gee,
thanks. You’re not exactly a Yankee Candle Factory either.”


Finn
chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll clean up today too. And so will the boys. Right
guys?” Finn said exaggeratingly loud. The boys all moaned, but agreed.


“Let’s
go.” Finn took her hand.


Daphne
stopped off at her room to pick up her backpack that carried the necessities,
and then Finn led her deep into the tunnels. Once again she tried to make
mental notes of the turns, but still couldn’t feel confident trying to maneuver
it on her own. The route they took now was longer than any Finn had taken her
on the day before. She found herself wondering what was going on at home. By
now her parents would have discovered her missing. Had they reported it yet?
She was the archetype for the typical runaway teen, having gotten into trouble
so much and being angry with her punishment, so it’s possible that they may
have decided to wait it out and see if she came home on her own. Then again,
her father was a district attorney and he had connections. It was unlikely that
he’d let even an hour slip by without alerting the authorities to her absence.
Her father’s hurtful words echoed in her head. Daphne felt smug. She wanted
them to suffer, to know how much they’d hurt her. Her steps picked up to a skip
as she followed Finn.


It
seemed like they’d walked for miles when the tunnel finally came to a dead end.
A rusty A-frame ladder stretched across the span of the tunnel from wall to
wall.


“Where
are we?” Daphne asked as she peeled some of the chipped paint from one of the
ladder rungs. Finn was already halfway up and knocked against the ceiling where
a door would be. It reminded Daphne of the attic in their home.


“The
old foreman’s home,” Finn replied as he stared up at the door, waiting for an
answer. “This is where Lily and her mom live.”


“I
thought you said the tunnel was sealed off here.”


“Actually,
the tunnel branched off a little ways back. The other one, which went to the
main slave quarters, is the one that was sealed off.”


The
door swung open and sunlight beamed down from above. Daphne squinted as she
climbed the ladder behind Finn, sneezing twice once she finally opened them
fully.


“Hi
Daff!” Lily called out as Finn helped her onto the floor. She gently dropped
the trap door back into place. Daphne scanned the room. It was an old home,
charming and quaint, with dark wood floors and plain white walls.


“Daffy
wants to use the shower,” Finn said.


“Finn!”
A large woman with big, bright brown eyes just like Lily’s wiped her hands on a
damp dishrag and hugged Finn as if he were her own child. “My boy, where you
been? It’s good to see you, son.”


“This
is Lily’s mom, Janine,” Finn introduced. “She was like a mom to me when I was
in school.”


“Still
am, especially now that you’re not in
school,” she chastised. “And who is this?”


“This
is Daffy. She just came for a visit. And she’s going to borrow your shower, if
you don’t mind.”


“Of
course. Come with me Daff,” Lily said as she took Daphne’s hand and tugged her
away. They passed a room on the right, where an older man lay on a recliner
watching TV. Daphne followed Lily up a flight of stairs, down a short hallway
and ended up at a small bathroom.


“Don’t
worry, my mom’s cool,” Lily said.


“So
she won’t tell the headmaster where Finn and the others are?”


“No.
None of the staff will. They have an agreement: Finn doesn’t mess with them,
they won’t give him away.


“He
really does have an effect on people here, doesn’t he?”


“You
have no idea,” Lily said, handing Daphne a towel. “Take your time. None of the
administrators ever come here so you’re safe. My room’s right there. You can
come in when you’re finished.”


“Thanks,
Lily.” Daphne squeezed into the bathroom and twirled around. The toilet and
single sink were crammed together along one wall. On the opposite wall was a
shower, no bathtub. Daphne noted that this was the smallest bathroom she’d ever
been in. There was barely enough room to turn around. Even the half-bath at her
new home was bigger than this. She’d almost certainly have to get dressed in
Lily’s room.


After
what felt like the longest shower of her life, Daphne shut the water off,
wrapped a fluffy towel around her, securing it under her armpits, and peeked
into the hallway. It was empty. She tiptoed carefully to Lily’s room. Lily was
sitting on her bed, leaning her back against the simple wooden headboard,
reading a book. Her head popped up when she heard the door creak open.


“Feel
better?”


“Where’s
Finn?” Daphne asked, peering around the scarcely decorated room. She was
shocked at how little there was in here. Daphne’s old room had as much
furniture as she could fit, and every surface was covered with electronics,
lamps, makeup, jewelry, and her collection of mermaid figurines. Her walls were
filled with mirrors, posters of Rocks’s band, and ticket stubs. She hadn’t
gotten around to decking out her new room after she’d moved in, but it was
still somewhat bright. Lily’s room, in contrast, had nothing but a small 8 x 10
mirror on the wall. There was a small dresser with a stack of books and a white
nightstand next to the twin-sized bed that held a cheap Wal-Mart lamp and a
pair of black-rimmed glasses.


“He
left while you were in the shower. I told him I’d help you get back when you’re
ready. You can get dressed over there.” Lily pointed to a standing tri-fold
screen in a corner. Daphne quickly shuffled over there. Once she was
comfortably dressed in a pair of short denim shorts and a black peasant top,
she towel-dried her dripping hair. 


“So
you don’t work today?”


Lily
dog-eared the page she was on and swapped the book for the glasses. 


“I
do, but I’m on break.”


“Oh.
So how long have you been doing this?”


“I’ve
been working here since I was twelve.”


“Twelve?
Aren’t there, like, child labor laws against that?”


“Yeah,
but it was all under the table.” Lily smiled. “It was okay, though. It gave me
a head start on saving up for college. I’ll be the first in my family to go.
And my children will be the first to not be tied to this horrific place.”


“So,
you don’t go to school?”


“I’m
homeschooled. Actually, my mom tried teaching me years ago, but I ended up just
teaching myself. It’s not that hard really, with an endless supply of books at
the library and internet access. Plus, going at my own pace meant I could
finish faster. I’ve already done the SAT and got my GED.”


Daphne
strolled over to the dresser and let her eyes fall over the books. They looked
like sci-fi or fantasy, but she wasn’t too sure. She wasn’t really that
interested either. The urge to ask Lily about her relationship with Finn was
strong, but Daphne was trying to come up with a subtle way of asking. “How does
Finn feel about you leaving? For college, I mean.” So much for subtlety.


“I
guess he’s okay with it. I don’t know. He’s got plenty of friends here so it
won’t be much of a loss when I’m gone.”


“But
you two, were . . . a thing, right?”


Lily
laughed. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. I mean it was never anything close
to being serious. It was a couple years ago. We were both young and testing the
waters so to speak.”


“So
what happened?”


“We’re
just too different. Different priorities, you know? I wanted to leave and he
wants to stay. It would never work out in the long run.”


“But
what if he wanted to make it work? What if he decided to go? He can’t stay here
forever, you know.”


“Tell
that to Finn!” The laugh the girls shared seemed to diminish the light tension
of the conversation. Lily shook her head. “Finn won’t ever leave unless he’s
forced to. And believe me, they’ll never catch him. He’s like a ninja. Except,
without the nun chuck thingies. Besides, even if he did leave by choice we
wouldn’t want to be together in that way. That boat has sailed. We’d rather
just be friends.”


“Oh,”
Daphne hummed, trying to soften the slight curve pushing through at the corner
of her lips. 


“You
like him, don’t you?” Lily took off her glasses and squinted at Daphne, a smile
spreading across her cheeks.


“No,
of course not!” Daphne was quick to deny, a little too quick. “I mean, he seems
like he’s fun to be around. As a friend of course.”


“Uh-huh.
Did you know you’re face turns a funky shade of hot pink when you’re
embarrassed?”


Daphne
slapped her hands to her cheeks and flew to the tiny mirror hanging just beside
the door. Lily was right; she was blushing.


“It’s
okay, Daff. Finn’s hot. Everyone knows it. That’s why Belle hates you. She
wants him, but he’s just not interested in her. She’d rather see him alone than
with another girl.”


“Sounds
like a great friend,” Daphne mused sarcastically.


“She’s
got a lot of growing up to do. Besides, Finn seems to like you too, though
he’ll never admit it.”


“What
do you mean?” Daphne spun around with a combination of hope and dread.


“Look,
don’t get your hopes up. He’s not the kind of guy you can sweet-talk into
changing his ways for you, if such a guy exists. I’ve known Finn for half of my
life and I can see that he’s fond of you. And the fact that Belle detests you
only proves it further.”


“Okay,
yes,” Daphne admitted. “I think Finn is cute. But I just got dumped myself. I
don’t want to be involved with anyone right now. That’s part of why I’m here. I
just needed to get away from life for a while.”


“Okay,
well, just be sure to return to it before it’s too late.”


Daphne
pulled a brush from her backpack and combed it through her hair. She slid an
elastic from her wrist, pulling her damp hair back in a ponytail, and pinning
the straggling wisps into place. The talk about Belle reminded her of her
brothers. Belle had made a comment about Josh the day before. Daphne wondered
what he and Max were up to. She really wanted to see them.


“Are
you about ready?”


“What,
trying to kick me out?” Daphne smiled at Lily’s reflection in the mirror.


“No,
I’m on break, remember? I’ve got the administrator’s lunch shift.”


“Hey,
can I ask a huge favor?” Daphne asked, turning to face Lily.


“Sure.”


“Can
you get me into the boys’ dorms?”


“Now
that would be a huge favor.”


“Can
it be done? Without being seen?”


“Well,
it was built a while after the tunnels, so there’s no access from underground.
But I might be able to sneak you in on my way to the kitchen. There’s a back
entrance that can’t be seen from the main building. It would be good
timing—the boys will still be in the cafeteria so it will be empty, and
most of the professors will be arriving for lunch. Why do you want to go to the
boys’ dorms anyway?”


“My
brothers are there. I just want to let them know I’m okay. In case word gets
out that I’m missing.” Daphne thought of her father and his ties to the police.
“If it hasn’t already.”


“You
don’t think they’ll rat you out?”


Daphne
shook her head. “Not Josh and Max.”


           


***


           


Finn
climbed back down the ladder into the darkness of the tunnel and switched his
headlight on. He squinted and peered down the tunnel, certain that he would
find something, or someone, of interest. He was searching.


“You
can come out now,” he said, his voice bouncing off the cold brick walls. “I
know you’re here, Belle.”


Around
the corner shuffled the strawberry-blonde, dressed in a denim miniskirt and tight
lime green tee shirt. Something glittered at her neck, but it was hard to make
out under the enveloping darkness.


“How
did you know?”


“I
always know when you’re around Belle. Plus, I could hear your breathing earlier
while we were passing by the fork.”


“I
wanted to talk to you.”


“So,
talk,” Finn said indifferently. He walked past Belle and she followed him like
a lost puppy dog.


“I
said I was sorry, Finn!” Her voice shook, trying to hold back the sobbing she
felt breaking through.


“They
could’ve killed her.” Finn knew he was being overly dramatic. The boys didn’t
have it in them to actually kill
somebody, but Belle needed to know how serious he was. “And they would’ve too,
if I hadn’t shown up in time. I can’t believe you Belle. You wanted them to kill her!”


“I
was wrong Finn.” Belle touched his shoulder, but he jerked away. “Please don’t
be mad at me.”


Finn
turned so abruptly that Belle nearly ran into him. She stumbled back.


“Tell
me why,” Finn demanded. “And don’t lie this time.”


Belle
took a deep breath. Finn was furious. This wasn’t what she’d had in mind when
she’d imagined telling Finn the truth about her feelings. It was supposed to be
a happy occasion, maybe even romantic if he’d returned the affection. But his
anger pushed her down. She felt like a tiny violet about to be stepped on by
someone’s hard-soled shoe. More like hard-souled. This was wrong, so wrong. If she told him now, while Finn was clouded
with anger, the outcome could be disastrous. On the other hand, every day he
spent with Daphne was one more brick in the growing barrier between them. 


“I
did it . . . for us,” she murmured.


“What
the hell is that supposed to mean?”


“I
mean, I-I didn’t want anyone to come between us. Our friendship, that is.”
Belle turned on her doe eyes and gazed up through her lashes. She hoped that
she’d evoke some sympathy from Finn. It worked.


“Oh,
Belle. You know we’ll always be friends. Unless you pull a prank like that
again.” Finn reached out and gave her a one-armed hug. “That wasn’t cool.” 


Belle’s
excitement grew. Maybe this was a good time to tell him, after all. Her skin
tingled from her shoulders downward, like a rain shower of fairy dust.


“So
what’s up with your clothes?” Finn asked, scrunching up his nose.


“Don’t
you like them?” Belle did a quick ballerina twirl trying to put on her
irresistibly cute face. Her lips curved up in a sensuous tease.


“Nah.
It’s too girlie for you. You should just stick with the jeans and old tee
shirts. You’re one of the guys, remember?”


Belle’s
excitement had diminished. Maybe there really was no hope for Finn and her. 


           


***


           


“I’ll
be back in two hours to help you sneak out. If you get caught, don’t let on how
you got here, okay?” Lily said through the cracked door at the back end of the
boys’ dormitory. 


“I
won’t,” Daphne replied. “And I won’t get caught.” Daphne hadn’t perfected her
ninja moves yet, but she was pretty sure she’d be able to sneak in and out of
the dorm undetected. She’d done it so many times in Atlanta she was almost a
pro. 


Daphne
remembered the layout of the dormitory from her tour here. Even though she was
bored and not really paying much attention, it would be easy to find her way to
the room that Josh and Max shared. Thankfully they’d been bunked together. Had
they been in separate rooms, with separate roommates, she wasn’t sure how she’d
reach them to talk. Josh and Max lived on the upper floor, in a room that faced
the garden. She wasn’t quite sure the number, but she was confident she’d know
which one it was once she saw it.


Lily
was right, the dorm was empty, but it wouldn’t be long before the boys showed
up after lunch. Daphne dashed to the center of the long hall lined with
numbered doors to the staircase. As she placed her foot on the first step a
gust of wind filled her hair. Voices carried down the hallway. The boys were
back. Daphne zipped up the first set of steps and turned to leap up the rest.
Grateful that the steps had been carpeted and solidly quiet, she lightly jogged
down the corridor. The industrial carpet in shades of burgundy and navy blue
muffled her footsteps further.


Was
it 236 or 238? Daphne asked herself. Down
the hallway, she could hear voices rising up through the stairwell. She closed
her eyes, trying to think back to the tour, anything that could jog her memory.
She’d remembered trailing behind her brothers, who were following her parents,
who were following the headmaster and the professor. She had been staring at
the cane that Trappe walked with, admiring the crocodile-carved handle and
engravings that stretched all the way down the rod. Then her eyes fixed on a
stain in the floor in the shape of a crescent moon. That’s it! Daphne thought. She searched the floor carefully
until her sight found the crescent moon stain just in front of room 236. 


Daphne
pulled a pin from her hair and inserted it into the lock. The voices were
nearly at the top of the stairs now. She turned the pin and . . . it bent.
Pulling it out, Daphne twisted it back into shape, reinforcing it for strength.
Then she reinserted it, turned and heard a quiet click.


Daphne
slipped inside the room and gently shut it behind her, letting out a gusty sigh
of relief. She noticed the muscles around her shoulders ached, probably from
all the high intensity moments she’d experienced over the past few days. She’d
probably have the shoulders of an Olympic swimmer by the time she’d left the
academy. If she’d left.


As
voices passed by outside, Daphne thought she’d better hide, just in case Josh
or Max had met any friends they might bring into their room. She spun slowly in
a circle. On either side of the single window straight ahead were two
twin-sized beds, between them a single nightstand. At the foot of each of their
beds stood a low dresser and, just beyond that, a small desk. On the other side
of the walls flanking Daphne, were two cramped closets. Daphne climbed into one
and waited, accompanied by Josh’s white school shirts and the stench of
unlaundered socks. 


The
door clicked open and then shut. Daphne watched through the cracked closet door
as Josh dropped his books on his desk, opened his laptop, and began typing.


“Josh?”
Daphne uttered. Josh swung around so sharply his glasses flew off and nearly
hit Daphne in the nose.


“Daph?
What are you doing here? Are mom and dad—?”


“No!
They don’t know I’m here. And you can’t tell them if they ask.”


Behind
her, the door flung open and Max shuffled in, staring at the floor. When he
finally looked up, a smile grew widely on his face.


“Daphne!”
he shouted. “I’m so glad you came to visit us! This place sucks.”


“Actually,
I’m not visiting. I’m staying for a while.”


“What
do you mean?” Josh demanded. “How? Where?”


“Um
. . .” Daphne contemplated how much she could tell her brothers. She didn’t
want to mention Finn specifically by name, nor the tunnels underground. Even
though she trusted Max not to betray her confidence she was having second
thoughts about Josh. “I’m staying with some friends.”


“Friends?
Who could you possibly know here?”


“Well,
I just met them when we came for the tour. But they’re not exactly students
here.”


Max
gasped. Josh and Daphne both looked at him curiously. It was as if he knew some
deep, dark secret. Like he knew about Finn.


“You
mean the outcasts?”


“You’ve
heard of them?” Daphne asked.


“Yeah.
They’re legends here. They’re like the gremlins of the school: going around and
pulling tricks on the teachers, shutting off the power and driving the
headmaster insane. I heard they’re the real reason he walks with that cane.
Something they did messed up his foot pretty bad. Sounds cool to me.”


“How
come I’ve never heard of them?” Josh wondered aloud.


“Because
you’re a book nerd and haven’t made any friends,” Max teased.


“Neither
have you,” Josh rebounded.


“Yeah,
but at least I hang close enough to the social circles to actually hear the
important stuff.” Max threw his pillow to the foot of his bed and flopped down
on top of it, his chin cupped in his palms. “So what are they like?” Max asked
Daphne.


“They’re
a lot of fun. I haven’t really gotten to know all of them that well yet. Funny
thing is, when I first got here they tried to kill me.”


“What?!”
Josh cried.


“It
was a mistake,” Daphne shot back. “Just a misunderstanding. It all worked out
okay.”


“Daphne,
don’t you realize that’s why we’re here in the first place. Because of the
people you were hanging out with back home? How could you be so stupid? What
would mom and dad think—?”


“They
won’t think anything because you won’t tell them.” Daphne moved her face only
inches from Josh’s, glaring hard at him. “I ran away Josh. And when mom and dad
ask you guys if you’ve seen me you are going to say no. Do you understand?”


Josh
blinked. He turned away and paced toward the window.


“Josh.
Please. I’ll go home eventually. I promise. I just needed to get away for a
while and think things through without them in my face all the time.”


“What
about school?” Josh asked. He continued to stare out at the gardens, refusing
to even look at Daphne.


“It’s
my last year, Josh. Plus, I’m in a school. What better place to run away too,
right? I’ll study on my own and by the time I leave here, I’ll be ready to get
my GED. Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.” Daphne took a step
closer to her brother. “Please, don’t tell.”


“Okay,”
Josh sighed, defeated. “But I want to meet these guys. You know, make sure
you’re safe.” Daphne smiled at her little brother’s attempt at heroism. 


“Me
too!” Max exclaimed.


“Okay.”
Daphne laughed. “I’ll let the guys know and we’ll come get you. When’s your
next class?” Daphne saw a small digital clock on the nightstand.


“Afternoon
classes start in about an hour,” Max said.


Daphne
spent the next hour telling her brothers about her adventures so far at the
academy, intentionally leaving out some details that could get her new friends
caught should her brothers decide to share the information. They were
entranced. Even Josh’s insecurities about Daphne’s presence seemed to vanish
and be replaced by wonder and curiosity. Soon, it was time for the boys to
return to class, and Daphne stayed behind to wait for Lily’s return.
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Eleven
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Graveyard


 


                  


When Daphne arrived back in the cellar
with Lily, Finn was nowhere to be found. Most of the boys were watching the
movie again. Daphne was surprised they hadn’t borrowed a larger selection of DVDs. Hangman sat in the back
corner of the cellar, drawing on a notepad. Daphne wasn’t really sure what to
do without Finn around, but she knew she had to get to know the boys a little
better if she was to stay at the academy.


“I’ll
see you later, Daphne,” Lily said.


“You’re
not staying?” Daphne was glad to have another girl to talk to. And she was a
little apprehensive about being with the boys alone, even though she knew they
weren’t going to kill her this time. It was just so weird being in a room with
them when Finn wasn’t around to the break the tension.


“I’ve
got some applications to fill out and essays to write. But maybe we can hang on
the weekend.”


“Sure,”
Daphne sighed.


“Hey
Lily,” Hangman called from behind his notepad.


“Hey
Hang, I’ll catch you guys later.” With that, Lily disappeared, leaving Daphne
to swallow her pride and attempt to socialize with a group of immature teenage
boys.


Of
all the guys here, Daphne thought that Hangman seemed the most open and
harmless. Since he was alone, she decided to go talk to him for a while. She’d
break the ice with the others when she felt more at ease.


“Can
I ask you something?” 


Hangman
looked up from his paper and patted the floor beside him. Daphne sat down,
crossing her legs. She noticed the intricate details of his sketch. He had
drawn a hand, complete with wrinkled knuckles and protruding veins.


“Wow,
you drew that?” Daphne asked.


“That’s
what you wanted to ask me?” He looked incredulous, eyebrows angled, he stared
down at her. Even sitting, he towered over Daphne.


Daphne
blushed. “No, sorry. I wanted to ask about your name. Why are you called
Hangman?” She thought it may have been his lanky, stick-figure build, but she
didn’t want to make assumptions.


The
blond-headed boy wedged his pencil behind his ear, closed the pad and set it
down beside him. 


“When
I was a student here, a few years ago, I was a teacher’s aide in one of the
lower grade English classes. They were doing some spelling practice exercises
on the board. One of them was Hangman—you know, the game?”


Daphne
nodded.


“So,
my job was to write in the letters on the board if the students got them right,
or to draw the hangman if they got it wrong. Well, as you can see,” he gestured
at his sketchpad, “I don’t do stick figures. I drew a very realistic portrayal
of a man. It took quite a few tries before the class finally got enough letters
wrong to get the full hangman. By the time I got to the arm holding the cane,
there was no mistaking who I’d drawn. If Trappe had been there he’d probably
have expelled me. Instead, I got toilet duty for the week.”


“You
drew Trappe as the hanging man?” Daphne laughed.


Hangman
nodded.


“What
about the other guys? How did they get their nicknames?”


“Trick
was really into magic when he started school here as a kid.”


“Magic?”
Daphne raised her brow in disbelief.


“The
theatrical kind. His parents sent him a magician’s kit for his birthday when he
was eight or nine. He actually got really good at it. His incredible slight of
hand earned him his nickname. Toot’s name comes from an embarrassing night he’d
rather forget. Lily gave us chili for dinner. I shouldn’t have to elaborate on
that one.”


Though
she covered her mouth and tried to keep it in, Daphne laughed so loud that the
boys turned to see what the commotion was. Hangman waved them on and they
returned to the movie. Shag hesitated before joining the others, watching
Daphne and Hangman intently.


“Shag’s
name is pretty obvious. In all the time I’ve known him, I’ve never seen his
hair any shorter than that. To be honest I don’t think I’ve seen it any longer
either. Either he cuts it in secret every other day, or he’s got some weird
genetic condition. I don’t know.”


“What
about Kevin? That doesn’t really sound like a cool nickname.”


“That’s
because it’s not. He’s the only one of us who had the balls to stand up to
Finn.”


“And
Finn let him keep his name?”


“It
was either that, or he’d leave. And Finn knew we needed his electrical genius
down here.”


“Leave?
As in just go home?”


“To
be honest I don’t know. None of us really have homes to go to. That’s why we’re
here.”


“What
do you mean you don’t have homes to go to? Your parents wouldn’t just abandon
you here, right?”


Hangman
stared hard at Daphne. “Daffy, I’ve been living underground with Finn for the
past three and a half years. Do you think your parents would go that long
without coming to visit? Or at least calling?”


Daphne
shook her head. Her parents probably wouldn’t go more than a week without
checking in on her, making sure she stayed in line.


“My
parents don’t even know I’m not in school anymore. None of ours do.” He
gestured to the other boys. “They just keep paying our rent to keep us out of
their lives.”


“I’m
so sorry,” Daphne murmured.


“Don’t
be. We like it here. I wouldn’t change it for the most doting family in the
world. Those guys right there are my family now. And Finn—he’s like the
head of household.”


Daphne
was about to ask about Finn’s name when he strolled in and stood before her and
Hangman with his fists planted on his hips. His hair was wet and messy.


“Feel
better after that shower?”


“Yes,”
Daphne replied. She felt so small under his shadow. He offered his hand to help
her up.


“Come
with me. I want to show you something.”


Finn
led Daphne through another new route in the tunnels, one almost double the
length to Lily’s house. This time, there was no ladder at the end of the tunnel.
Instead, there was an old, rickety wooden door. One of the planks had been so
rotted that it had broken in half. White light streamed in through the wide
spaces in and around the plank door. Finn swung the door inward and they were
greeted with daylight and a wall of weeds and tall grass, which hid the door
well from the outside. 


“Now
where are we?” Daphne asked, as she puddled through the grass. Some of the
weeds scratched her legs. She took each step mindfully, hoping that there
weren’t any snakes nearby.


“Come
here,” Finn said, ignoring her question. “I want to show you something.”


Daphne
could see they’d left the tunnel in a small valley. Straight ahead of her was a
lake, tainted rusty brown with Georgia clay, and glittering like a sea of
citrine gemstones in the sunlight. She turned to find Finn, motioning her into
a wooded area just left of the tunnel opening. She followed.


Daphne
didn’t know why, but she felt much more comfortable walking through the woods
this time. Maybe it was the broad daylight. Or perhaps she’d just adjusted to
the danger factor since her nighttime escapade with Finn. Or it could have just
been that her grumbling stomach had distracted her. She didn’t even realize she
was hungry. 


Daphne’s
pace matched Finn’s and soon they arrived at a small clearing, surrounded by a
low, rusty wrought iron picket fence. One side of it was leaning outward and a
space laid empty where a gate had once been. Scattered over the ground were
stone monuments, etched with the fading memories of lives long gone. Vegetation
grew rampant here. It was obvious this cemetery was forgotten years, probably
decades, ago.


“A
graveyard?” Daphne sauntered between the stones, squinting to make out the worn
letters and numbers. There were a few stones waist high where the text was
still readable, and many smaller stones, slowing disappearing into the earth
around them.


“This
is the old Tanner cemetery. It hasn’t been used in almost a century.”


“Does
the headmaster come here?”


“Does
it look like it?”


“I
guess not.” Daphne laughed. “So why did you bring me here?”


“I
thought you might like to get out, see the sun, you know? It sucks being stuck
underground all the time.”


“Yeah,
it does. But, a cemetery? You have to admit, that’s kind of morbid. But I guess
it’s cool.”


“This
is where I like to hang out when I go outside. It’s far enough from the academy
that we won’t get caught. And even if we do, we’ve got the hidden tunnel just
down the hill.”


“What
about the other outcasts? Do they come here too?”


“Nah,
not really. They know this is my place. Anyway, they’d rather go swimming in
the lake.”


“What’s
up with that one over there,” Daphne pointed to a small gravestone in the
corner that was obviously separate from the others. It reminded her of being
the last kid picked for the basketball team in P.E.


“Remember
how I said Trappe’s great grandfather was a sick and deranged man? He was
rumored to ‘have relations’ with the help. I say it was rape. That, right
there, is one of Lily’s ancestors.”


Daphne’s
eyes widened. “You mean she and the headmaster are—”


“Yep.
They’re related. But he’d deny it. Wouldn’t want to tarnish his perfect
southern gentleman reputation.”


“Does
she know?”


“She
wished she didn’t.”


Daphne’s
stomach growled again; this time the sound seemed to bounce off the trees
around her. Finn laughed.


“Sounds
like you’re ready for lunch,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you covered.
Let’s go.”


Finn
led Daphne back to the lake where the tunnel entrance was. He pushed aside a
small boulder and underneath was a narrow hole. Reaching in, Finn pulled out a
white plastic garbage bag, untied it, and dumped its contents onto the ground.
Individual-sized bags of chips fell out along with a tube of crackers, packets
of Oreos, and several candy bars. “Help yourself,” he said.


Daphne
picked up the crackers and a chocolate bar. Finn grabbed three bags of barbecue
potato chips and the two sat, watching the lake while eating their picnic
lunch.


“So,
what’s your story Finn?”


“My
story?” Finn laughed.


“Yeah,
your story. Hangman was telling me a little bit about the guys—how they
got their nicknames and all that. How did you come to be here?”


“My
parents sent me here when I was eight. They didn’t even come with me. Sent me
off on a plane and that was it. They just wanted to get rid of me.”


“Oh,
I’m sure that’s not true.”


“You
didn’t know me when I was young. I was a rebel. A troublemaker.”


“Now
I have a hard time believing that.” Daphne snorted. Finn playfully threw an
empty potato chip bag at her. 


“I
can’t remember what I did exactly that made them send me away, but I remember
my dad’s face used to turn a shade of red so dark it was almost purple.


“I
wasn’t so obedient here either. But Neverland Academy has ways of getting kids
like me in line. Ways that most parents, most of society, would no doubt
disapprove of.”


“Like
what?” Daphne asked. A nervous twitch stuck in her voice.


“They
start with mild things, like making you do extra work, or the more undesirable
work. That’s what most kids get. But the real hard-asses—the chronic
troublemakers like me—they had to get their hands dirty. You know that
sinister looking church?” Daphne nodded, unsure of where Finn was going with
this. “That’s really just a cover up for what really goes on in there. I’m sure
the priest is in on it too, but I haven’t actually witnessed him. Anyway,
there’s this room on the lower level—double insulated and padded on the
inside to make it soundproof. It’s pretty much a torture chamber. Less serious
offenders might just get a few hours or a day in the room by themselves. The
boredom of solitary confinement is bad enough for some to swear off bad
behavior forever. But me? Nah. It’s nothing. I was a special circumstance.
Trappe actually got physical with me. Used a cane—not the walking
kind—to hit me. I fought him back, but at the time I was so much smaller.
I didn’t stand a chance.”


Daphne
imagined Finn a younger boy, scared and helpless against the headmaster. She
imagined the same thing happening to Max. The thought made her cringe. “So, how
did you get expelled?”


“I
snuck into the admin offices while they were in a meeting and called the cops.
I was going to rat him out and have him arrested for child abuse. Another kid I
knew who was also struck by Trappe agreed to stand by me. But when the cops got
there, he chickened out. I didn’t have any bruises at the time, and Trappe had
told the cops that the torture room was a practice studio for music classes, so
it was basically his word against mine. A respectable school headmaster against
a kid who's infamous for causing trouble. Who do you think they believed?”


“So
he kicked you out because you called the cops on him?”


“Pretty
much. He knew I wasn’t going to let up. He knew I’d be his downfall. I’d made
it my life’s mission to give him hell.”


“But
you stayed anyway.”


“No,
not exactly. I went home to Connecticut. But my parents wanted nothing to do
with me after I was expelled. They kicked me out.”


“Your
parents? How old were you?”


“I
was thirteen. They didn’t care anymore. By then they’d had another kid to mold
and shackle and raise to be the perfect rich kid they always wanted, rather
than a freak with ADHD. So I came back to finish the mission. I won’t leave the
academy until Trappe gets exactly what he deserves.”


“And
what is that?”


Finn
didn’t answer. He simply stared off into the water. Daphne wanted to know more
about what was going on behind those raging green eyes, but didn’t want to pry.
Instead, she’d change the subject.


“So,
is Finn your real name?”


“It
is now.”


“What
was it before?”


“It
doesn’t matter.”


“Oh,
come on. Tell me.”


Finn
looked at her pointedly. There was something behind those eyes, something he
was guarding. For the first time since she met him, he really looked serious. 


“Okay.
Will you tell me why your name is Finn?”


Finn
lay back against the grass and cushioned his hands under his head. Daphne
copied him and watched the clouds stretch and change shape as he spoke. One,
she noticed, looked like a pirate ship.


“I
was in the library one day reading a book—this was after I was expelled.
I spend a lot of my time there, especially in the winter months. Most kids
bring their own laptops to school so it’s pretty empty most of the
time—except for the week before finals, that is. Anyway, I’m leaning
against the bookcase, reading, when Trappe snuck up on me. I couldn’t believe
it. I didn’t even hear him come in. Probably because I was getting over a cold
and my ears were still clogged. Anyway I was cornered. There was literally no
way for me to get away from him.” 


Daphne
snuck a glance at Finn. His eyes were alight with passion. The way he looked,
the way he told his story, was like he was reliving it over again—the
excitement, the thrill. 


“So
I hurled the book at his face. The corner landed perfectly in his eye socket
and he roared in pain. The rolling ladder was just behind me so I climbed it
and kicked the bookcase behind me as hard as I could to propel me forward. When
I passed Trappe, I felt a thump and he screamed like a little girl. The ladder
had rolled right over his right foot and crushed it. I got away that day, but
that was the closest he ever got to catching me.”


“Wait,
is that why he walks around with that cane?”


Finn
nodded. “Tells everyone he’s got gout. Only he and I know the real truth. And
the guys, of course.”


“I
don’t get it,” Daphne said. She turned on her side to look at Finn. “What has
that story got to do with your name?”


“The
book I was reading—Huckleberry Finn.”


Daphne
lay back and stared at the sky. She wondered what it must have felt like to be
so young and be rejected by her parents. Finn must have lived a hard life.


“So
what’s your story, Daffy?”


“I
don’t have a story,” Daphne grunted.


“Everyone
has a story.”


“Not
me. Just one boring series of events after another. Hardly the stuff of epic
adventure novels.”


“I
don’t believe that.”


Daphne
laughed. “Sorry to disappoint you.” 


Finn
turned to face Daphne. He was so close their bodies were almost touching. She
could feel the heat building up in the sliver of empty space between them.


“I’m
not disappointed. I just think you’re not giving yourself enough credit. You’re
looking at life the wrong way.”


“And
how exactly am I supposed to look at life?” Daphne turned also, so that she was
only inches from Finn’s face. His breath danced against her lips. She wanted
him to kiss her. And she hated herself for it.


“You
can’t control everything that happens to you. But you can control your
perception. My parents kicked me out. Most kids my age would have been
heartbroken. Gone off to live on the streets or to crash at one friend’s house
after another. Not me. I saw it as an opportunity, a chance to seek revenge on
the man who caused physical and emotional pain to so many kids. I saw it as a
gift. So tell me, what gift has brought you here?”


It
took Daphne a minute to understand what Finn was saying and to look deep inside
to find an answer.


“I
was at a party, back in Atlanta—it was a week before we moved
here—and the girls throwing it weren’t even my friends. Actually they
were the girls my mom kept pushing me to hang around with. Snobby bitches with
their heads stuck up each other’s asses. Kiera used to be my best friend when
we were kids. But in middle school we grew apart. She found a whole new group
of girls to hang out with. She tried to get me to join them, but I just didn’t
fit in. I don’t know why, but they just didn’t like me. In high school I’d
found a new group of friends, but my mom didn’t like them. She kept calling
Kiera’s mom and trying to set up sleepovers and stuff. It didn’t work. But a
week before we moved, I got an invitation to Kiera’s birthday party, no doubt
my mom’s doing. And she made me go.”


“Terrible
parenting,” Finn mumbled. “Making you go to a party.”


Daphne
rolled her eyes. “It was the last place I wanted to be. I had arranged for my
boyfriend, Rocks, to pick me up and ditch it, but before he got there, Kiera
started badmouthing me in front of her friends. I don’t know if she really
meant it or if she was just showing off, but I had shut her up either way.
Messed up her pretty little nose job. Unfortunately, her father and my father worked
together. My dad was so ashamed of me we picked up a week later and moved to
nowhereland.”


“Now
that’s a story!” Finn said and chuckled.
“Daffy’s got some spunk!”


“Only
when you get on my bad side.” Daphne smiled.


“I’ll
be sure to stay away. So I want to hear more about your boyfriend, Rocks. Don’t
tell me that’s his real name!”


“Oh,
he’s not my . . . we broke up. Actually it was the night you first came to my
house. It doesn’t matter. He was no good for me anyway.” Daphne stared down at
the grass where she combed her fingers through the blades.


“No,
he’s not.”


Daphne
saw a sparkle in Finn’s eyes and for a split second a shot of hope zipped
through her. She swallowed it back. She didn’t need this right now. It was too
soon to have her heart broken again. She steeled herself, pushed down those
cravings to be touched and feel loved. She was stronger than that.


“Maybe
we should get back?” she said, nodding her head toward the tunnel. 


“Yeah,
I think the guys want to plan some fun pranks—the harmless kind. You want
in?”


“Sure,”
Daphne said. She filled her hands with pieces of grass just before they entered
the tunnel, cramming in as much as they could carry.


“What’s
that for?” Finn drew his brows together as he looked down at her clawed hands
spilling with green confetti.


“To
find my way back,” Daphne said demurely. “The Hansel and Gretel method. I like
it here.” Finn’s laughter bounced all the way down the tunnel and back.


“I’ll
draw you a map, Daffy! You don’t need to bring in the lawn trimmings.”


Daphne
dropped the grass and brushed her hands together to sweep off the remaining
sticky bits. Finn took her left hand in his and produced a black ink pen from
his pocket. Her hand trembled in his as he drew a jagged maze over her palm.


“Hold
still,” he said. “There.”


Daphne
examined the line drawing with X’s that marked the cellar, Lily’s house, the
lake, the garden, and one other access point. She looked back at Finn’s smiling
face.


“Thank
you.”


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Twelve 


Two
New Outcasts


 


                  


Halfway through their journey through
the tunnels, Daphne remembered the promise she’d made to her brothers. She had
completely forgotten to tell Finn that she’d gone to see them and wasn’t sure
how he was going to take it. He might get angry that she told them about the outcasts,
or even that she’d outed herself to her brothers and put them all in danger of
being revealed.


“Um,
Finn?” 


“Yeah?”



Daphne
clamped her eyes shut when he turned toward her. The glaring light from his
headlamp shot piercing pain into her skull. “Oh, sorry,” he said and took it
off.


“When
I was with Lily earlier . . . I, uh, kind of asked her to take me to see my
brothers.”


Daphne
couldn’t read Finn’s blank expression. Was he angry that she exposed herself to
Josh and Max? Confused as to how she did it? Worried that she may have been
seen by somebody else? 


“Please
don’t be mad at me. I didn’t tell them about you specifically or the tunnels.
And they won’t tell anyone I’m here, I swear.”


A
broad smile stretched across Finn’s face. “No worries Daffy. Everyone knows I’m
here—that’s no secret.” Finn laughed. “And even if they found the tunnels
do you really think they could find me?”


Daphne
glanced at the conglomeration of lines drawn on her palm and snickered at
herself. “No, they couldn’t. But, anyway, Max worships you guys and Josh wants
to meet you too. I think he’s worried about me. But I’m sure once he meets you
guys he’ll be okay.”


“That
can be arranged,” Finn said as they continued to walk down the long corridor. 


“Thanks.”


When
they arrived back at the cellar, Trick, Toot, and Hangman were huddled together
pointing and staring at something on the floor that Daphne couldn’t see.


“Looks
like you guys already have something going on,” Finn commented as he stood over
the boys. Daphne could see what the boys were looking at now. It was a floor
plan, scribbled on a piece of newspaper that had been faded and yellowed by the
sun. “Where’re the others?”


“Went
for supplies,” Toot said.


“We’re
targeting Bradley this time,” Trick added.


“Professor
Bradley?” Finn raised an eyebrow. “Why? He was actually one of the nicer ones,
if I remember correctly.”


“Not
to me he wasn’t!” Toot hollered. “He used to make me stand in front of
everybody and recite the Neverland Academy Code of Conduct whenever I forgot my
math homework.”


Finn
howled. “Is that all?” He bowled over in an exaggerated display, all the while
Toot’s face grew red with rage.


“Cut
it out!” Toot snapped. Finn took a minute to ease up.


“I’m
just messing with you, Toot. You know that. So what are we doing to good ol’
Horseface?”


“We’re
going to ‘Carrie’ him.” Trick said proudly.


“Carry
him?” Daphne asked scratching her head. “What does that mean?”


“You’ve
never seen Carrie?” Hangman said. “Or read the book?” Daphne shook her head.


“It’s
a Stephen King book,” Finn pointed out. “The main character, Carrie, gets
pranked at her senior prom. A bunch of the cool girls dumped pig’s blood all
over her head.”


“Pig’s
blood!” Daphne croaked. “You’re not—”


“No!”
Hangman laughed. “Shag and Kevin are collecting a bucket of frying grease from
the kitchen.” Daphne relaxed. Hangman continued, pointing to a rectangle on the
floor plan. “We’ll have to cut a hole in the ceiling here, right above
Bradley’s desk. The ceiling will need to be covered loosely so it’s not so
visible. We’ll lead some fishing line from the handle of the bucket across the
back of the ceiling and down the wall with staples and attach the other end to
his chair. When he sits down and glides it up to the desk—”


“SPLASH!”
Toot shouted. “Right on his big-ass head! He’ll smell like stale French fries
for at least a week!”


“Sounds
fun,” Finn mused.


“Yeah,
but it may take all night to get it all set up just right,” Hangman said,
scratching his head. 


Finn
flashed an impish grin at Daphne. “Not if we have help.”


           


***


           


Daphne
and Finn hunched behind a magnolia tree a few yards from the back entrance of
the boys’ dorm. Daphne fingered a white blossom delicately to ease her jitters.



“There’s
night security at the dorms, so you won’t be getting in so easily this time,”
Finn whispered. He was wearing his old blazer from his days as a student here.
It was wrinkled and at least a size too small, but it had a purpose. 


“So
how do we get in?” 


“I’ll
cause a diversion. Then you run in, get them and return to the tunnel in the
old cotton field. Climb down and wait there for me.”


“What
kind of diversion?”


Finn
stared hard at the building. Daphne could see the anticipation building up
inside him like the slow rise on a roller coaster. His eyes grew wide and
bright like he just woke up and found a mountain of gifts on Christmas morning.
He was amping himself up for something good.


“The
fun kind,” he said, and then he took off, leaving her behind the tree alone.
Daphne watched as he entered the dorm’s back door. She heard muffled shouting,
just before he ran out. He flashed her a signal and then ran in the opposite
direction. Seconds later, two men—nightly chaperones—came charging
out of the door after him. 


Now
was her chance. Daphne bolted to the building and zipped up the steps. As she
approached the door to her brothers’ room, she prayed that they were still
awake. It was only eleven o’clock. She tapped on the door quietly and waited a
few seconds before tapping again. She couldn’t afford to wait too long or she
might get caught. 


“Max!”
she whispered. “Max, it’s me. Open up.”


The
door cracked open and Max’s face lit up in delight. 


“I
heard something downstairs. Was that you?” Max wondered aloud.


“We
have to go!” Daphne whispered. “Now.”


Max
flew back into the room and shook Josh, who was already drooling into his
pillow, fast asleep. He rubbed his eyes lazily before putting his glasses on.
When he saw Daphne he shot up out of his bed.


“Daphne!
What are you—?”


“If
you’re coming, let’s go,” Daphne said, and then ran back down the hallway to
the stairs, refusing to wait any longer. Max followed and Josh sluggishly
trailed them.


After
a quick check at the back door, Daphne raced back to the tree she and Finn had
hidden at until her brothers finally caught up. Her body churned with adrenaline
and she was finally beginning to understand what attracted Finn to this
lifestyle. The thrill of danger, of possibly being caught and escaping, was
exhilarating. She felt alive and free. And there was no better feeling in the
world.


           


***


           


“Whoa,
what is this place?” Max murmured as he stepped off the ladder. Daphne was
already waiting at the bottom and Josh was gingerly making his way down, his
bare feet trembling against the rungs.


“You
could have at least waited for me to put some shoes on,” Josh complained. When
he reached the bottom, he looked around, observing nothing but darkness.


“Don’t
worry, Finn doesn’t wear shoes either.” Daphne grinned.


“Who?”


“It’s
an old slave tunnel,” Daphne said, ignoring Josh. She recounted Finn’s story
about the history of Neverland Academy and the first of Trappe’s ancestors who
built it. 


“So
are we just going to stand here all night?” Josh wondered aloud. Daphne was
getting worried, but she was glad her brothers couldn’t see her face in the
darkness. Finn should have been here by now. She could feel the tension tighten
her skin and though she tried to tell herself that he was okay, he got away,
she was starting to believe he hadn’t.


“Finn
will be here soon.” Daphne stood there with Max and Josh, waiting for twenty
more minutes. Finally Josh had had enough.


“That’s
it, I’m out of here.” 


Daphne
flung her arm over Josh’s shoulder as he tried to climb the ladder.


“Wait,
Josh,” she cried. “Just wait a few more minutes.”


“Yeah,”
Max piped in. “Why are you in such a hurry to go back to sleep?”


“Because
I have an trig quiz tomorrow. That’s why. And if I don’t—”


Suddenly
a ghostly light flashed down over Josh from above. It looked eerily like a
theatrical footage for a documentary about alien abductions. Josh comically
dropped to the floor, landing flat on his back. 


“Finn!”
Daphne cried. “Where were you? I thought they’d caught you!”


“Who
me?” he replied. “Nah. Haven’t you learned anything Daffy? I never get caught.”


“Daffy?”
Max squealed and bent over, hysterical.


“Shut
up, Max!” Daphne barked.


“So
who’s this?” Finn asked.


“This
is Max, and that klutz on the floor over there is Josh. Guys, this is Finn.”


“So
are we going to do something fun tonight?” Max asked. Finn flashed the light
towards Max and his face wrinkled from the glare.


“You
want fun, kid?” Finn grinned. “I’ll show you some fun.”


           


***


           


Josh
woke up in his bed and yawned while he turned over on his side. The green LED
numbers on the clock were staring at him through his overturned glasses on the
nightstand. He lay there a moment, trying to decipher the bizarre dream he’d
had the night before. Something about being in his math class with a team of
boys he didn’t know. And Daphne. And . . .


Josh
shot up out of bed, realizing not only was his dream real, but he was going to
be late for his trigonometry class. He threw off his clothes and rapidly got
dressed. There would be no time to shower or brush his teeth this morning. He
had five minutes to get to class. When he sat down to put his socks on he noticed
dirt between his toes and under his toenails. He cursed under his breath at
Daphne and Max for making him stay up all night setting up that stupid prank.
Shaking his head, Josh slid his socks and shoes on, grabbed his glasses and
messenger bag, and headed out the door to class.


The
quad was empty. Most of the boys were already seated in their classrooms, ready
for their lessons to begin. Just outside the west wing of the main building,
Josh ran into someone. A girl. He shook his head, wondering if he was still
dreaming.


“Oh,
hey . . . Josh, right?” The perky blonde chirped.


Josh
nodded.


“Remember
me? We met that first night you were here.”


“Oh,
yeah, uh . . .” Josh scratched his head. He recognized her face, but everything
was so new and crazy that first night he couldn’t really remember anything else
about her. She was cute, but not really his type.


“Belle?”
she hinted.


“Yeah.
Sorry, Belle. I’m actually late for class, so . . .” Josh ran off, leaving
Belle gaping after him. He hated to be so rude, but she was not worth the extra
discipline he’d receive if he were late to class.


Inside
the building, the hall was empty. Was he already too late? Josh bolted down the
hall, figuring that the punishment for running inside couldn’t be any worse
than getting caught late to class, especially on a test day. Much to his
relief, when he stepped inside the classroom, the professor’s seat was empty.
And precisely placed from the night before. 


Josh
took his seat near the door and waited as if he were sitting on a bed of hot
coal. He peered up at the ceiling where invisible drywall tape loosely held the
cutout square of ceiling in place. Above that, a plastic bucket teetered at the
edge of the hole, filled to the brim with frying oil. Josh could smell the
rancid grease from his desk. From the ceiling, his eyes followed the line,
perfectly placed and almost imperceptible to the naked eye. While his
classmates chattered around him, Josh worried that he’d be caught. They’d know
he was involved somehow. And if they didn’t, his demeanor would give it away.
He straightened himself in his seat and told himself to relax. Yet, his heart
raced and he flinched when Professor Bradley passed his desk, reeking of garlic
and eggs. 


Josh’s
head pounded. Why was it his teacher
that they pranked? And why did it have to be today, when his was the first class of the morning? 


“I
assume you’ve all turned in your homework?” The professor said it more as a
statement than as a question. Josh stiffened. He saw the pile of papers at the
corner of Professor Bradley’s desk and cursed himself for forgetting. Now he’d
draw attention to himself just by turning in his homework after class started.
Josh reached inside the front cover of his trigonometry book and pulled out a
folded piece of paper. Professor Bradley stared daggers at him as he approached
the desk. “He knows,” Josh thought to
himself. “He knows about the prank. And he knows I did it!”


“Thank
you, Mr. Werring,” the professor said, a hint of a smile forming at his lips.
Josh relaxed. He couldn’t possibly know, could he? 


“Close
your books and get your pencils ready,” Professor Bradley announced, picking up
a stack of papers from his desk. He counted out the sheets and placed them on
the desks of the first student in each row for them to pass back. 


As
Josh sat down, he wondered if he should tell the professor about the prank. It
could go one of two ways: he could get in trouble for his involvement or he
could be praised for saving the professor from imminent embarrassment. The
professor dropped the pages on his desk. Fear clamped his mouth shut. He
couldn’t risk it.


Talons
of dread began to claw at Josh as he watched his teacher sit down. The wire
trembled when Professor Bradley’s weight landed. Then, he rolled the chair
forward. Josh caught his breath and watched with terror as if a bomb were about
to explode under the desk. Instead, a waterfall of smelly black-specked brown
grease spilled perfectly atop Professor Bradley’s head, splashing out in fanned
waves and sending splatters across the room. The class erupted in laughter, but
Josh simply stared in fright, his jaw dropped. Professor Bradley lurched up out
of the chair, sending it flying into the whiteboard behind him. That triggered
a second drop from the ceiling—a snowfall of fluffy white powdered sugar
Shag had pilfered from the kitchen at Daphne’s suggestion.


Professor
Bradley was frantic; he simply stormed through the white cloud and out of the
classroom. A minute later the students left as well, gleeful to have their
first morning period free. 


Only
Josh remained, frozen in his seat staring at the splatters of grease that had
reached his own desk. But after the last student had left, Josh could have
sworn he still heard laughter. He poked his head out the door, but of the few
boys who were still in the hallway, none of them were laughing. Back in the
classroom, he tracked the sound, stepping around the perimeter until he reached
an inner wall where the sound seemed to emerge. Upon close inspection, Josh
could detect tiny holes, like the kind left behind after removing a nail from
the wall. Closing his left eye, he attempted to see through the hole, but
nothing but darkness shown through.


He
turned to leave, but heard the laughter again. It was a voice he instantly
recognized.


“Max?”


The
laughing stopped and a shuffle rippled through the wall. A few steps away, a
small section of the wall disappeared and Finn ducked through, into the
classroom. Max followed. Josh could see some of the other outcast boys still
lingering inside the wall.


“That
was awesome!” Max gleamed from head to toe. He looked like he’d just spent his
birthday at Disney World.


“That
was pretty slick if I do say so myself,” Finn remarked. “Wish I could take
credit for it. But it was you guys all the way. What a team!”


“You
guys were watching the whole time?” Josh asked, still stunned.


“Oh
yeah. I wouldn’t miss it for the best waffles in the world,” Max declared.


“You’re
missing class.” 


“Just
history,” Max yawned. 


“Sounds
like you need to catch up on some Z’s.” Finn slapped Max on the back. Max
nodded.


“Have
you been up all night, Max?” Josh asked, recalling the disheveled sheets on
Max’s bed when he woke up.


“Yup.
But I’ll go back to bed now. Think I’ll stop by the nurse’s office so I can
officially play hooky for the day.”


“Where’s
Daphne?”


“Sleeping
in,” Max said.


“Missing
all the fun,” Finn added. He playfully shoved Max back into the wall. “I’d
better sneak you in the back way. And you,” he said, pointing toward Josh,
“better get out of here before Horseface gets back with his crew. We’ll catch
you later, Josh. Right?”


“Yeah,
okay,” Josh said tentatively. He watched as the boys crammed themselves into
the narrow space and replaced the hole in the wall as it was. Slinging his
messenger bag over his shoulder, Josh headed back toward the dorms to take a
nap and clear his mind.


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Thirteen


If
I Was Her


 


                  


For the next few weeks, Daphne enjoyed
her full freedom from parental control. Max and Josh kept her updated on her
parents’ search efforts, which grimly made her feel smug. They were getting
what they deserved. And for once in her life, she finally felt appreciated and
loved.


Her
days were spread with funny pranks, watching movies with the outcast boys,
leisure time in the old cemetery with Finn, spending girl time with Lily, and
regular naps to keep up on her sleep. Almost every night Finn would sit with
Daphne in her little cove and they would read to each other until one of them
fell asleep—usually Daphne. She was getting used to this lifestyle and
had grown to love it. Why would she ever want to go home? Days riddled with
work and responsibility. Nights spent heartbroken and frustrated over what she
couldn’t control. She didn’t need any of that. She wanted to be here. She
wanted to never leave.


Finn
and Daphne sat side by side against the cold brick wall in the little cove she
called her bedroom. There was still no bed other than the padded cushion on the
floor, but she’d grown comfortable with that. And the few clothes she had were
enough, especially since Lily had offered to let Daphne borrow some of hers if
she needed them.


“Daffy,”
Finn muttered. “Remember the day we first met? In the library?” They both hid
their noses behind fans of playing cards printed with an image of an old German
castle on the backs—a souvenir from one student’s parents that Finn borrowed, no doubt. 


“Of
course I do. You scared the crap out of me. You have a four?”


“Go
fish. What exactly were you doing?” 


Daphne
picked up the top card on the stack of cards on the floor in front of them. She
carefully wedged the card between the third and fourth in her fan.


“I
told you, I was sending an email.”


“Yeah,
but all the computers in the library are password protected. How did you get
in?”


“Oh,
that’s one of the easiest hacks,” Daphne said, as if she were speaking of a
childhood game. “Your turn.”


“Really?”
Finn’s face was full of surprise and interest. Daphne looked back at him
expectantly. He glanced back down at his cards. “You got a jack?”


Daphne
pulled two cards out and reluctantly handed them to Finn. “Don’t tell me that
you guys can pull all these pranks, wire electricity, rebuild computers from
scraps . . . but you can’t hack into a simple computer system?”


Finn
snickered. “We can. There are just some, uh, limitations. Hangman’s able to
hack into the academy’s main account. But it takes him a while. Not like you.
It only took you seconds to get in. How do you do it?”


“It’s
not as hard as it seems. I have a program on my flash drive that can target the
correct password within seconds.”


“Your
flash drive, huh? Please tell me you brought it with you,” Finn begged.


Daphne
nodded. 


“Do
you think you could get into a more secure account?”


“Sure.
I might have to download a different program. Why?”


“We’ve
been trying to get into Pervpot’s personal account. I don’t know what kind of
security it’s got, but we can’t seem to break in, no matter how long Hangman
has tried.” 


“Why
do you want to hack into Trappe’s account?”


Finn
folded up his cards and placed them back on the pile. Daphne followed with her
own cards. “Remember what I told you about him?” Daphne nodded, recalling that
day by the lake when Finn told her about his expulsion from the academy. “I
think there might be some evidence on his computer. Evidence that could convict
him for good. I heard him dictating one night and I believe that file, along
with others might be in the system. I need to get my hands on that so I can
turn it over to the police.”


“Okay,
so let’s just sneak into the library tonight and I’ll get to work.” Daphne
shrugged.


“It’s
not really that easy,” Finn murmured. “His account isn’t on the main server. It
can only be accessed from the computer in his office.”


Daphne
turned to him, gaping. “So there is
actually something the invincible Finn can’t do!”


“Hey,”
Finn said playfully shoving Daphne, “I didn’t say I couldn’t. I said it wasn’t
easy.”


Daphne
playfully shoved him back. “When has that ever stopped you.”


“It
hasn’t. Just delayed me a little bit.” Finn winked.


“Sounds
like a challenge,” Daphne offered, amused.


Finn
took her hand in his, his eyes alight with excitement. “You’ll help me?”


Daphne
reveled in the warmth of his hand, the way his thumb smoothed over her skin,
sending zings up her arm. She nodded. “Yes. Of course I will.” 


Finn’s
face drew closer to hers. Fear blended with excitement in a murky medley of
heightened emotions. Daphne and Finn had been spending so much time together,
she knew it was inevitable. Their feelings for each other had been simmering
under the surface. But they both kept that pot lidded. Now the vapors were
pushing through. Steam rising. Daphne closed her eyes. She willed herself to
step away but she couldn’t. 


“Finn!”



Daphne
jerked back both grateful and resentful of the interruption. Belle stood in the
doorway, a mischievous grin beaming down at Daphne. 


“Hey
Belle.” Finn stood abruptly, as if nothing were about to happen. “What’s up?”


“We
have a problem. Come with me.”


Finn
gestured Daphne to follow and went with Belle to the cellar, where the boys
were huddled around in a semicircle, staring down at a phone that Hangman was
cradling in his palm.


“The
line’s been cut,” Hangman said as he saw Finn approach. “We’ve got no
connection.”


“None
of us do,” Kevin added.


Finn
snatched the phone, looked at the error message on the screen, and tossed it
back before pulling his own phone out of his back pocket. He padded the screen
with his thumbs expertly and then lifted his head slowly. 


“That’s
not all,” Toot said as he switched on the TV and pushed the play button on the
DVD player. “We thought we were stealing The Return of the King. Instead we got this.”


Byron
Trappe’s face appeared on the screen. He was sitting at his desk in his office
with the backdrop of bookshelves behind him. Daphne recognized it from the
tour. The folds of his wrinkled face looked slimy. Sweat glistened on his
forehead, just above the nests of bushy dark eyebrows. His light gray eyes
looked hollow and empty.


“By
now you’ve probably discovered that your little private phone service has been
cut. I don’t know how you got hold of the phones and had them activated, but
your playtime is over. I’m on to you Preston. And I will find you. I’ll give
you this last chance to leave the academy on your own. That goes for you and
all your friends. You leave, or the stakes get higher and I will not be
responsible for what happens to trespassers on the grounds of Neverland
Academy. I trust you will make the right decision, Preston. This ends now,
boy.”


Finn’s
brow furrowed. A grimace replaced his flirty grin. The look in his eyes so
sharp and fiery not a single soul would dare step into his view. The words that
came out of his mouth were snakelike, sharp and hissing.


“You’re
damn right it does, Pervpot.”


           


***


           


Hammering
against the windowpanes, the rain came down almost sideways, in huge drops, like
wet clumps of toilet paper being hurled against the glass. The melodic rattling
on the rooftop was sleep-inducing, yet headmaster Byron Trappe was wide awake.
He sat at his desk, reclining in his fine leather chair, his hands clasped
round the back of his head while he watched nature’s attempt to break through
the window.


Professor
Smeed paced back and forth nervously as if traipsing barefoot through a bed of
broken glass, unable to show the serenity that Trappe seemed to be exuding. In
his hand was a clipboard with hastily jotted scribbles on the top page. He was
mumbling incoherently to himself.


“Stop
that ambulating, Smeed,” Trappe sighed. “It’s terribly distracting.”


“A-apologies,
sir. I can’t help it. I d-don’t think he’ll take your offer. I just know he’s
going to reciprocate. I-I don’t think I can handle another incident!”


“Of
course he’s going to reciprocate!” Trappe hollered. “I expect nothing less from
that roach.” Trappe stood and hobbled over to the window. He swept his finger
across the sill and studied the pillow of dust that remained on his fingertip.
“That boy is a virus that has plagued us for the last five years. It’s not
simply going to go away. No. It must be
eradicated entirely. But I had to let him feel he was given a choice. Let him
think he has the upper hand.”


“What
are we going to do? Can’t we get in touch with his parents?” Smeed’s hand
trembled. He dropped the clipboard on to the desk and rubbed his hands together
to still them.


“His
family is of no help. They’ve washed their hands of him and have no desire to
take him back. I obviously can’t involve the authorities. So we’ve got no
choice—we’ll have to get our hands dirty.”


“What
about the others? The other boys? Can’t we call their parents?”


“Smeed,
do you really think that to be a wise idea? If we have these parents snooping
around the academy, asking why their children have not been in classes for
three, four, five years, don’t you think they might get a little suspicious as
to how this academy is run? Don’t you think they might turn to the authorities,
get courts involved?”


“I
see,” Smeed conceded. His shoulders slumped hopelessly. 


“Besides
they should be held just as accountable as the boy. I see no reason to go light
on any of them. They chose to follow the lead of a delinquent; they shall
suffer the consequences. But Preston’s demise is our goal, first and foremost.
That boy has been a thorn in my ass for far too long. I curse myself every
morning for accepting his application. And I curse myself every evening for not
expelling him sooner. If I had known how devious and acute that boy was I’d
have rejected his admission to begin with. We don’t need malicious
whistleblowers in this institution, Smeed.  And after we get rid of him,
the other boys have no leader to mimic. Nobody to plan such keen tricks. I’d
bet my right foot they’ll leave on their own. But if we must, we’ll take them
all down with Preston.”


“Take
them down? When you say get our hands dirty, do you mean . . .?” Smeed’s voice
faltered, trembling with the worry he wore so well.


“Yes,
Professor Smeed. If it comes down to it, we will kill them all.”


           


***


           


Finn
stormed off after the brief meeting in the cellar. Daphne wanted to follow him,
but from the tightness in the air to the way Finn stomped away, it was obvious
he needed space to blow off some steam. Belle disappeared shortly after Finn
had. Daphne had a feeling she was going to try to catch up with him. Good
luck, Daphne thought. She was sure Belle
would have just about as much luck with him as a squirrel trying to wave a car
down for a ride. 


In
the short time since she’d met Finn, Daphne felt like she’d really gotten to
know him. It was like they were old childhood friends. His moods were generally
jolly, but when something ate at him, he was live grenade, ready to go off at
any minute. She knew she needed to keep her distance for his sake as much as
hers. He needed time to himself. She almost felt sorry for what Belle would
have to endure should she catch up with him. Almost.


The
boys decided to chill out and watch a movie until the tension fizzled out.
Daphne sat wedged between Toot and Shag. She thought she saw out of the corner
of her eye that Shag was stealing quick glances at her sideways through the
wisps of hair hanging over his eyes. She thought he was cute, in a puppy dog
sort of way. 


A
few minutes into the movie, Lily drifted into the room barely causing a stir
among the boys. 


“Daphne!”
she whispered. 


Daphne
slinked to the back of the cellar to meet her. Lily was holding a square piece
of paper, a warm color like orange or red—it was too dim to be sure. She
handed the thick paper to Daphne.


“It’s
an invitation. To my birthday party.”


“For
me?”


“Well,
for all of you. It’ll be after hours, if
you know what I mean. Mom says it’s okay as long as we don’t keep anyone up.”
Daphne turned and looked around the cellar, examining the spaces on the walls,
the reinforced soundproof ceiling, the dim lantern light, and cluttered
shelves.


“Why
don’t we just have it down here?” Daphne suggested. “We could have the party
any time you want and we wouldn’t have to worry about waking anyone.”


“No
offense Daff, but this is kind of a depressing place for a celebration.” Lily’s
eyes traced the upper walls where cobwebs made their permanent homes.


“Don’t
worry about that,” Daphne said. “Now that I’m here I’ll make sure this room is
clean and decorated. Trust me.”


“What
are you two going on about back there?” Kevin asked.


“We’re
throwing a birthday party for Lily!” Daphne announced. 


“Did
somebody say party?” Trick grinned from ear to ear.


“Awesome!”
Toot added.


“Only,”
Lily firmly stated, “if Daphne is in charge. I don’t want spiders and roaches
wearing party hats. Understand?”


“You
da boss!” Toot saluted Daphne.


“It’ll
be great,” Daphne assured Lily. “You’ll see.”


“Okay.
I have to get back to work. See you later?”


Daphne
nodded and said goodbye. She was excited to have a project to work on now. She
enjoyed hanging out with Finn and getting involved in pranks, but it was
starting to feel mundane. She wanted to do something fun that wasn’t so risky
and intense. And after watching the Trappe video, everyone could use some time
to relax. Her mind swirled with ideas for party themes and decorations. She
felt energy rippling throughout her body, ready to get started. This was going to
be epic. 


           


***


           


“Go
away, Belle.”


Rain
soaked through Finn’s hair, creating rivers of water washing down his face. He
sat on the edge of a tombstone in the old Trappe cemetery, a place where he did
his best thinking. He needed to form a plan, but his mind was clouded with
anger. It needed to dissipate before any cohesive strategy could be formed.
Belle’s presence was only fogging it up more.


“I
just wanted to see if you were okay.”


Belle
stood by an old oak tree at the edge of the cemetery, just outside the tilted
iron fence. Her copper hair stuck to the sides of her face, revealing just how
tiny her head really was. She looked like a wet cat.


“I’m
fine,” Finn barked. “I just need to be alone.”


“You
know, it wouldn’t kill you to accept some moral support sometime, Finn. You’re
not Superman.”


Finn
jerked around and glared at Belle. “I don’t need moral support, Belle. I need to think. And you’re distracting me.”


“Would
you say the same if I was her?”


“What
are you talking about?” Finn snapped.


“Daphne,
you idiot! You wouldn’t send me away if I were Daphne.”


“What
does Daffy have to do with anything? I can’t concentrate Belle. You need to
go.”


“I’m
not going anywhere.” Belle stood stiff next to the tree. She crossed her arms
defiantly; though it was obvious she was shivering under her drenched tank top
and shorts.


“Damn
it, Belle!” Finn growled. “Get the hell out of here! I don’t want you here. I
don’t want you at all. Go home and leave me the hell alone!” Finn had snapped.
He couldn’t control his anger any longer. His blood boiled, his veins
protruded. All logical thinking had disappeared. All he could think about was
Trappe’s dead body, cut up into pieces and dumped into a shallow grave.


Belle’s
eyes swelled up. Though her face was already glistening with streams of rain,
tears poured out of her lids. She turned and darted away from the cemetery,
away from Finn. He would feel sorry for her later. He would apologize later.
Right now, he had to think. Had to plan.


“What
am I going to do with you, Trappe?” Finn asked himself. Most of the pranks he’d
pulled before had been mischievous, harmless. Finn brushed those ideas aside.
He needed to get serious. He needed to do something that would really hurt the
headmaster. Until Daphne could unlock the priceless files on Trappe’s laptop he
couldn’t destroy him completely. But he had to send a message, just as Trappe
did to him.


Finn
glanced back toward the tree where Belle had been standing minutes earlier. He
felt like a part of him was missing. Or taken away. As hard as he tried to
focus on planning, he couldn’t get what Belle had said out of his head. “You
wouldn’t send me away if I were Daphne.” 


She
was right. He wouldn’t.


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Fourteen


The
Heist


 


           


Standing on the tips of her toes and
grasping the long handle of a broom tightly in her fists, Daphne reached up,
brushing it over the corners where the walls met the ceiling. She’d gotten used
to running around barefoot now, and since befriending Lily, she had the means
to give herself a pedicure so her feet wouldn’t look like they belonged on a
troll. Though they were slightly dusty on the soles, her toenails brandished a
bright candy apple red that sparkled under the lantern light.


Rock
music played on the DVD player while the other boys begrudgingly tidied the
room. Hangman was lugging an armful of computer components to the boys’
sleeping area when he passed Finn entering the room.


“What’s
going on?” Finn asked, perplexed at the boys’ sudden attention to tidiness. 


“Ask
the girl,” Hangman said with a sharpness
to his voice, as he continued on with his load.


“Daffy?”


Dropping
the broom, she leaned it against the corner of the cellar and wiped the sweat
from her brow with her shirt. She caught Finn looking at the exposed skin on
her belly and tugged the shirt down quickly, remembering that she was the only
one wearing a bra in a room full of boys. She smiled at Finn and pulled out the
stiff paper from her back pocket.


“Here,”
she said, handing it to him. 


“Lily’s
birthday,” Finn whispered to himself.


“I
told her we would throw a party for her down here, so we wouldn’t bother any of
the other staff at her house. I hope that’s okay.”


Finn
grinned ear to ear and grabbed her by the shoulders. Daphne flinched at the
sharp electricity that jolted into her. “That’s a fantastic idea, Daffy!”
Warmth flooded her veins. The feeling was addictive—she wanted more. She
shoved the unwelcome craving out of her mind, reminding herself that Finn was
nothing more than a good friend. 


“But
. . . how did you get them to help you clean?”


“I
told them I’d steal some of Trappe’s vodka. The good stuff that he keeps locked
away, not the cheap generic crap you guys always get. Lily said he’s got a
collection in his bedroom.”


“That
sounds dangerous.” Somehow Finn’s smile deepened, stretching to his eyes. He
didn’t just look happy. He had that same look her dad had when she’d won her
fourth grade spelling bee. He looked proud. 


“You’re
just like a fine wine, Daffy. You keep getting better with age.”


“Well
that’s a lame pickup line if I ever heard one,” Daphne retorted. Finn chuckled.



“Sorry,
I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant that you’re really fitting in here. So
how’re you gonna do it? I mean, it’s locked up in his own bedroom. That’s
pretty risky, even for me.”


“Today’s
Tuesday, right?” 


Finn
shrugged.


“It
is. Lily said there is a weekly assembly every Tuesday and Trappe always goes
to make announcements and talk to the students. I’ll just sneak in when he
leaves and pick the lock. Shouldn’t be too hard.”


“I
can personally guarantee you, Daffy, it will not be as easy as you make it
sound,” Finn warned as he carefully picked out dirt from under his fingernails.


“Are
you volunteering to help?”


“Maybe
if you ask nicely,” Finn turned away and crossed his arms. 


Daphne
circled Finn so that she faced him. She placed her hands softly on his arms and
in very sweet, overly vulnerable voice, asked, “Finn, would you please help
me?” 


“I
don’t know. I’ll have to think about it,” Finn teased.


“Pretty
please?” Flirting with Finn came naturally to Daphne. She hated herself for how
good it felt. Finn met her eyes and shook his head, grinning.


“How
could I say no to that? Of course I’ll help you! It’ll be just you and me this
time.”


“Okay,”
Daphne agreed. “But before we can do anything we have to get this place clean.
Lily was clear she did not want her birthday party in a filthy cave.”


“You
want some help?” Finn offered.


Daphne
pointed to a rag and a metal bucket filled with bubbly water. “You can start
scrubbing.”


Daphne,
Finn, and the rest of the boys spent the next hour, wiping, scrubbing and
scraping until every surface in the room was clean enough to eat off of. Once
finished, the boys collapsed onto their piles of pillows and switched on a
movie. Daphne opted for a nap, since it would be another hour before dinner.


When
Daphne awoke, before she could even open her eyes, a smell reminiscent of an
Italian restaurant seduced her. Finn was sitting across from her, holding a
steaming plate of lasagna and garlic bread ready to eat. He looked so comfortable,
she’d wondered how long he’d been there watching her sleep. It couldn’t have
been too long because the lasagna was still hot. They ate the meal together,
though neither was able to take more than a few nibbles. The anticipation
rising for her upcoming heist made Daphne feel a little nauseated. But she was
excited. And she would not chicken out.


Finn
glanced at his watch and then back at Daphne.


“Ready?”
he asked.


She
took a deep breath and shook out her arms to try and relieve the buildup of
adrenaline. “Yes.”


           


***


           


Climbing
to the upper level of the main house at Neverland Academy was tricky. First of
all, the paths inside the walls were like a maze, with dead ends all over the
place. To get to Trappe’s room Daphne and Finn would have to take the route
that passed through the administrative offices, through the curved wall that
the staircase ran along, and up another ladder that had three rungs missing.
Then, once the top floor was reached, you had to be fairly lean to even fit in
the upper level walls. Finn was just barely able to slide by sideways without
getting stuck between the posts. 


Finn
checked the peephole to make sure the coast was clear. It wasn’t. Trappe was
still in the room sipping on a glass of brown liquid as he peered out the window.
The liquor cabinet was right next to him and between him and the window stood a
long table that held shiny, clear glasses and a sparkling crystal decanter on a
silver tray. 


“Is
he there?” Daphne whispered. Finn placed his finger to his lips. His other hand
rested against the wooden support, steadying him like a statue. He slowed his
breathing to control his racing heart and remain quiet. 


There
was a knock at the door. Finn watched as Trappe set his drink down on the
table, shut the heavy crimson curtains, and answered it. Finn couldn’t see who
it was since Trappe was in the way and the only sound he could make out was
some mumbling. It didn’t matter. Trappe picked up his cane and left the room,
closing the door roughly behind him. The silence enhanced the clicking sound of
the door being locked.


“Now,”
Finn said as he shuffled three times to the right. The panel here was more
difficult to remove. Finn had only used it once when he tried to steal Trappe’s
laptop unsuccessfully, but never again for fear that he wouldn’t replace it
correctly and Trappe would discover the cracks, leading him to the tunnels.
Trappe’s bedroom was wallpapered, so if Finn didn’t line up the panel correctly
it would be too obvious. When he pulled the panel away he sighed in relief. A
tall bureau stood just in front of the opening. 


Carefully
with his knee, Finn pushed the bureau away from the wall. He could hear some
china rattling on the bureau and stopped pushing. Then he started again and
stopped, repeating the process until there was just enough room for him and
Daphne to lower their bodies through the open panel and slide past.


The
room was darkened behind the curtains, even though the daylight still broadcast
outside. But Daphne and Finn were used to the darkness. And she didn’t need too
much light to do her work. 


“You
know what you’re doing?”


She
nodded. “I’ve broken into all kinds of liquor cabinets, Finn.”


Trappe’s
liquor cabinet wasn’t simply lock and key. It had a digital combination and
Finn worried that using the wrong code repeatedly might set off an alarm. He
took a sip of Trappe’s leftover drink and enjoyed the burning sensation he felt
as the bourbon glided down his throat. Then he stood by the bureau, ready for a
quick escape in case Daphne failed.


“Finn,”
Daphne whispered. “I need the flashlight.”


He
handed it to her and watched as she carefully shined the light from different
angles over the numbered keys.


“Can
you do it?” he asked.


“Yeah,
this is the easy kind. Usually we would need a UV light to do this right, but
this has been used so often we don’t really need it. See this?” Daphne pointed
to the number four, which had been rubbed off slightly from overuse. “Luckily,
this is an older system. When the code was set, the security system only
recognized the numbers used, not the sequence in which they were used. I can
punch the numbers in any order and . . .”


Finn
eagerly watched Daphne press a set of numbers. He heard a click, and admired
her as she opened the doors to the cabinet. She turned and waved a bottle of
Captain Morgan’s in one hand and Bombay Sapphire in the other. Finn joined her,
taking a bottle of Grey Goose and what looked like a really expensive bottle of
scotch whiskey. He felt like a kid on Easter morning. 


“I’ve
got one more thing to do,” Finn whispered. “Go ahead and lock it back up.” He
grabbed one of the bottles from Daphne to lighten her load and then set the
bottles on the nightstand next to Trappe’s bed.  He snatched the decanter
from the tray.


“What
are you doing?” Daphne asked as she shut the doors.


“Sending
a message.” Finn pulled back Trappe’s bedspread and dumped the contents of the
decanter all over the pristine white sheets. Returning the bedspread to its
original position he had another idea. He dropped to the floor, laying his face
against the surface to check under the bed, but was startled by the crashing
sound of broken glass. Something wet grazed his cheek and he turned his head to
see a large clear puddle peppered with shards of glass. Just beyond that, were
two pairs of feet. Daphne’s, naked with glossy red toenails, and behind them, a
pair of shiny, black leather boots. 


Had
Finn been alone, he would have heard Trappe coming long before he had a chance
of being caught. But he’d been distracted. He’d let his guard down. And now Trappe
had Daphne. Had it been one of the other boys, he might have escaped and left
the boy to fend for himself. But he couldn’t do that to Daphne. He needed her.


“Preston
Price,” the old man hissed. “It’s about time you showed your face, you little
coward.”


Finn
rose to his feet, his eyes fierce with fury. Trappe’s arm sank into Daphne’s
chest and his other hand clutched her neck. She could have been an ice
sculpture, frozen with fear.


“I
see you’re letting girls into your little club now, hmm? What’s your name,
darling?”


Daphne
remained silent. In the darkness behind the closed curtains he wouldn’t
recognize her.


“Let
her go, Trappe,” Finn demanded. Trappe snickered.


“Gladly,
Preston. Turn yourself over to me and all of your friends may go free. I’ll
even forget about the attempted burglary, theft, and vandalism of property.”


“You
want me?” Finn sneered. “Come get me.” 


Trappe
kicked the door shut behind him and pushed Daphne away. Finn stood still,
feigning surrender. But as Trappe approached he dropped down and slid under the
bed. The darkened room worked to Finn’s advantage now, because Trappe couldn’t
be sure which side he’d come out of. Trappe launched himself over the bed to
the other side, waiting for Finn to reappear.


“Get
out of here, Daffy!” Finn cried from under the bed. He watched as her feet
scurried back behind the bureau and disappeared into the black hole. As he
turned back he noticed that Trappe’s boots were not visible on all three sides
of the bed. He must have been sitting atop it, waiting for Finn to make his
move.


He
had to get out of there. After all these years of never letting himself get
caught, there was no way Trappe was going to ensnare him now. Not ever. 


Finn
tried to find something under the bed that he could use to distract Trappe, but
there was nothing. Most people take advantage of storage area under the bed,
but not the headmaster. All Finn could find was a handful of dust bunnies. With
no other options, he slipped out the side he came from. 


Large
fingers clamped the back of Finn’s shirt, the collar cutting into his neck, and
he was lifted from the floor. Finn writhed and flailed his arms, desperately
trying to escape. He could hear Trappe’s sinister laugh behind him. He reached
out, grabbed the neck of the whiskey bottle he placed on the nightstand and
flung it around, making contact with Trappe’s brow. He cursed, but did not
release Finn. Finn slung the bottle again, striking the back of Trappe’s head.
His grip tightened. The next time Finn swung the bottle, Trappe’s hand met it
and ripped it from Finn’s grip. As Trappe’s arm stretched back, ready to pay
back Finn with the same attack, Finn stomped his heel down on Trappe’s left
foot. Trappe howled and dropped the bottle. 


Relieved
that the bottle remained unharmed, Finn scooped it up and dashed to the hole in
the wall. He could have stayed and tormented Trappe some more, but he was
worried about Daphne being alone in the wall waiting for him. Trappe followed
Finn, but when he reached the dark opening he was much too big to fit. His arm
reached into the hole and thrashed about. Finn looked back and made sure he
laughed loud enough for Trappe to hear him. Adrenaline coursed through his
veins. This was his best adventure yet. And he’d had Daffy to thank for it.


           


***


           


Back
inside the walls, Daphne waited for Finn at the bottom of the rickety ladder
that led to the upper level. She wanted to go back down to the cellar, but she
couldn’t bring herself to leave him, no matter how confident he was. When she
heard his laughter carried down the ladder, she felt instant relief. But she
also felt regret. She had been so frightened when she ran out of the room that
she’d left all the bottles behind. She’d put herself and Finn in danger, and it
was all for nothing.


“How
did you do that?” she whispered as he descended the ladder.


“I
told you, Daffy. I never get caught.”


Finn
switched on his flashlight and displayed to Daphne the bottle of whiskey he’d
snagged. His eyes sparkled with pride.


“Oh,
thank god!” she cried. “I totally bailed out up there. I’m so sorry, Finn.”


“No
worries. This should be enough for all of us. Plus, the bottle will make an
excellent souvenir.”


“Thank
you, Finn. I’d never have pulled this off without you.” Daphne leaned over and
kissed his cheek gently. 


                  


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Fifteen


A
Kiss to Regret


 


                  


Finn was revved up. Though Daphne was
ready to go to sleep at this early hour, Finn convinced her to join him out by
the lake. He had some major adrenaline to burn off and didn’t want to be cooped
up underground all night. He wanted to celebrate with the girl who helped him
pull off this grand stunt.


The
sky over the lake was painted in neon oranges and pinks with the setting sun.
The mirror image reflected in the water intensified the magnificent sunset.
Daphne could hardly take her eyes off it. It was the most beautiful thing she’d
seen in a long time. While the air was cool, it was still somewhat humid and
mosquitoes were making a meal out of Daphne’s arms and legs. Her slaps almost
sounded melodic.


“Here,”
Finn said, as he pulled a can of OFF from the hole in the ground.


“You
really are prepared out here,” Daphne commented. “Sure you don’t mind me
smelling like eucalyptus and DEET?”


“I
can live with it.”


Finn
plopped down on the ground next to Daphne and pulled the cork from the bottle.
He offered it to Daphne first and she took a long swig, the liquid burning as
it descended her throat. As she handed the bottle back, she noticed Finn’s leg
brushed against hers and she felt that warmth zip up her body again. She embraced
it. The two seemed almost inseparable now. Not just physically, but
emotionally. Daphne was growing more comfortable with his closeness now. She
tried to fight her feelings but every day chipped away a little bit of the wall
she’d built around herself. She knew it would end in disaster. She couldn’t
help it. She was falling for Finn. 


Daphne
knew Finn had some secrets. He hadn’t told her very much about his past, and
until now, that was okay. But she wanted him to open up. She wanted him to
trust her. Even though she knew he might distance himself, she finally worked
up the nerve to ask him about his name—his real name.


“Hey
Finn,” she said shakily. “I heard the headmaster call you Preston. Is that your
real name?”


Finn
remained silent. A wave of tension splashed between them, but Daphne wouldn’t
back down this time.


“Finn?”
Daphne prodded.


He
sighed. “Yes. Preston used to be my name. But I haven’t used it in almost five
years. As far as I’m concerned my parents killed Preston Price. He doesn’t
exist anymore.”


“Do
you ever miss them? Your parents?”


“No,”
he replied tersely. After a short pause he asked, “Do you?”


Daphne
thought for a moment. She liked being here. The freedom. The unfettered fun.
The sheer excitement you only get when you break the rules and escape
discipline. But sometimes, when she was alone, she’d think about the parts of
life she was missing. Going out to the movies with friends. A hot, home cooked
meal made by her mother. Driving around town with the windows down and the wind
gusting through her hair. The musical interlude of city traffic. The way her
father would sing to her, out of tune, on her birthday. 


“A
little,” Daphne admitted.


“You’re
not thinking of leaving, are you?”


Finn’s
lime eyes sank into hers and any thought she might have had of leaving melted
away. 


“No,
of course not. Not yet anyway. I just miss them a little, that’s all. Besides,
if I went back now I’d probably be grounded for the next year and a half!”


“Good,”
Finn said, placing his hand over hers, “I don’t want you to leave.” Electric
shocks raced up Daphne’s arm and into her chest. There was a fire in his touch
that seemed to ignite something deep inside her. The cooled embers of her heart
were being rekindled. It wasn’t just the excitement of new romance—she’d
never really felt this with Rocks. Not the same way. The feeling excited her,
but frightened her at the same time. She didn’t want to feel this way. She just
wanted to enjoy the last of her teenage years being a kid before she was forced
to grow up. That’s why she came to Neverland Academy. She didn’t need a
relationship. The look in Finn’s eyes deepened, and she knew she must change
the subject quickly. She thrust her face away, staring into the muddy lake
water.


“Did
you decide what to do about Trappe?” she asked.


“Trappe?”


“Yeah,
you know, when you went away this morning? To be alone? I know the bourbon on
the mattress wasn’t the best you could come up with.”


“Oh!”
Finn smacked his head and leaned back on his arms. Daphne was almost sorry that
his hand left hers, but it was for the best. “Yeah, I know exactly what I’m
going to do. I’m going to poison the faculty’s lunch tomorrow.”


“What?
Finn, you can’t do that!”


“Don’t
worry, it won’t kill them. It’ll just make them so sick they’ll be on the
toilet for two days. And the students will be reprieved of going to classes.
Hell, I’ll be a hero to them! Besides, I need to send Trappe a real message.
Something that I know he’ll take seriously.”


“Maybe
you should just let it go, Finn.” Daphne’s mind was back in Trappe’s bedroom.
She remembered how scared she was, not for herself but for Finn. She worried
about what consequence might be in store for both of them if this battle
escalated too quickly.


“Let
it go? Are you crazy?”


“Whatever
you do to them, he’s going to try to do one worse to you and the outcasts. And
me. Finn this is going to get out of control, I can feel it.”


Finn
grabbed Daphne by the shoulders and turned her to face him. He looked hard into
her eyes. “It won’t get out of control. Everything here is always under my control, not his. Besides, once you break into his
account and get the evidence we need, it’ll all be over, Daffy.”


Daphne
panicked. How could she get him to stop this insane plan? “What if I’m not here
to do it?”


“What
are you saying? You’ll leave if I don’t give this up? You just told me you
weren’t going to leave.”


“I’m
saying that if I think my brothers or I will be in danger, yes I will leave.”


“Daffy
I would never intentionally put you in danger.”


“What
about tonight, Finn?” Daphne broke out of his grip and stood up. “I understand
the thrill you get out of this. But we’re not all invincible. Trappe had me by
the throat. I couldn’t breathe! Is that not dangerous enough for you?”


Finn’s
expression sank. For once, he could see that Daphne was right. She was in
serious danger tonight. And it was because of him, because he’d let his guard
down.


“I’m
sorry Daffy. That shouldn’t have happened. I was careless.” Finn paused to look
at the rippling water on the lake, streaked with orange and red. He seemed to
be reflecting inward, making a decision. “Look, I won’t let it go. But I can do
something else. Something that won’t hurt any innocents.”


“Like
what?” Daphne asked. Finn stood up, meeting her face to face.


“Shag
has a stash of pot he regularly steals from students. I could plant it in one
of the professors’ rooms and anonymously report it.”


“That
would be hurting the professor,” Daphne chided.


“I
said I wouldn’t hurt innocents.
Professor Vermin—he’s a perv. Once, Lily said she caught him peeping into
her room from that big pecan tree outside the house. And when I was a student
here, a lot of the boys in my class were really uncomfortable around him. They
never said anything, but I’m sure he touched them or something. Daffy, he
deserves this. We’ll get rid of him and, as a bonus, the police sirens will
freak out Trappe, sending him the message he needs.”


“Police
sirens?”


Finn
nodded. “Ever since I reported Trappe five years ago he’s had this paranoia
about police. Whenever he hears sirens he clams up and hides, like they are
coming to get him. It’s hilarious, actually, watching him cower in his room. So
what do you think? Will you stay?”


“Okay,”
Daphne conceded. “That seems fair enough.”


Daphne
started to sit back down, but Finn grabbed her hand and yanked her back up. His
other hand cradled the small of her back and tugged her closer.


“Thank
you,” he whispered. Once again, Daphne was mesmerized by his eyes, which seemed
to be glowing with the remnants of the fading sunlight. His onyx hair hung down
in scraps over his forehead and as he closed in on her she could feel them
tickle her own forehead. Despite her attempted resistance, she leaned into him.
She was trapped. There was no escape this time. That fullness in the pit of her
stomach made sure of it. Softly, he brushed his lips against hers, teasing
rather than moving too swiftly. Daphne ached for a kiss more intense, more
passionate. But he held back, savoring the moment with breath-like movements.


Daphne
couldn’t take it any longer. She needed
him to kiss her. She reached up around the back of Finn’s head and grasped his
hair, pulling him sharply toward her. He did not resist. They fell to the
ground, bits of wild grass scratching their exposed arms. Daphne’s back fell on
top of the bug spray can and she rolled over on top of Finn.  Finn’s hand
slipped under her shirt and traced her spine. She longed to feel this way for
so long. But they were moving too fast. Her back arched up when he reached her
bra strap.


“We
shouldn’t,” Daphne said, once she’d come to grips with herself. Her breath came
in gasps.


“Why
not?” Finn asked. He kissed her neck. “We’re human. It’s natural. And who’s to
stop us? Why should society dictate what we do and what we don’t do?”


“That’s
not what I mean, Finn.” Daphne slid off of him and sat, hugging her knees to
her chest. She wanted this just as badly as he did. But she still had some
rational thought left over from her life before Neverland Academy.


“Then
what?” Finn asked, sitting up and slinging his arm over his knee. Daphne could
feel his stare weighing on her, but she was afraid to look at him. Afraid he
would see what she was really feeling, that she longed for him just as he did
her.


“You
don’t want a relationship. You made that clear when I came here.”


“That’s
right. So what’s the problem?”


“The
problem is, I don’t want to get hurt.”


“Daffy,
I wouldn’t . . . oh. I get it.” Immediately Finn grew distant, like his
consciousness had teleported to another dimension. The air turned instantly
frigid and Finn picked up a rock, hurling it at the lake. They both watched in
awkward silence as the ripples floated out.


“Maybe
we should go,” Daphne murmured. Her emotions had taken a sharp turn and all she
wanted was to be alone.


“You
think you can get back on your own?” Finn asked coldly. “I’m not ready to go
back yet.”


“Yeah,”
Daphne whispered. She climbed to her feet and began to leave. Stopping at the
entrance, she glanced back at Finn. He was still sitting on the grass staring
at the lake as if she weren’t even there. She wondered if she would regret this
night. In a way, she already did. The sun had disappeared now, and the sky
behind Finn’s silhouette was pale with twilight. Even without the light shining
on his face, Daphne could tell he was having some serious cogitation. She wished
she knew what he was really feeling. Did he really have no interest in a
committed relationship? Or had he built his own protective wall, as Daphne had?
One thing she knew for sure, she had to harden her heart if she intended to
remain at the academy any longer.


With
a small flashlight in hand, Daphne looked down at her palm, where she had
retraced Finn’s map every morning, and entered the tunnel.
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When Daphne awoke the following
morning, Finn was still asleep. A plate with sausage, hash browns, and
scrambled eggs sat on a shelf against the wall next to wadded up tin foil that
held biscuits. Most of the boys had already eaten and there was plenty left for
Finn and Daphne. But she didn’t have much of an appetite. 


“Hey,
Daffy,” Hangman called out. Toot, Shag, and Kevin were noticeably missing. Only
Trick and Hangman were in the cellar, lounging on the pillows reading.


“Morning,”
Daphne replied. Her voice sounded like she’d swallowed a spoonful of gravel.


“Late
night, huh?”


“Not
really. At least not for me,” she lied. It took her hours to go to sleep last
night. Her brain just wouldn’t shut up. It worried her that she stayed up so
late, and Finn still hadn’t come back. “Did you talk to Finn?”


“Nope.
I have no idea when he got in, but must have been some time this morning. I
thought you two were together last night.”


“We
were, but I came back early.”


“Did
you get the booze?”


Daphne
froze. She had left Finn with the bottle last night. The way she’d left him,
she didn’t know what state he had been in. She hoped he hadn’t spent all night
drinking it.


“Sort
of. I think Finn has it.” She recounted the details of their heist in Trappe’s
bedroom and how they’d just narrowly escaped him.


“I
guess that explains the marks on your neck,” Hangman remarked. Daphne felt
around her collarbone and winced at the bruise that had developed there. She
hadn’t realized it left a mark. Or maybe Finn had done that. She blushed at the
thought.


“Where’re
the others?” Daphne asked.


“Out
at the lake, taking their weekly bath,” Hangman replied.


“Wanna
join them?” Trick asked with a quiet smirk.


“I’ll
pass. Besides, I need to start decorating for Lily’s party tonight. Any idea
where I can get some crepe paper and balloons?” Daphne asked facetiously.


Hangman
sent a sidelong glance at Trick. “I think we can cook something up. Come with
me.”


           


***


           


“Geronimo!”
Toot cried out as he took a long running jump, scooped his knees under his
arms, and plummeted toward the water, his skin as bare as a newborn baby. Three
little piles of clothes gathered in the tall grass at the lake’s edge. As he
surfaced, the two older boys sent wild splashes into his face.


“Stop!”
he yelled, but they wouldn’t let up. They were like the big brothers he
thankfully never had. They didn’t always pick on Toot, though. Sometimes they
really were like family: sticking together when times were rough, helping him
adjust to the outcast boys’ way of life, and letting him participate in pranks.
That was the best part. 


Finally,
Toot ducked his head under water. He could see the shadows that were his
friends’ legs faintly through the muddy brown fog. Swimming around behind one
of them—he thought it was Shag, but he wasn’t totally sure because of the
murky water—Toot inserted his foot between the boy’s legs and gave a
quick, upward thrust.


When
he came up for air, Shag was hunched over, listing every swear word Toot had
ever heard, and even a few he hadn’t. Shag lunged at Toot. Toot tried to dodge
him, but the water made his movement too slow, and he was crushed under the
weight of Shag’s hands pressing him down. He struggled, flailing his arms and
legs. The weight lifted off his head and he had just enough time to take a
quick gasp of air before he was shoved under again. 


The
next time he came up, Kevin yanked Shag back, throwing him into the water. Toot
fanned his arms back and forth, trying to stay afloat while catching his
breath.


“You
okay, Toot?” Kevin asked. Toot regurgitated some murky water back into the lake
and nodded. “Sorry little man, you know we were just messing with you, right?”


“Yeah,”
Toot said breathlessly. “Whatever.”


“That
teaches you for kicking me in the nads,” Shag said, flipping his hair back.
This was the only time any of the boys would see Shag’s forehead. He almost looked
alien to them.


“Well
you wouldn’t stop splashing me.”


“Yeah?”
Shag said as he bulldozed a wave of water toward Toot. Toot countered the
splash with one of his own. Poor Kevin was stuck in the middle.


“Hey,
you two! Quit it!”


Suddenly
Shag and Toot seemed to forget about their differences and teamed up against
Kevin. Within a minute all three boys were laughing like the best of friends
that they were.


“So
guys, about that party tonight . . .” Shag started, and then twisted his head
from side to side, as if looking for eavesdroppers. 


“Yeah?”
Kevin said after a pause. “What about it?”


“I
was thinking about making a move on Daffy.”


“What
kind of move?” Toot asked naively.


Shag
gave him a light shove on the shoulder. “You know, Toot, sometimes I think you really
are too young to be one of us.”


“Shut
up!” Toot shouted.


“But
what about Finn?” Kevin asked, interrupting the little spat.


“What
about Finn?”


“You
know he and Daffy are pretty close. I think there might be something going on
between them already.”


“There’s
nothing going on between them,” called
out a mousy voice from the tall grass by the tunnel entrance. All three boys
craned to find the source. Belle sauntered out, the skirt of her lemon yellow
sundress ruffling as her hips swayed from side to side, as if trying to seduce
the boys. “Finn doesn’t like Daffy like that.”


“How
do you know?” Shag asked, oblivious to the fact that she was quickly
approaching his pile of crumpled–up clothes.


“Because
he told me. He’s only using her to entrap Uncle Byron. Once he’s done with her,
he’s kicking her out of the club. But hey, if you and Daffy hook up maybe he’ll
let her stay. Who knows?”


“Wait
a minute,” Kevin interrupted. “He told you this? And not us? I don’t know. That
doesn’t sound like Finn.”


“He
only told me because I hate the girl. He knows I wouldn’t tell her. I probably
shouldn’t even be telling you this.”


“So
you think I should go for it?” Shag asked optimistically.


“Absolutely.”
A devilish smile stretched across Belle’s cheeks. She looked down at her feet
where the lump of smelly fabric lay. “Here,” she said as she kicked the clothes
into the lake. They floated on the surface, slowly sucking in the dirty water.
“These need washing.”


           


***


           


Trappe
pounded his fist into his desk as if trying to restart a dead heart inside it.
It thundered with each hit and a crack began to form at the corner.


“Smeed!”
he growled, pushing the intercom button. “Get in here!”


He
paced back and forth like a three-legged lion trapped on a zoo island, eying
the spectators with a hungry stare. He had to gain control over the academy. He
wouldn’t let Finn run the show and make him look like a bumbling pigeon who
couldn’t run his own property. 


Within
minutes Smeed had stumbled in, nearly tripping over his own feet, which were too
small for his legs anyway.


“Smeed.
We have a problem.”


“I-is
this about the Glenfiddich, sir?”


“The
Glenfiddich,” Trappe closed his eyes and lifted his nose to the ceiling as if
smelling a delicate fine wine. “Did I tell you that was an original 1937 vintage?
Impossible to find anymore. From my own father’s collection. We shared a quaff
while he was on his deathbed. And now it’s gone. Wasted on that damned parasite
and his litter.” Trappe hung his head as he leaned against his desk. “No. It’s
not about the Glenfiddich.”


“Sir?”


“I
need ideas. I need you to brainstorm. There must be a way for us to find him.
Drive him out.”


“Last
night, you said there was a girl with him?” Smeed suggested.


“There
was.”


“And
what was their relationship?”


“How
the hell would I know?”


“Did
they seem close?”


“He
urged her to run away while he remained in the room to distract me. It’s more
than he would do for one of his toadies.”


“Perhaps
she is his weakness.”


“A
girl?” Trappe almost laughed. “Are you suggesting that roach might have
developed some feelings for a girl?”


“He
is a teenaged boy, after all. And well past puberty.”


“That
boy’s as obdurate and apathetic as they come. If anything he’s using her for
some purpose. Or was anyway. After last night’s incident she’s bound to be long
gone by now.”


“Is
there anything else you can tell me about last night. Anything he said?
Anything she said? And how did they get away?”


“Come
with me, Smeed.”


Trappe
led Smeed down the hall to his own bedchamber. Trappe usually allowed nobody in
his bedroom. Not even his closest companions. As Smeed gazed in awe at the
grand four poster bed centered in the huge bedroom, Trappe stomped over to the
bureau and shoved it aside, revealing the massive opening Finn had left behind.


“My
word,” Smeed gasped. He hustled over to the gaping hole and peered into the
darkness.


“Don’t
even try to enter,” Trappe warned. “It’s much too narrow.”


“How
far does it go?”


“I
don’t know. As it is, my only option seems to be to knock out all the walls
until I reach him. Unless you can come up with a better plan. I sure would hate
to destroy this antebellum era wallpaper.”


“Perhaps
there are more of these, uh, doors. There must be! We know he has accessed
different places in the facility. He couldn’t have possibly come through here
every time.” 


“Yes,
but where?” Before Smeed could respond, Trappe answered his own question. “The
library.”


           


***


           


The
grid of bookcases towered over the men like an enormous tic-tac-toe board.
Morning sunlight poured in through the east windows, highlighting the dust
motes stirred up from Trappe’s hands brushing across the shelves. He was like a
kid on an Easter egg hunt. Only his treasure was much more valuable to him than
a chocolate bunny.


He
wondered if there was some specific book that, if pulled, would reveal a hidden
door behind a bookcase, just as he’d seen in many movies. He really never spent
much time in the library, even when he was a boy. If he wanted a book, he’d
have Smeed or some other assistant fetch it for him so he didn’t have to be
near those irritating students.


Trappe’s
hands glided along every crease and crevice of the bookshelves. Every time he
thought he’d found something it turned out to be no more than a narrow space
between the boards.


“Find
anything yet?” Trappe asked.


Smeed
worked along another side of the room, where bookcases stood perpendicular to
the wall. He, too, searched thoroughly, but found nothing.


“No,
sir. Perhaps there’s not an entrance in here.”


“There
is,” Trappe declared. “The way he appeared in here all those years ago. And
then simply vanished.”


“He
could have closed it up, for fear that you may have spotted it.”


Trappe’s
lips pressed together in a hard line as he contemplated Smeed’s idea.


“No.
That boy likes taking risks. He lives for it. Keep searching.”


An
odd sound began to ring in Trappe’s ears. It was just his nerves, he told
himself. He was on edge from his recent transgressions with Finn. The sound
couldn’t possibly be real. He was just imagining it. But it seemed to intensify
as if somebody was slowly turning the volume up. The variation of low to high
pitch caused his heart to panic every time it reached the climax of its song.
His arms began to prickle as his hair stood on end. 


“Sir?”
Smeed called out.


Trappe
sucked in his breath and bounced back in alarm.


“Please
tell me I’m hearing things,” Trappe muttered.


“Sir,
there’re two police cars in the driveway.”


           


***


           


“Toilet
paper? Seriously?”


Daphne
crinkled her nose and pinched a strip from the roll as if it had already been
used. 


“Sure,”
Hangman said, beaming. “It’s really not all that different from crepe paper.
And it’s free and easily accessible.”


“But
it’s white. Who has white decorations at a birthday party?”


“Don’t
worry about that. Kevin’s working on something to spice up the color in here.”
Hangman reached into the box he had brought to the cellar and pulled out a roll
of brown paper towels, also presumably stolen from one of the boy’s restrooms.


“And
what are we going to do with that?” Daphne asked, looking more frustrated than
ever.


“Maybe
you can make a banner? I don’t know. You’re a girl. You’re supposed to be
creative and crafty, right?”


“Seriously?”
Daphne narrowed her eyes at him.


“Uh,
we’ll figure something out.” Hangman set the roll to the side of the box and
reached back in. This time his hands came out grasping some scissors, tape, and
a roll of twine.


Daphne
smiled. “I think I have an idea. Can you get some paint?”


“No
problem,” Hangman replied as a sly grin spread over his face.


           


***


           


Finn
stretched his arms long over his head well before he was ready to open his
eyes. When he did, he rubbed them lazily and scanned the dark room he shared
with the other boys. It was empty, but somebody had left the lantern lit for
him. He wondered how long he’d been sleeping. It had been a late night. After
he spent nearly three hours reflecting by the lake and drinking half the bottle
of whiskey, he’d followed through with his plan to plant the weed in Professor
Vermin’s office. Then he snuck into the Lily’s house to leave a note
instructing her to send an anonymous email to the local police department. By
the time he’d returned to the cellar he’d sworn it was nearly sunrise already.


The
aromatic blend of Daphne’s sweet scent and bug spray lingered on his shirt,
bringing back memories of the kiss. He needed to change it, but didn’t want to
give up the smell. He’d hurt her last night, that much he knew. It wasn’t
supposed to be that way. They weren’t supposed to fall for each other. That was
not part of the game. But he had fallen for her. And even after hours of drinking and
contemplating, he still didn’t know what to do about it. 


One
thing he did know, though, was that he needed to apologize. No matter what had
happened, or what might happen in the future, he couldn’t let her leave, at
least not yet. There was still work to be done. And, deep down, he didn’t want
her to hate him.


When
he’d arrived in the cellar Finn stood in the entrance. His jaw dropped. The
room looked like the remnants of a crazy, drunk, high school keg party. The
entire room had been toilet papered from floor to ceiling in methodical
inverted arches. At each point where the arches connected was a large brown
paper starburst or flower, he couldn’t quite tell the difference. Hangman and
Shag were busy hanging more up along the walls closest to Finn. Daphne and Toot
were kneeling on the floor holding paintbrushes dripping with yellow and red.


“What
the . . .” Finn couldn’t even finish. He’d never seen anything like this
before. It was incredible.


Daphne
turned to look at him, but said nothing before returning to her work. Her face
was devoid of emotion. It’s too late, he
thought. Hangman dropped a paper starburst and approached Finn.


“What
do you think?”


“This
is for Lily’s party?”


Hangman
nodded.


“This
is awesome!” Finn beamed.


“Daffy,
is the banner done yet?” Hangman called out.


“Almost.
It’ll need a few minutes to dry.” Daphne put the finishing touches on the “Y”
and stood up, stretching her legs. She reached her arms up, arching her back,
lengthening the stretch. As she did, her blouse lifted, revealing a thin strip
of midriff. Finn couldn’t take his eyes off her.


“Hey,
Finn?” Hangman waved a hand in front of Finn’s face to gain his attention.


“Yeah,
sorry.”


“Did
you do it?”


“Do
it?”


“Yeah,
you know the—” Hangman cupped his hands around his mouth and bellowed
like a police siren.


“Oh,
yeah. Yeah, I did. I went with the pot plan. The poison seemed too risky.” That
caught Daphne’s attention. He smiled briefly at her, but she did not return it.
Turning back to Hangman, “Have you heard anything yet?”


“No,
but we’ve all been down here most of the day.”


“Wish
I could be there to see Trappe piss his pants.”


“Me
too.” Hangman slapped Finn on the back. “Well, I’d better get back to work.
Gotta have this place ready for Lily in an hour so we can rest up before the
party.” Finn nodded as Hangman left his side. His gaze still rested on Daphne.
Was she mad at him? Was she ignoring him? Or was she just doing that thing that
girls do, to get attention?


He
had to say something. Finn willed his feet to move forward, despite their
sudden refusal. Why was he nervous? He’d never felt this way before about
anything, especially not a girl. He’d put himself in danger’s way countless
times, risked getting caught by Trappe or worse, and had never been as afraid
as he was now. He shoved his hands deep into his pockets to steady the tremble.


“Hey
Daffy,” he murmured. She wiped her hands on a crumpled strip of paper towel and
glanced up at him, her eyes cold and emotionless.


“Yes,
Finn?”


“Can
we talk?”


“Sure.”
She crossed her arms and stood unmoving, that same emptiness filling her
irises.


“I
mean, can we talk alone?” Finn whispered, hoping that the boys wouldn’t catch
on that he had feelings for this girl. That he had a weakness. If they did, he’d
never hear the end of it.


“I
don’t know if that’s a good idea.”


“Please,
it’ll only take a second.”


Daphne
rolled her eyes and looked around the room, judging the completion of her
project. She sighed deeply before replying, “Okay, whatever.”


“Daffy,
I’m really sorry.” Finn said as soon as they left earshot in the middle of the
tunnel. “I messed up. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Please don’t leave.”


“Leave?
I’m not going to leave.” Daphne almost laughed.


“You
aren’t?” Finn’s stature straightened, as if a fifty-pound weight were lifted
from his chest.


“No,
why would I? I like it here.”


“But
last night . . . you looked so hurt. Like you were going to cry or something.”


“Don’t
be silly, Finn.” Something that resembled a smile crossed her face, though there
was fallacy in it. “I’m fine. You made everything perfectly clear to me last
night. And I should have known better. I won’t make the same mistake again.”


“Mistake?”
Finn, tormented by the battling emotions in his head, sighed heavily. “There
was no mistake. And it’s nothing to be ashamed of, Daffy.”


“What
makes you think I’m ashamed?” Daphne lifted her chin in defiance. With a gentle
hand, Finn reached out and caressed it. Daphne’s eyes began to soften. “Stop,”
she said. Finn continued to stroke her face, cheek to chin. He couldn’t stop.
He didn’t want to. His face drew nearer to hers and a vulnerability began to
peek out through her cold stare. 


“Stop,”
she said again, but he didn’t. His hand glided down the side of her neck to her
collarbone, softly stroking the discolored bruises with a feather-light touch.
She began to tremble and he heard her gasp under her breath. 


“Stop,”
she said once more, this time faltering.


“I
can’t,” Finn argued and he pulled her to him. She struggled this time, pushing
and writhing, until she let herself go, accepting the emotions she was fighting
so hard to block. “There you are,” Finn said, letting her go. “You can’t hide
your feelings, Daffy. Any more than I can hide mine.”


“You
have no feelings, Finn. I know that now. You’re just a player.”


Finn’s
gaze hardened on her. “No feelings? A player?” He was left speechless. There
was only one thing he could think of to convince her. 


Finn
pushed Daphne against the cold bricks, pressing his body hard against hers. He
clawed her hair and kissed her so intensely that she moaned audibly. Energy
rushed through him. It felt like the thrill of getting caught by Trappe and
narrowly escaping, but intensified. At first Daphne resisted, as she did
before, but then she relaxed into it and returned his kiss with equal passion.
This felt so right to Finn. Even though he knew it was wrong. So wrong. Before
Daphne had come into his life he always knew who he was and where he belonged.
But now . . . now he felt more lost than ever.
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Daphne paced anxiously, counting
seconds in her head, trying to keep the deluge of feelings rushing through her
bottled up. An explosion was building up within her. She was still giddy from
the unexpected kiss. And now, she was nervous, hoping that the party she had
planned for Lily would meet her expectations. She didn’t want to disappoint the
only girlfriend she had here, especially after all Lily had done for her. 


Music
was pounding from the TV through the DVD player, and the boys were crowded
around the shelves, where Daphne had set up the food Finn had stolen after
dinner: bags of chips poured into bowls, crackers and cheese arranged neatly on
a plate, and chocolate chip cookies, stacked and organized to look like a
birthday cake, complete with a candle on top. Daphne had insisted going with
Finn to get the food since she had no intention of her party guests eating
directly out of the packaging. She made sure to take some dishes and cups for
serving. On a separate shelf, Daphne set out a bowl of spiked punch, prepared
herself with a splash of cheap rum from the faculty dining room. 


Off
to the side, on another shelf, was the remainder of the stolen Glenfiddich with
a few glasses. Josh and Max huddled over the punch, quaffing the spirits that
they would normally have no access to. 


“Daph,
you look nervous,” Max said. “Have a drink and calm down.” He raised the bottle
of whiskey and smiled.


“No
thanks,” Daphne said, taking note of the slight slur in Max’s voice. She would
be drinking light tonight since she felt responsible for her brothers. “I’ll be
fine once Lily gets here.” Daphne giggled at her brothers’ behavior. Josh,
usually on the straight and narrow, was remarkably laid back, obviously getting
tipsy from the alcohol. Max, on the other hand, seemed to be increasing his
volume as the minutes ticked by. Daphne had never really noticed it before, but
the other boys seemed disinterested in the alcohol. She’d seen them drink
before, so they weren’t complete teetotalers, but they certainly weren’t as
enthusiastic about it as her brothers, who seemed to be inhaling it. She
supposed that when they were free to do it any time they wanted, the novelty of
it wore down.


Daphne’s
thumping heartbeat climaxed when she finally saw Lily appear with Finn at the
entrance to the cellar. At first she wasn’t sure who caused that reaction in
her: Lily or Finn. She hadn’t seen Finn since they kissed in the tunnel earlier
and though she was happy, she didn’t want to get her hopes too high. She wasn’t
really sure what his feelings were toward her. Her nerves settled quickly when
she saw the captivated look on Lily’s face. Lily’s eyes widened in delight and
her broad smile was worth a whole month of stealing toilet paper. 


“Daffy,
this is amazing!” Her face glowed with the alternating reds, yellows, blues,
and greens of the party lamp Kevin had rigged and installed on the ceiling. 


“Happy
birthday,” Daphne said as she hugged Lily. Behind Lily, Finn stood gazing at
Daphne. He gave her a quick wink, which made her pause. How could such a tiny
gesture send intense shockwaves through her chest?


“I
can’t believe you did this,” Lily said. “This place . . . are you sure this is
the cellar?” Daphne laughed and nodded. “You are a miracle worker. You think
you could redecorate my bedroom?”


“Only
if you want it to look like the boys’ bathroom,” Daphne quipped. 


“Seriously,
Daffy. It looks great. Thank you.”


Daphne
dragged Lily to the center of the room and started dancing. As the two danced,
Finn leaned against the back wall, watching Daphne’s moves as if under an
enchantment. Lily gave Daphne a suspicious look. 


“What’s
going on Daff?”


“Going
on? I don’t—”


“Between
you and Finn. Something’s different. I can tell.”


“How?”


“The
way he looks at you. Like how he’s watching you right now. It’s like he’s in
his own world and you’re the only one in it.”


“Oh,
that. I don’t know Lily. He, uh, kissed me.”


“He
kissed you?” Lily was truly struck with awe. 


“I
know what you’re going to say. I tried not to read too much into it. Spent all
day convincing myself that it wasn’t real, that he really doesn’t feel anything
for me. I know he’s a commitment phobe. I even tried pushing him away. But then
he did it again. Like he was trying to prove something to me.”


“Huh.”
Lily thought. “You know . . .” A grin crossed her face. “I’d never thought I’d
say this, but I think he may really be falling for you.”


“Stop,”
Daphne insisted. “I’m already freaking out as it is.”


“No,
really, Daff. You don’t know Finn like I do. When we were together he never
looked at me like that. And all that time he’s been spending with you . . . he
really likes you.”


Daphne
shook her head. “I don’t want to get hurt, Lily.”


“Neither
does he.”


Daphne
peered back at Finn. He was watching
her. His eyes looked hungry for her and Daphne turned back to Lily to hide her
blushing cheeks. She was terribly confused. She wanted to be with him and at
the same time it was the last thing she wanted. Like longing for something you
know you’ll never be able to keep. It was a simultaneous feeling of bliss and
dread. She needed to put him out of her mind.


Daphne
and Lily danced without a care in the world for what seemed like hours. At one
point Max came to dance drunkenly with them, but for the most part, the boys
stayed on the sidelines and watched. Daphne almost wished there were more girls
here for them to dance with. That is, until she noticed an unexpected visitor.


Belle
was standing in the corner with Finn. It seemed innocent enough, but Daphne
felt the stab of jealousy fall deep within her breast. Finn caught Daphne
looking and sent her a wink of reassurance. Still, she felt uneasy. 


“What
is it?” Lily asked when she’d noticed Daphne’s stillness. She turned to see
what Daphne was looking at. “Oh. Sorry. I should have told you I invited her.”


“Why?
I thought she hated you too.”


“No,
not anymore. She’s actually really nice once you get past that tough, bitchy
exterior.”


“And
how exactly can I do that?”


Lily
made a face that suggested a friendship between Daphne and Belle would not be
on the schedule any time soon. “She won’t do anything to ruin the party. She
promised me.”


“Okay,
whatever.” Daphne left Lily and went over to the punch bowl. She was ready for
a stiff drink. Between her burgeoning feelings for Finn and her expanding
hatred of Belle, she needed to loosen up. The punch bowl was nearly empty,
courtesy of Josh and Max. She managed to pour about half a cup full and chug it
down.


“Great
party,” Shag said as he stood beside her.


“Yeah,”
was all Daphne could really get out, still distracted by Belle and Finn.


“You
wanna dance?”


“Not
really,” Daphne sighed apologetically. “I need a break.”


“I’ll
sit with you,” Shag volunteered.


Daphne
really just wanted to be alone. She’d have gone back to her own little cave and
gone to sleep if she could, but she couldn’t just leave Lily’s party. Shag
followed her to the pillows she had stacked against the wall. When she glanced
back at Finn, Daphne saw Belle look away abruptly, a sly smirk on her cheek.


“Hey,
we need more food!” Trick shouted. “And booze!”


“I’ll
get some,” Finn volunteered immediately. As he approached the tunnel Belle
followed him like a homeless puppy.


“No,
I will!” Lily said. “I need to use the restroom anyway.” Finn shrugged and
returned to his position on the wall. Daphne wished he would come sit with her,
but Belle was right back on him, refusing to give him up.


“So,
Daffy, how are you liking it here?” Shag asked as Daphne watched Lily disappear
into the tunnel.


“Huh?”


“You
like it here, right?” Shag repeated.


“Oh.”
Daphne snapped back to reality. “Yeah, it’s great.”


“I
know it’s kind of hard at first, not having any other home to go to and all,
but you get used to it.”


Daphne
tore her interest away from Finn and Belle. She didn’t want to be rude to Shag.
“So how did you end up here?” 


“Hangman
recruited me. All of us kind of belonged to a group of boys who lived here at
the academy year-round. Some had parents who always travelled. Some had parents
who always worked and didn’t have time to waste on children, or hiring a nanny.
Some, like mine, simply didn’t care.”


“Your
parents must have cared to send you here. I know it costs a fortune in
tuition.”


“A
small price to pay compared to the cost of raising a troublesome child. Not to
mention the psychotherapy bills it also entails.”


Daphne
sighed audibly. “Some people were just not meant to have children.”


“Yeah,
tell me about it. So how bad were your parents?”


“Bad?”


“Well,
yeah. They must have been pretty horrible for you to end up here with us.”


Daphne
thought about her mom and dad. She realized she had hardly thought about them
at all over the past few weeks. She almost had a hard time picturing them. It
was like looking through a lens where you could only focus on certain features.
She could remember her mom’s eyes, but not her nose. The shape of her lips
stood out, but not their color. And her hair just seemed wrong. How did she
style it?


“Actually,
they weren’t that bad,” Daphne said, her
memory of that horrible night at the club faded like newsprint in the sunlight.
“At least not all the time. They were just always keeping me from seeing my
friends. Going out and stuff.”


“That
sucks,” Shag remarked. He inched his hand closer to Daphne’s on the floor. Soon
their hands were touching, but Daphne barely noticed. She was looking at Finn
and Belle again.


“Hey
Daffy?”


“Hmm?”
Shag swiftly drew his hand on top of hers startling her back into the present.


“Do
you want to get out of here? Maybe go down to the lake or something?”


The
lake. Daphne would love to go to the lake right now. With Finn. Daphne could
see the yearning in Shag’s eyes, begging her to come with him. But of course
she couldn’t. She didn’t like him in that way. In fact, she really didn’t know
much about him at all. 


“Oh,
Shag,” she said, trying to buy time while she figured out how to let him down
gently. She slid her hand out from under his. “I don’t think that’s a good
idea. I threw this party for Lily and I need to be here for her.”


“I
get it,” Shag said, standing up. “You’re not really that into me.”


“I’m
really sorry.”


“No,
it’s cool. Just had to try.” Shag stammered off and now Daphne was left alone.
She watched Max try to attempt a break dance on the floor and decided it was
time to get him back to his dorm before he seriously injured himself. Plus it
gave her a good excuse to leave.


           


***


           


Lily
couldn’t remember if she had left the light on when she finished her evening
shift. She had intentionally stayed until the others left so that she could
sneak some of the party refreshments to the boys. Sure, it ruined the surprise,
but it wasn’t as if she didn’t know that they were throwing her a party. 


She
moved silently through the aisles of shelves, picking off a few things that
nobody would notice missing: another bag of chips, a package of gingersnap
cookies, and some marshmallows. She dropped them on the counter next to the
sink and snuck into the main kitchen. The liquor was kept in a cabinet just
behind the walk-in refrigerator. Lucky for her, the kitchen staff trusted her
and never locked it. They never seemed to notice when bottles went
missing—the boys were stealthy in the way they stole things. Only things
that they knew wouldn’t be missed, like the cheap bottle of brandy that hadn’t
been replaced in six months.


The
hinges on the cabinet screamed in defiance as Lily opened the doors slowly.
Nine full bottles of alcohol stared back at her. This was the backup stash used
to replace empty bottles from the faculty dining room and lounge. She wouldn’t
dare try to steal from there—she lacked Finn’s bravado.


A
shadow hovered over Lily and the cabinet before she even heard the approach of
the three feet behind her. The cane tap, tap, tapped on the tile floor as she slowly pivoted around to
face the headmaster, who towered over her. His expression was a surprise to
her. Rather than looking angry or threatening, he wore a mask of vainglory. An
expression that gleamed hope and excitement, while whispering treachery.


“Well,
what have we here?” Trappe drawled in a high-pitched tone. “Stealing alcohol
from the faculty? And if I do remember correctly, you are quite underage, are
you not my dear?”


Lily
froze. Her head raced with a riptide of lies, but which to use? How could she
justify stealing a bottle of booze late in the night. None of the ideas that
came to her seemed logical or believable. He knew what she was up to. So she
simply clamped her mouth shut.


“A
little birdie tells me that you are here for your friends. Preston’s little
gang of outcasts. Such a shame that they’d make you do their dirty work on your
own birthday.”


“Nobody
makes me do anything,” Lily hissed. 


“Is
that so?”


Lily
stood her ground, squeezing her fists so tightly her stubby fingernails dug
rifts into the skin of her palms.


“Well,
then. I’ll be happy to know that you will give up Preston of your own accord.”


“You’re
delusional. I don’t know where he or any of them are. I was stealing this for
myself. It’s my birthday and I wanted to celebrate. That’s all.”


“Oh
come now. You can think of a better fib than that, can’t you? I’ve been
standing guard at the doorway for the last hour. There’s no other way into the
kitchen. You’ve entered through a secret passageway. His passageway. And now you will show me to it.”


“And
if I don’t?”


“The
freedom you’ve been given these past few years—the freedom to work, to
roam the premises, your free time—all will be revoked. You have just been
found attempting to steal from the school faculty and engage in underage
drinking. You’ll have to be disciplined for such unscrupulous behavior. And
I’ll make sure the experience is very unpleasant. My dear, tell me where he
is.” Trappe reached out and placed his hand upon her shoulder. “Or you will
regret it.”


Lily
trembled at his touch. She knew of the room where he punished students, though
she’d never been there herself. She knew it existed, simply because Finn had
told her. And as far as she was concerned he had no reason to lie. And she knew
how venomous the headmaster really was, deep underneath his false “southern
gentleman” exterior. But could she really give Finn up? Could she expose her
best friends to save herself the torment?


Trappe’s
fingers gripped her tighter. “Where is he?” She imagined round bruises on the
back of her shoulder where his fingers pressed.


As
she stood contemplating her decision, she heard her name faintly in the
distance. It was Finn. How long had she been here? He must have noticed that
she was gone longer than expected and come after her. “No,” she whispered.


“Yes.”
Trappe grinned. He released Lily and limped his way toward the back of the
kitchen. Lily couldn’t remember if she’d left the panel open or not, but she
couldn’t let Trappe find it. She latched on to his arm, desperately trying to
pull him back. But he shrugged her off, smacking her in the cheek with the
cane.


“FINN,
RUN! TRAPPE’S HERE!” Lily shouted, hoping that her voice would carry through
the walls clearly.


“Shut
up, girl!” Trappe sneered and pulled his cane back, threatening to hit her with
it again. She cowered on the floor.


“Lily?”
Finn called again.


“FINN!
GET! OUT!”


“WHERE
IS IT?” Trappe roared from the back of the kitchen. Lily sighed in relief and
lay her head back, allowing her eyes to fall shut. She did close the panel
after all. Now she just had to hope that Finn would heed her words and make his
escape.


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Eighteen


Moving
Forward


 


                  


Daphne half-carried Max while watching
Josh zigzag through the tunnels, banging into the walls as he went along. By
the time they’d made it above ground she was exhausted. She could have
collapsed right there on the grass and slept through noon. But she had to get
her brothers back to their dorm. 


She
stopped abruptly when she reached the magnolia tree by the boys’ dormitory, and
grabbed Josh’s shirt by the collar, tugging him back into hiding. Three figures
were roaming the quad. Daphne slapped her head in annoyance. She’d forgotten
about the nightly chaperones. She wouldn’t be able to sneak her brothers in
without getting caught herself. And she didn’t want to go back and get Finn, no
matter what thrill it might give him to cause a ruckus. She decided the best
thing to do was to let them sleep it off outside. Max was already passed out at
her side and Josh was halfway there. It may have been smarter to carry the boys
back to the cellar and let them crash there, but Daphne was so tired and
figured it would teach them a valuable lesson about getting drunk. As long as
they stayed behind the magnolia till morning, they’d be okay.


Back
in the tunnel, Daphne was finally alone with her thoughts. She deliberately
walked a turtle’s pace, giving her more time to think. What was she going to
do? She wanted Finn with every fiber of her soul, but that annoying voice in
her brain telling her it would never work wouldn’t shut up. 


Further
down the tunnel, Daphne heard a symphony of noises: heavy breathing, sobbing,
and dragging footsteps. She picked up her pace, hoping that Lily hadn’t had an
accident in the dark catacomb. When her flashlight picked up a figure, she was
relieved. It wasn’t Lily. It was Belle. She was obviously coming from the
party, and her face was slick with tears. Daphne didn’t know what to say, if
she should say anything.


“Are
you, um, okay?” Daphne said, figuring whatever made Belle cry was enough pain
without Daphne shoving it in her face.


“Get
away from me,” Belle hissed and stomped off.


“Um.
Okay.” Daphne sauntered on, unmoved by Belle’s display. Whatever that was
about, she was sure she’d hear about it from the boys.


           


***


           


The
music snapped off, leaving a deafening silence in the air.


Daphne
had just gotten back from her stroll in the tunnels. When she’d arrived back at
the cellar, Finn and Lily were both missing and she’d wondered if she should
just go on to bed. The silence was followed by whining moans. One by one the
usual lanterns switched on, brightening the room to its usual radiance. After
the darkness of the tunnel, even the dim lights gave her momentary blindness.
Through squinted eyes, she spied Finn at the entrance, his hands assertively
fisted on his hips. To Daphne this was the leader hidden under the guise of a boy.
This wasn’t the happy-go-lucky prankster she’d come to know. Finn had a serious
side. Something was wrong.


“Party’s
over,” he announced with the authority of a commanding father who just caught
his kids smoking pot. “Time for bed.” In a discombobulated synchronicity the
boys groaned.


“Aw,
come on,” Toot whined.


“Yeah,
we were just getting started,” Shag added.


“Enough,”
Finn snapped. “Lily was caught. Party’s over.”


With
that, Finn marched out of the cellar. Daphne knew she should stay behind and
clean up, but she’d convinced herself it could wait until tomorrow. She
suddenly awoke to a second wind when she heard the news and had to find out
what happened. She shuffled into the tunnel behind Finn.


When
she’d arrived at the room he and the other boys shared, Daphne was shocked to
find it empty. Where had he gone? The only place she could think of was the
lake. On her way out she’d stopped by her room to grab her flashlight. She
nearly fell over when she’d found Finn there, crouched down by the lantern, waiting
for her.


“What’s
going on? What happened?” Daphne asked, kneeling down in front of him. He
raised his vivid eyes to look at her. She was right—his mischief was
gone. There was no trace of the boy who wanted nothing of grown up life. This
boy was well beyond his physical years. The severity in his eyes cut through
her like a razor slicing through a tomato.


“He
got her,” Finn responded. “Trappe got Lily.”


“What
do you mean, he got her?”


Finn
fell back, slamming his back into the wall behind him. “I don’t know. I wasn’t
there. But I could hear them talking and Lily shouted a warning at me, telling
me to run.”


“So,
she’s in pretty big trouble then?”


An
acerbic grunt escaped Finn’s lips. “You could say that. The question is, how
deep is she in?”


“Surely
it can’t be that bad,” Daphne assured, not quite believing herself. “I mean,
her mom lives and works here. The punishment would have to be reasonable. Maybe
he’ll just let her mom take care of it.”


Finn
shook his head. “If it were just about the party, you’d probably be right. But
it’s more than that. She got caught because of me. For helping me. To Trappe,
that’s like aiding and abetting a terrorist.”


Daphne
didn’t know what to say. She reached out for his hand and he allowed her to
hold it, gently stroking the back of it with her thumb. 


Finn
shrugged. “There’s not much we can do tonight. Trappe would have informed the
others by now. They’ll be on high alert. We’ll have to wait until tomorrow to
do anything.”


Finn
stretched out across the pad on his side, sinking his head into Daphne’s
pillow, while she watched, bewildered.


“You’re
sleeping here tonight?”


Finn
reached up and pulled her down so that she was lying in front of him and
touched his forehead to hers. His arms wrapped around her waist snuggly, as a child
holding a teddy bear. “If I don’t I’ll be up all night thinking about what to
do. I’m too on edge right now. You bring me comfort Daffy. There’s something
about having you here. It’s almost like . . . like that feeling that if
something goes wrong you’ll be here to take care of me.”


“Like
having a mother?” Daphne grinned.


“I
guess. To be honest I wouldn’t know.” Finn brought his lips to hers, soft and
delicate. When he pulled away his eyes remained closed. “Get some sleep Daffy.
I have a feeling tomorrow will be a big day.”


“What
do you mean?” Daphne whispered, allowing her own eyes to fall shut.


“The
plan. Tomorrow we move forward.”


           


***


           


Finn’s
foot slipped on the fifth rung of the ladder. He’d never been so clumsy before.
His movements were always so nimble and as natural as a chimp swinging
gracefully from limb to limb in the rainforest. But he wasn’t in his right mind
this morning. Though he slept through the night with his arms wrapped tightly
around Daphne, his dreams were restless. His mind kept reminding him that Lily
was in trouble. It was as if it were screaming at him, “How can you sleep at
a time like this?” He woke up early, unable
to take the pressure anymore. With a heavy heart, he left Daphne sleeping
soundly on her own. If it weren’t for this mess, he’d have been content to stay
with her all day.


Now,
as he made his way through the narrow walls toward the kitchen he wondered if
Lily would be there, if she had set aside breakfast for the boys as she always
had. It was earlier than usual, but she would be there working. Or she should be there.


The
sweat on his palm caused him to slip on another rung, and he slammed his chin
on the wooden slat below him before catching himself. He wiped the warm
moisture there, but wasn’t the least bit concerned whether it was blood or
sweat. There was a more important task at hand.


Finally
he reached the next floor, bewildered at his own clumsiness on such a short
climb. Not sparing an extra second, Finn slunk silently down the narrow tunnel,
feeling the support beams in the walls dig into his back with every other step.


He
reached the usual panel and slid it open just enough so he could see who was in
the kitchen. Nobody was in the back section. Lily could still be up front
cooking or serving. Dishes were usually one of the last duties the kitchen
staff had and it was still early yet. Carefully, Finn slid the panel away and
slithered into the darkness between storage shelves. He deftly moved from one
to another, until he was as close as he could possibly get to the front part of
the kitchen.


He
peered through a triangular space between a bag of oatmeal and an industrial
sized bottle of maple syrup. He saw some of the cafeteria staff and cooks
shuffling lazily between the cook tops and ovens. He could not see Lily. He
couldn’t give up just yet. He had to be sure. He couldn’t risk jumping to
conclusions at a time like this. Lily was his best friend. He remembered all
the times she’d helped him. Not just saving him meals, but other times when
she’d distracted the professors so that he could escape or cause trouble. 


“Finn?”


Finn
spun around to face the familiar honey-coated husky voice. Janine stared
open-jawed at him. Her black hair was pulled tightly in a bun under a hairnet
of the same color. “My boy, what on earth are you doing in here?” He really was distracted today. How could he have not heard her
coming? 


“I
. . .” Finn’s mind was racing as he struggled for words. “Is Lily here?”


Lily’s
mother shook her head sadly as she dropped her eyes to the floor. “Lily’s been
suspended from all activities this week, including work. Got caught stealing
from the headmaster.”


“Is
she at home? Can I go see her?”


“‘Fraid
not, son. She’s in detention. I’ll let her know when she’s out that you were
asking about her. You should get on back to where you came from. I can’t afford
to lose my job if you get caught in here.”


Finn
nodded but felt numb from what she’d just said. If Lily were in detention that
means she would be in the discipline room. Who knew what kind of horrors she
was being made to endure there? Finn’s heart froze when he remembered the way
the room looked—empty and cold—and smelled, like rotten eggs and
Clorox. And the eerie silence from the double-insulated walls.


“Son,
did you hear me? You need to go.”


Finn
snapped out of his head. Part of him desperately wanted to tell Lily’s mother
about the discipline room, about the place Lily really was, to save his friend from torment. But if he did,
he might not see his plan through. Janine would certainly confront Trappe
before alerting the authorities. And then it would be just another repeat of
five years ago. And even if Trappe did get caught, his punishment wouldn’t be
severe enough. Sure, Trappe might lose the school. He might even get some
decent jail time. But that was not enough for Finn. Finn wanted Trappe to pay
for all his crimes.


As
she stared expectantly at Finn, he made his way to the back wall of the kitchen
and turned back. Janine gave him a brief nod of reassurance before heading back
to work. Finn slid through the opening, replaced the panel and stood frozen
between the walls. This is it, he
thought. Trappe is going down. Tonight.


           


***


           


“Lily’s
in the church,” Finn announced as he marched into the cellar. Daphne had just
woken up and was cleaning up the last remnants of the previous night’s party
while Hangman and Shag argued over a game of tic-tac-toe. 


“Where’re
the others?” Finn demanded with an urgency that resembled the impatience of a
worried father in a hospital waiting room.


“Kevin’s
still asleep. Toot and Trick are at the lake, cleaning the vomit off their
clothes.” Daphne scrunched her nose at the comment. Evidently, Josh and Max
weren’t the only ones who partied beyond their limits last night. Once again,
she was thankful that she had her own room to sleep in.


“Shag,
go get them. Now.”


Shag
knew that look in Finn’s eyes. He didn’t see it often. Maybe once a year, if
even that. It was a glaring look—glowing fire behind his eyes—that
was not to be questioned. Immediately, Shag dashed off into the tunnel, without
even a glance back.


Finn
strode toward Hangman, who was now on his feet, his eyes flicking nervously at
Finn’s fiery eyes.


“Go
get the documents.”


“Which
ones?” Hangman asked.


“All
of them.”


As
Hangman left, Finn stood motionless in the center of the room, his body as
heavy as a marble statue, and as impenetrable as steel. Daphne wanted to
approach him, but it was like when the phones were shut off. He was in that
zone and needed to be free of distraction. His stance was rigid, his voice
sharp as a well-honed butcher knife. So she stood still, barely breathing,
hoping that he hadn’t noticed her. But he had.


“Daffy,”
he barked so suddenly it caused Daphne to flinch. She didn’t know how to
respond. Though she’d seen him like this once before, she’d intentionally
stayed out of his way. Now she had no choice. 


“What,
I reveal my heart to you and you stop talking to me?” Finn’s head snapped
around and a devilish smirk appeared at his lips, despite his hard exterior.
“Who’s the player now?” 


Daphne
loosened her jaw and approached him softly. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure you
wanted me around right now,” she said innocently, drawing her eyes down to her
feet. Finn lifted her chin gently until she was gazing at him once again. The
fire was still in his eyes, but it was no longer frightening. If anything, she
felt safer now with him than she had ever felt since arriving at the academy. 


“How
could I not want you around?” He surprised her with a quick kiss.


Daphne
couldn’t hold back the smile that dressed her cheeks as the warmth of Finn’s
feelings for her struck her to her deepest nerves. She wanted to tell him how
she felt about him. That she was falling madly for him. If it weren’t for the
current circumstances she would in a heartbeat. But with Lily in trouble and
Finn so geared toward trouncing the headmaster, Daphne knew there couldn’t be a
worse time to declare her love. She resolved to tell him after the plans had
been carried through. Perhaps at the victory party she was hoping to plan.


“After
all,” Finn continued. “We can’t do this without you.” Finn winked and Daphne’s
heart dropped a little. She knew she meant more to him than just a piece of his
well laid out puzzle to defeat Trappe. But sometimes that was all he made her
feel. As if she was being used like some candy-crusted Lego block that would
end up being tossed back into a pile with the rest of them as soon as he was
done with her. That wasn’t how he really felt. Deep down, she knew that it was
just him. Just the way he expressed himself. She shook her head to rid herself
of her self-deprecating thoughts. Finn bent down and kissed her again, as if he
knew what she was thinking. 


A
minute later Hangman came treading back into the room, arms full of papers in
disarray. He dumped them on the floor before Finn and he both dropped down and
began to sift through them, organizing them into methodical piles.


“Now
what?” Daphne asked.


Finn
sat up, hands squarely placed on his knees, and stared down at the map of the
academy grounds, surrounded by stacks of schedules, notes, and printed emails.
“Now, we wait for the others.”


           


 


















Chapter Nineteen


The
Rescue


 


                  


Her fingers meticulously folded the
thin strands of rosy golden hair, one over the other, finishing with a silky
violet ribbon, which complemented her eyes. Belle tugged lightly on the braid,
ensuring its strength, before starting on the other. She turned her face side
to side, watching her reflection in the mirror, to make sure the sides were
symmetrical. When she finished she stood up and cinched a knot on the front of
her pink blouse to show just enough skin. 


She’d
done this dozens of times. Always for Finn. Yet she was never noticed for the
feminine beauty that she was. Not once. Now she had agreed to do it again. For
Finn, but not for Finn. Belle shouldn’t have been surprised that the party
didn’t go as she’d planned. Nothing ever did. When Daphne had left, Belle knew
it was her chance to tell Finn the truth; that she was in love with him. But he
blew her off, saying she was being ridiculous and melodramatic. She even kissed
him, knowing in her heart that when she did, Finn would kiss her back. But he
only shoved away violently. “I don’t love you, Belle. Get over it!” he’d said,
storming off to find Lily.


Now
he had the nerve to ask her a favor. And as weak and pathetic as it made her
feel, she could not say no. Lily was in trouble and despite the problems they’d
had in the past Lily was her friend. Her only friend, now that Finn rejected
her. She hated what her uncle had done to Lily, locking her in that dreadful
room in the basement of the church. Belle had been there once. Not as
punishment, but as a warning. She wasn’t sure if Uncle Byron would actually
lock her in there, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Until now, that is.
Belle knew she had to do this. To help Lily might also score points with Finn.
If she succeeded, perhaps he’d see how useful she really was and maybe, just
maybe, he’d see her as girlfriend material.


Belle
leaned into the mirror checking her eyes, thickly framed with jet-black
mascara, for smudges. Then she took a deep breath and fanned her hands across
her white pleated skirt, cut off at mid-thigh by her own scissors. Uncle Byron
would never approve, which is precisely why she did it. She’d just have to stay
out of sight and move quickly and unseen through the church. One glance by him
or one of his cronies and she’d be locked in her room for the day. Of course
that wouldn’t stop her from getting out, but it would ruin the plan and her day
would be so much easier if she simply wouldn’t get caught.


After
another deep breath to steady her nerves, Belle slid the table away from the
removable panel in her room and slipped inside. 


           


***


 


Finn
waited, holding the rickety ladder steady as Daphne climbed into the narrow
tunnel above. He followed silently. He insisted she go first, to make sure
she’d remember how to get back on her own since he wouldn’t be with her to lead
her back to the cellar this time. Giving her concise directions, he guided her
through the narrow corridor and stopped when they’d finally reached Trappe’s
office.


“You’ve
been here before,” Finn whispered. “You remember where everything is?”


“I
think so,” Daphne replied, creating a visual recount of the headmaster’s office
from the tour that seemed ages ago. She had only been in the room for a minute,
but she recalled the large L-shaped desk, computer resting on the shorter leg
of it. That was all she needed to know. Everything else in the room was just
background noise.


“You
can do this, Daffy.” Finn’s voice carried that boost of courage that came so
easily to him. It helped Daphne build up her own. “It’ll be easy. Just get in
there, hack the account, and drag everything to the drive.” Finn held a flash
drive Hangman had stolen from a student and erased. He placed it in Daphne’s
hand, letting his fingertips linger on her skin before grasping it tightly. He
could feel the flutter of her pulse racing through her veins. She was either
incredibly nervous or as pumped as he was. 


When
she looked up at him her eyes glimmered and for a moment, just a second or two,
Finn almost changed his mind. He didn’t want to put Daphne in danger. He didn’t
want her to be scared. Was it worth it? Could he risk her safety to settle a
vendetta? There was another option. They could leave. He could take her away
from this place. Find an abandoned cabin in the woods, live off the land,
travel around like nomads, discover the world. She would be his and he would be
hers and it would be Finn and Daffy against the world. 


He
shook away the quixotic vision that clouded his rational thoughts. Life wasn’t
like that. They might be happy for a while, but she wouldn’t tolerate his
carefree and risky behavior forever. She’d turn into a scornful housewife and
he’d spend hours alone drinking himself into a black hole, resenting her. No,
it wouldn’t work. Daffy would end up rejecting him just like his own parents
did. 


This
plan had to be followed through. It had to be today. Maybe it would work out
with Daffy in the end. He hoped so. But Finn wasn’t about to abandon this plot,
five years planned, over a silly girl he had a crush on. She’d be okay, he
convinced himself. After all, he was the one putting himself in danger. He, and
the outcasts.


“When
should I go in?” Daphne asked.


Finn
flashed the light at his watch. 


“Belle
should be on her way down now. It should only take about seven minutes for me
to get to Lily’s house if I move fast. From there I’ll make the call to
Trappe’s secretary. When you hear the message for Trappe, wait two minutes. Then
go ahead. Lock the door and keep your ears open. If you hear anyone coming, get
out as fast as you can. Can you do that?”


He
could see the fear in her eyes. He knew that feeling. He’d felt it many times
before. 


“Finn,
I’m—”


Finn
grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her squeezing her tightly. Her face
nuzzled his neck, sending waves of comfort deep within him. This is wrong, he
thought. It should have been the other way around.


“I
know. You’ll be fine. I’ll make sure he doesn’t find you. Trust me. Daffy,”
Finn said as he pulled back and raised her chin so that their faces almost
touched. He gazed deeply into her brown eyes. “I don’t want to lose you.”


He
could feel Daphne’s lips tremble as he took them in his. Then, like a gravel
road hitting pavement, the turbulence calmed and she returned the kiss with as
much vigor as he gave it. He didn’t want this moment to end. If he could stay
here, locked in her embrace, he would die a happy man. But he had to fight the
urge to remain. He had work to do. And he had to leave. Now.


“I
have to go,” he said, breaking away in one swift move. “I’ll see you on the
other side.”


Daphne
smiled anxiously at him, before he turned and shuffled away.


           


***


           


Belle
edged the west side of the church as if she were navigating a narrow rock
shelf, jutted out from the side of a cliff. With the pointed spires, the church
towered way above her, making her feel like a tiny shrew. A shrew in a house
full of hungry felines. A handful of boys—students—were doing yard
work in the garden, but Belle wasn’t too concerned about them. They were
already being punished for something; causing a stir over the headmaster’s
niece wouldn’t be in their best interest. She was more concerned about the two
professors stalking the quad. Each time one of them turned away, the other
turned toward her. 


How
was she going to get in unseen? How would the outcasts get in unseen? She stood
for a moment pondering, but only a moment. She didn’t have any time to waste.
The others would be here soon, if they weren’t already inside waiting for her.
But if she was caught by one of the professors, her uncle would be alerted, and
that would ruin everything. Or would it? Finn had wanted a confrontation with
Uncle Byron. Her being spotted would secure that for him. But would she have
enough time to get the key to rescue Lily before he’d arrive?


Time
was up. Belle might get caught, but that was a risk she had to take. Just as
the professor nearest her spun away, she darted around the corner to the front
of the old church.  The heavy wooden door squealed in protest and as she
pushed it she heard an announcement over the loud speakers in the quad. To her
relief, both professors turned toward the main building.


“Headmaster
Trappe, your attention is needed in the vestry.”


That
was her signal if she ever heard one. They wouldn’t have made the announcement
so publicly if he’d been in his office. He could be anywhere. And he could be
here at any time. Belle shut the door behind her before she could be seen. As
she shuffled down the nave, she saw something move next to the pulpit. It was
the academy’s priest, Father Warren. As he looked up at her, Belle slunk into a
pew, crouching over in a prayer position to avoid attention. She watched him
through one slitted eye, as he made his way up the aisle. Belle scrambled with
one hand to untie her blouse and cover up as much skin as she could, kneeling
lower to make her skirt appear longer. 


“Belle,”
he said in a gentle voice. “It’s so good to see you here. Are you doing well?”


Belle
slumped her shoulders a little more as she looked up. “Yes, Father. I’m fine.”
She wasn’t at all fooled by his chaste exterior. He knew what went on in the
undercroft of this church. Possibly even took part in it. 


“That’s
good to hear. And how about your studies?” Belle wished he would just leave.
She didn’t have time for chitchat. 


Up
ahead, she spotted a movement—something fluttered near an open window. It
moved so swiftly and silently that Belle knew it could only be Finn.


“Good.
I just needed to spend some time alone. With, uh, God.” She curled her head
under, exaggerating her prayer stance, hoping that would be enough to get the
priest out of her face. She needed to move.


Father
Warren nodded with a grunt and proceeded to the front of the church, stepping
outside for some fresh air.


Belle
jumped from the pew and ran as fast as she could to the chancel. Just behind
the wall was the staircase that led down to the basement.


           


***


           


“Where
is he?” Shag complained. “Belle will be here any minute.”


The
boys crowded around the peephole in the space between the church floor and the
basement’s ceiling, taking turns spying down the tall brute in the dark and
brooding hallway, stationed in front of the door to the discipline room. He was
the huskiest boy in the school—a senior—and a real kiss-ass to
Trappe as his scholarship to Ivy League was depending on a dazzling letter of
recommendation. None of the boys wanted to have a head-on encounter with him.
Only Finn had the balls to confront him.


“He’ll
be here any minute,” Hangman whispered. This hideout, with its two-inch wide
wooden beams to balance on, wasn’t nearly as comfortable as the hollow walls in
the main building, but it was their only option. The lightweight panels from a
quick 1980’s renovation made for a quick escape, though a tight and
uncomfortable wait.


“He
just wanted some alone time to get it on with Daffy,” Trick said, making an
obscene gesture with his tongue. Shag shoved him aside. 


“Hey,
that’s my sister!” Josh warned. The bags under his eyes were no justifiable
evidence of how hung over he really felt from the previous night. Max, on the
other hand, had no sign of sickness, and was eager to join in the fun.


“Shut
up, man,” Shag added, grateful that the darkness shadowed his flushed cheeks. 


“You’re
just jealous ‘cause she blew you off,” Toot teased. Shag turned and raised a
fist, and Toot cowered behind Kevin.


“Let
it go, guys,” Kevin said and turned back to the peephole.


“Is
she here yet?” Trick asked.


“Not
yet. I really hope he has a thing for tiny blond girls. She’s our only chance
of getting the key.”


“I
just hope she didn’t take her crazy pill today,” Shag retorted. “Remember what
she did to Lily that one time? I thought she was going to gouge Lily’s eye out
with that spoon.”


“Nah,
she’s alright now,” Hangman said. “She and Lily get along alright. Anyway, she
won’t screw this up. She knows Finn will be watching. She’ll do anything for
him.”


“Wish
she would do anything for me,” Toot mumbled.


“Dude,
you’re like three inches tall,” cracked Trick. “Maybe she’ll add you to her
doll collection and you can hump a Barbie.”


“Shut
up, asswipe!”


“Guys!
What’s all the racket?”


Finn
slithered in from out of the darkness. Kevin shifted to the side to give Finn
some room. 


“What
took you so long, man?” Trick whined.


“Had
to send a telegram to Trappe.” Finn winked. He looked out the peephole. “She’s
here. Get ready.”


           


***


           


I
can’t believe I’m doing this, Belle thought
to herself. She looked down at her hands, which were trembling like she was
jacked up on three liters of Red Bull. Right now she wished she had some vodka.
That would quiet her nerves. She looked down at herself, checking her clothing
one last time. She looked like a two-dollar tramp. Now she had to act like one.


She
peeked around the corner at the stocky student standing guard by the door.
Stuart Cross. Belle knew it would be easy to seduce him—he’d made a pass
at her before. It was about a year ago. Belle had been sent by her uncle to the
east field where PE was in session. The students were playing flag football
that day, though the field was used for every sport imaginable. Belle brought a
clean stack of folded towels to the locker room. She hated going in there. It
carried the beefy odor of sweat and smelly jock straps. All she had to do was go
in, drop the towels on the shelf and leave. Quick and easy. But as she was
leaving, the boys started filing in. Something groped her backside and when she
turned to catch the culprit, Stuart winked at her, grinning licentiously. He
couldn’t make it any more obvious.


No,
it would be easy to get his attention. The hard part would be getting away from
him without stirring suspicion. And since she would have the key, she had to get away. But Finn was watching. He wouldn’t let
anything happen to her. Not even for Lily’s sake. She hoped this was true.


Belle
could waste no more time. She tossed her head back and strolled leisurely
around the corner, swaying her hips from side to side. It only took a second
for Stuart to notice her. Then he couldn’t tear his eyes away.


“Hey
Belle.” Stuart smirked as he combed his fingers through his thick auburn hair.
His blue eyes sparkled with hunger. Belle stared straight at him. Her lips
curved up seductively. She had him in the palm of her hand.


“Hey
Stu,” Belle purred. “What are you doing down here all by yourself?”


“On
duty,” he snapped. Suddenly his demeanor shifted. He straightened in posture.
The smirk on his face disappeared into a puddle of stoicism. He was a soldier.
Responsible and tenacious. Belle could see straight through the veneer. She
traced her finger down the burgundy tie over his crisp white shirt, lightly at
first, then firmly as it went down.


“Oh.
I was hoping we could, you know, talk. Maybe even get to know each other a
little better. Since we’re all alone down here. We are all alone, right?”


“Uh,
yeah,” Stuart uttered, his façade beginning to falter. “But I can’t right now.
If Trappe catches me off guard, I’ll lose his letter of recommendation.”


“My
uncle is busy in admin right now. He won’t come down here.” Belle was grateful
the intercom system did not have installations in the church. Distractions
during services were frowned upon.


Stuart’s
eyes drifted down to the bare skin just above her barely-there skirt. His mouth
gaped like a panting dog. Inside, Belle was disgusted. She had no interest in
this boy. She only had eyes for Finn, although she was beginning to find Josh
kind of cute too. But Stuart was like a rotten egg: a pristine exterior, but
all slimy and gross on the inside. She needed to hurry and get the job done,
before she gagged on her own thoughts.


“Come
on, Stu,” Belle teased as she took a step back and placed her hands
provocatively on her hips. “I know you like me. Remember the locker room?”


A
bead of sweat formed on Stuart’s brow and began to drip down the side of his
face. Belle stretched up on her toes, pulled him down by the shoulders and,
with her tongue, lapped up the drop. She heard him gasp as the salty bead
coated her tongue. She wanted to vomit. But instantly his lips were on hers, his
tongue forcing entry. It felt like an oversized slug sloshing around behind her
teeth. Belle forced herself to withstand it. To pretend to enjoy it. Stuart’s
hands were all over her: under her skirt, cupping her chest, raising her leg up
to his hip. 


Then
she came back to reality. She let her hands roam his body as freely as his
roamed hers. The back pockets. Up his back. Over his chest and blazer pocket.
Nothing yet. Further down they wandered to his front trouser pockets. Her hand
slid over a firm rigid object. There it is. Dangerously close to his . . .
Belle squirmed at the thought, but she knew she had to do it. This is for
Lily; this is for Finn, she thought as she
slid her hand into his pocket. She felt the cold metal at her fingertips when
his hand shot down to her wrist.


“What
are you doing?” Stuart demanded.


Quickly,
she shot her other hand to the bulge in his crotch and pressed him against the
locked door. 


“Don’t
you like this?” she teased.


With
a deep groan, Stuart’s hand released her wrist and he leaned back into the
wall. His eyes closed as he let her touch him and she took the moment to slide
the key into her bra unseen. Now she needed to get out of there. 


Maybe
she could just leave. If she was fast enough she could be around the corner
before he even knew she was gone. No. That wouldn’t work. She had to come up
with something.


“Did
you hear that?” She perked her head up, staring down the hallway.


“I
didn’t hear anything,” Stu said, pulling her back to him.


But
when she yanked her hand back, Stuart had grabbed her again. The lust in his
eyes was a powerful monster that had taken over him. He held her there by the
wrist and she only began to struggle when he unbuckled his belt.


“What’s
the matter?” he jeered. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”


“What?
No!” Belle twisted and writhed in his grip, but Stuart was nearly twice her
size. This was what she was afraid of. If she were here alone, she’d never get
away. She shot a sharp glance up to the ceiling. She knew they were watching.
And she needed help.


           


***


           


“Now!”
Finn cried. 


Shag
and Toot jumped right through a ceiling panel, spraying chunks of cork over the
floor below, and shot down into the hallway. From the peephole Finn could only
see them for a second, then they were gone. 


“Hey,
over here!” Toot hollered.


Stuart
pushed Belle aside and barreled after them. Belle crashed into the wall and
stood there, quivering with fear. When she signaled that the coast was clear,
Finn and the others spilled out of the ceiling.


“Follow
them and keep Stuart busy,” he instructed. “Josh, stay with me.” The other boys
shot down the hall out of sight.


“Belle.
Are you alright?”


Belle’s
heart sank. It wasn’t Finn who asked about her. It was Josh. 


“Did
you get it?” Finn demanded. Belle nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’m
sorry,” Finn added, though he felt mildly uncomfortable saying it. He didn’t
want her to get hurt. But he needed to help Lily. He would praise Belle for
doing a fantastic job later. 


After
she slipped him the key, Finn hastily unlocked the door. Inside, Lily was lying
on her side on the floor, against the corner. 


“Finn?”
she whimpered.


When
she raised her head, her hair swept away, revealing a puffy magenta patch, just
below her eye. Rage billowed inside Finn. He ran to her, helped her to her
feet, and studied her bruises.


“Did
Trappe do this to you?”


She
nodded. “When he heard you calling my name last night, he—”


“I’m
sorry Lily. We can’t talk about it now. I have to get you out of here before
they catch us. Josh, take Lily and Belle and go out through the west staircase.
Trappe will be here any minute, so be careful. Then go chill the rest of the
day. You need it.”


“Yeah,
sure,” Josh replied. He led the girls around a corner leading to the far side
of the basement. Before he vanished he turned back to Finn, who had closed the
door and was locking it. 


“Finn.
My sister, is she—”


“She’ll
be fine,” Finn interrupted. “Trappe’s on his way here. Don’t worry.”


Josh
gave a quick nod and disappeared into the wall. Finn tossed the key up into the
air, watching it flip over itself before landing back in his palm. He continued
this action while taking a leisurely stroll down the hallway, whistling a happy
tune that one might do on a sunny day while pruning roses in the garden. He
stopped when he reached an air duct. With a flick of the wrist he slid the key
into the vent as if it were a coin slot on an arcade game, and then continued
his jolly jaunt.


He
turned at the next intersecting hallway. He could hear the jeers and rants of
the boys taunting Stuart somewhere in the basement. 


Now
it was Finn’s mission to find Trappe. He’d already arranged that prank call
earlier to get him out of his office. Now he had to keep him out for as long as
he could so Daphne could finish her job. When he rounded another corner by the
staircase he was relieved to find his mission incredibly easier. Trappe was
standing at the top of the stairs, sneering as Finn bowed dramatically and
peered up with his trademark mischievous grin. This was going to be fun.


           


 


















Chapter Twenty


The
Truth


 


                  


Daylight streamed in through the open
windows where the breeze struggled to toss the heavy drapes. The heat of summer
had been diluted with the earliest of autumn chills, yet Daphne felt beads of
sweat cling to her forehead as she eased through the room cautiously. When Finn
first brought up her critical task, she’d imagined doing this in the middle of
the night, under the cloak of darkness. Now she felt vulnerable, like anyone
could peek through the window, regardless that she was on the second floor, and
see her. 


Her
eyes roamed the walls, scanning over bookcases that held a vast collection of
nineteenth century first editions, a pair of framed portraits that looked like
they were from the civil war era, a model ship sailing across the top of an
antique General Electric console stereo. She brushed her fingers over the
massive desk that looked like it could be the size of a small bedroom, leaving
a dark trail through the dust. There were no framed family photos on the desk
like there were on her father’s. Just a Tiffany lamp, a three-tiered metallic
bin with neatly stacked papers, a glass paperweight with some creepy bug in the
middle, and the usual gadgets you’d find on an office desk. Atop the short leg
of the L-shaped desk there was the computer monitor, silver and sleek. Next to
it, under the mouse pad, laid a newspaper with some files to the side, like
they’d be shoved away in a hurry.


Daphne
sat down and immediately tensed when the rolling leather chair squeaked at her.
Though the sound was minimal, it sounded thunderous in her ears, like a stack
of heavy books smacking the floor. Nobody is here, she thought. Nobody can hear me. She switched on the computer and stared at the
pinhole camera above the monitor that seemed to be watching her intently, like
it was recording her every move so that it can tattle on her later like a
bratty little brother. She knew she was being neurotic, but she placed a small
post-it note over it anyway. It was a small, silly gesture, but it helped to
relax her.


Pulling
her own USB flash drive with the hacking software from her pocket and the one
that Finn gave her, Daphne got to work. It only took about five minutes to
break into the account, which seemed like hours to a 17-year-old girl freaking
out about the idea of getting caught. In the system she found all sorts of
information. She started with the documents folder, not bothering to open any.
Next she copied the pictures folder. After what Finn told her, and the creepy
vibe she got from the headmaster, she wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if he
had some kind of child porn in there. She wasn’t about to check for it. Next
she went for the emails. She hadn’t intended to read any—she didn’t have
time—but couldn’t help skimming over one that was open in the window.


           


Mr. Trappe,


      


I am getting concerned over
the welfare of my son, Sean. Though I receive weekly emails from him, I have
not spoken to him in over a year. Every time I call to speak to him, he is
unavailable and he never returns my calls. As you know, my husband and I are
unable to visit the academy due to career obligations. Yet, last year when we
sent an airline ticket for Sean to visit us over Christmas we simply got an
email from him saying he had to study for finals. We are very worried and beginning
to think that he is no longer at the academy at all. Please, have him call us
immediately upon receipt of this email. If we do not hear from him within one
week, we will be forced to alert the authorities. Thank you very much for your
cooperation.


      


Sincerely,


Helen Volkman


           


Daphne
was intrigued. Was Sean one of the outcasts? Or just some student who hated his
parents for leaving him here? She brushed it off and continued her search,
aiming for hidden files and folders. But while she was copying more files she
couldn’t help but snoop through the emails some more. She checked the sent
messages, but found nothing of interest. Under the deleted items there was one
email similar to the one she read, but still nothing that could put Trappe
under too much suspicion. 


Daphne
clicked the accounts tab. She found a list of names, most of which she didn’t
recognize. One of them was ‘Sean Volkman.’ She clicked his name. A page full of
emails appeared. They all appeared to be emails sent from Sean to his parents.
But why was it in Trappe’s mailbox?
Scrolling down, Daphne found two names she did recognize: Kevin Willard and
Preston Price. 


They
were the outcasts. All of them. Did they know about this? They all told Daphne
that their parents had abandoned them. But what if that wasn’t true? What if
Trappe had been intercepting communications between them? She wondered which
boy was Sean.


Daphne
spied a printer on the other side of the room. She didn’t have time to print
all of the emails out, but she wanted the boys to know that their parents
hadn’t forgotten about them. She printed the most recent email from Sean’s
mother and watched the lengthening striped line move across the window on the
monitor as the last file finished copying. 


As
she pulled the flash drives from the computer, her elbow pushed the mouse pad
off the desk. She knew she’d better put it back, as Trappe might become
suspicious if anything were out of place. When she returned it, her eyes caught
a glimpse of a familiar face on the newspaper. Pushing the mouse pad to the
side, she stared in shock at the picture on the front page of the Athens
Herald. It was her mother and father,
embracing each other as they peered out at her. Mrs. Werring looked about ten
years older, with extra creases folding her reddened tear-stained face. Her
father looked empty and hopeless, like a child whose favorite toy was taken
away. The headline read, SEARCH TURNS UP NO CLUES AS TO DISAPPEARANCE OF LOCAL
TEENAGER.


Daphne’s
worries at getting caught diminished as she read the article below the picture.



           


“We just want our daughter
back,” Mrs. Werring stated in a press conference. Her husband continued,
“Daphne is an intelligent young lady with a bright future ahead of her. We want
her to know that we love her and believe in her. And we miss her very dearly.”


           


Daphne’s
eye’s welled up. For the first time since she’d been at Neverland Academy she
truly missed her parents. What had she done? The punishment she’d had to endure
before coming here seemed like a mere slap on the wrist now. Looking back on
that night, she could see she that she’d overreacted. She couldn’t put her
parents through this. She had to go home. 


As
she picked up the newspaper to take it with her, Daphne froze at what was
beneath it: a simple manila file folder with the name Preston Price printed in
big block letters. She knew she shouldn’t look, that it would be an invasion of
Finn’s privacy, but curiosity got the best of her. If she was really going to
be with Finn, she needed to know him. And she wasn’t sure she really did. After
a quick glimpse inside the file Daphne’s heart broke and anger rose to the
surface. She didn’t know Finn at all. 


Angry
footsteps marched down the hall and stopped at the door. Daphne’s heart leaped
into her throat as the handle rattled. She locked the door, but Trappe would
have a key. Would that few extra seconds be enough to get out in time? She
stuffed the flash drives in her pocket, folded the newspaper and file under her
arm, grabbed the printed email and slipped back into the wall, replacing the
panel just as the door opened.


           


***


           


Finn
congratulated himself on a fantastic chase through the church and grounds of
Neverland Academy. His speed and agility could have made him a wide receiver on
the school’s football team. Trappe knew he couldn’t catch Finn on his own so he
put the entire academy on alert and lockdown. Finn was eager for the challenge.
He’d had every professor and staff member after him. After parading through the
halls of the west wing classrooms, ducking out of reach of the oncoming
professors and relishing the cheers from students delighted by the interruption
in classes, he scurried through the open window of Professor Davey’s science
classroom, knocking over a vivarium and setting free Opie, the class lizard.


Outside,
he taunted Trappe, who was watching from the terrace, with a silly dance from
the gardens before pointing at Trappe and making an ominous slashing motion
across his neck. It took several minutes for the other professors to meet him
outside, but by the time they’d reached him he was gone, nobody close enough to
discover his secret tunnel entrance.


Now
his heart was racing. Adrenaline exploded into a haze of mind-numbing euphoria.
This was Finn’s drug of choice.


The
jaunty laughter down at the other end of the tunnel signaled to Finn that his
friends were back. From the sound of it they’d had just as much fun as he had.
Before heading into the cellar, he peeked his head into Daphne’s little cove.


“Daffy?”


It
was empty. He turned to continue on to the cellar when he was met with the girl
he sought.


“There
you are! That was so epic! Oh, Daffy, I wish you could have been there. That
was, beyond a doubt, the best trick we’ve ever pulled.”


Daphne
wouldn’t look at him. She simply stared at some papers in her hands. 


“Did
you get the files? How’d it go?”


Finally,
she looked up, meeting him with an icy glare that even he couldn’t deny struck
his heart and melted his euphoria.


“What
happened?”


“We
need to talk,” Daphne growled as she pushed past him into the tiny room and
turned on the lamp.


“What’s
the matter, Daffy?”


“Why
are you really here, Finn?”


“I
told you, my parents kicked me out. I had nowhere else to go.”


“That’s
not what this says. Preston.” She tossed his file to the floor, where sheets of
paper spilled out with a photograph of an eight-year-old Finn, his onyx hair
trimmed much shorter but the same glowing emerald eyes. 


“Don’t
call me that,” Finn grumbled.


“Why
not? It’s your name.”


Finn
hunched over to gather the papers. “Where did you get this?”


“Trappe’s
office. Why did you lie to me?”


“I
didn’t lie.”


“You
told me your parents kicked you out.”


“They
did.”


“Finn,
you never went home. You just stuck
around here like a lost puppy looking for scraps from sympathizers.”


“I
did go home!” Finn shouted. It shocked Daphne so much she jumped back into the
wall, banging the back of her head on the cold bricks. “I flew home to
Connecticut, Trappe put me on the plane himself,” Finn explained. “My parents
didn’t even show up at the airport. I stood there for hours, waiting.
Eventually I had to take a taxi home. When I got there I saw them out in the
front yard, playing with a little boy. He was only about four years old. He
looked almost exactly like me. All those years my parents said they’d put me in
the academy because they didn’t have time to raise me, not even during the
summer breaks. They didn’t even come to visit. They’d said they had to travel
for work, that I’d be better taken care of here. And yet, there they were,
spending quality time with their new child. Time that they couldn’t find for
me. I told the cabbie to take me back to the airport. I had enough in my meager
account to fly first class back to Atlanta. So I did. And I came back here.
Trappe had pleaded with my parents to come get me. They wouldn’t. They just
don’t care anymore.” Finn glared at Daphne. “There. Now you know the truth.
Happy now?”


Daphne
returned his glare, refusing to give any sympathy to his heartbreaking story.
“What about the other boys? I know what you did, Finn. Their parents have been
asking about them, trying to get in touch with them. You can’t keep them here
forever.”


Finn
collapsed to the floor, his head in his hands, a flood of repressed emotions
taking over.


“I
did it for them.”


“How
can you say that? Finn, you’ve been sending emails, impersonating them all this
time? And they don’t even know that their parents are concerned!”


“You
can’t tell them.”


“Finn,
they need to go home.”


“I
don’t want to be alone,” Finn whimpered. 


“Come
with me. You’re nearly eighteen; you don’t have to go home. We’ll find a place for you. Maybe my parents could loan
you some money for an apartment while you look for work—”


“No!”
Finn shot up, frowning at Daphne. “No, you’re not going to tell me what to do.
I do what I want. I won’t be some
pathetic minion to do chores for someone else for a meager income, barely
enough to live on. I write my own life. Not you or anybody else!”


“Finn.
I’m leaving,” Daphne said quietly as she looked down at the floor. She held out
the flash drive for Finn.


“Fine!”
Finn snapped, snatching the drive. “Go! You can all go for all I care.”


He
stormed out leaving the file behind.


Daphne
picked it up and plodded down to the cellar where the boys were celebrating
their victory. She didn’t know what to feel anymore. Her mixed feelings for
Finn resulted in an emotional anesthetic. Maybe going home would bring
something back to her, whether it was anger or love, she didn’t know.


The
outcasts’ amusement faded upon seeing the grim look on Daphne’s face.
Approaching them tentatively, she handed Hangman the email.


“I
don’t know who Sean is, but I assumed it might be one of you.”


Hangman
handed the paper to Toot who read the email quietly while the others watched. 


“There
were more emails for all of you, but I didn’t have time to print them. Anyway,
there’s something here I think you all should read.” 


Daphne
pulled a handwritten note with a rigid edge on one side, as if it had been torn
from a journal, from Preston’s folder and handed it to Hangman, who read it
aloud.


“There
are five of them now. Six, including Preston. He has connived those boys into
joining his little gang of outlaws. If only they knew he is the reason they
never received word from their parents. Last week I discovered Preston in the
library. He had set up new email accounts in each of the boys’ names and was
communicating with their families by that method, presumably so they would not
be missed. I considered phoning the parents, but how would that make me, and
the academy, look? No. I must keep up this ridiculous façade for the integrity
of this school. I’ve taken over the accounts now. At least that will help me
buy some extra time before the parents find out their children are missing.”


“My
mom wanted me home for Christmas,” Toot murmured. “I could’ve gone home.” 


“I
don’t know about you guys,” Shag said. “But I’m ready to go home.”


“Where’s
Preston?” Hangman asked, fury setting his eyes on fire.


Daphne
shrugged. “I don’t know. I told him I was leaving and he just ran off. If you
guys want, you can come with me. My parents can help you all get where you need
to go.”


“Let’s
go boys,” Hangman said sadly. “Get your stuff. We’re going home.”


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Twenty-One


Captured


 


                  


Daphne wished she could have said
goodbye. Yes, she was angry with Finn for lying to her and the others. But he
was still her friend and she didn’t want to leave things as they were. And her
feelings for him were just complicating things more. Did she love him? Was it
just a silly crush? Did he feel anything for her? She didn’t know, and without
talking to him it was like leaving home and not knowing if she’d closed and
locked the door. 


They’d
looked all over the tunnels for Finn but he was gone. The only place left to
look was the lake and the cemetery. That was where he went to think, and that
was most likely where he was now. Daphne insisted that she and the boys check
there before they left. 


It
was already late in the day and Daphne knew it would be difficult to find her
way home with the darkness settling in earlier in late September. She hadn’t
lived in the area long enough to find her way home on her own. But Hangman
assured her that the boys would stay with her until they found it.
Unfortunately, they would never make it outside the tunnels. 


Not
alone, anyway.


Daphne
was seized first. A massive, leather-gloved hand clamped against her mouth as
she tried to catch her breath and a thick, heavy arm squeezed her arms
painfully into her waist. She struggled for a few seconds, but her efforts were
futile. She couldn’t even budge an inch. The dark, hulking figure behind her
must have been three times her size.


Daphne
watched from a dark corner as the other boys were picked off, one by one. It
happened so fast they hardly had time to fight back. Only Trick got a good
punch in before he too was captured. Three flashlights spiraled around
themselves on the floor.


Suddenly
a different light appeared further down the tunnel. Daphne squinted at the
bulky figure holding the lantern. He looked even more repulsive in the warm
glow that cast hideous shadows across his wrinkled face. Tapping his cane
gleefully against the stone floor, Trappe flashed a villainous smirk at Daphne.
He approached her, holding the lantern up to her face. The smug smile made her
stomach turn the closer he came. He was near enough that she could smell pork
and onions in his breath. 


“My,
my, my. What have we here?” Instant recognition swept over his face. “Yes, I
thought that was you,” Trappe murmured. “It was hard to see in my bed chamber,
but once I found your photograph in the paper, it was all so clear. Your
parents are awfully worried about you, my dear.”


Daphne
tried to speak, but the solid hand secured to her mouth made it all come out
muffled. With a quick nod of Trappe’s head, the hand slid off and Daphne found
her voice.


“I
was going home tonight. Just let me go,” she said, feigning innocence. 


“Let
you go?” Trappe clicked his tongue thrice. “I don’t think so. Clearly you
wanted to be far from your parents’ watchful eyes. Wanted to play in the boys’
roach club. My girl, you cannot join in the fun without paying the price. You
must be taught a lesson. Just as you felt the need to teach your
parents—the people who brought you into this world, who gave you
life—a lesson.”


Trappe
turned his attention to the adults. “Take them to the church.” The boys were
all shoved down the tunnel and the man behind Daphne pushed her forward. 


“Not
her,” Trappe barked. “Take her to my chamber and wait for me. We may not have
Preston, but no bait could be more alluring than this.” Daphne squirmed as his
slimy hand grazed her jaw. 


           


***


           


Finn
sat rigidly, bent over, on the tombstone of “Marjorie Elaine Trappe, Beloved
Wife and Mother.” Cupped in his hand he held a cork that still smelled of
whiskey—a memento from the night he and Daphne robbed Trappe’s private
liquor cabinet. He rolled it between his fingers, trying to remain angry that
Daphne was leaving him, because anger felt much more appropriate than the real
emotions boiling inside him. 


How
could she do this? They’d had so much fun together, so many good times. She was
getting along with the outcasts and everybody loved her. And now she wanted to
go home to her parents who’d probably punish her for a year after what she’d
done. How could she find that more desirable than staying here with Finn?


Deep
down, he knew it was entirely his fault, but like his with his affection for
Daphne he kept tossing more dirt on the tomb of buried feelings. He couldn’t
take responsibility for this. He wouldn’t.
That would be the adult thing to
do. That would mean growing up. An awkward, uncomfortable feeling began to
blossom in the pit of his stomach. Growing up. It made him feel sick, yet as
much as he’d tried he couldn’t deny it. He was almost eighteen. Out in the real
world he would legally be an adult. Even his thoughts and emotions had matured
in the years he’d been hiding underground. How long could he keep this up?
Would he really remain here, stealing food and pulling pranks when he’ll be
thirty? Fifty? Seventy? He imagined himself as old as Byron Trappe, limping
from some injury he’d receive from being too slow with age, trying to squeeze
his middle-aged belly through the narrow walls of the academy. A grimace
stretched across his face like a wax figure melting in the heat of an inferno. 


He
needed a drink.


           


***


           


Finn
hadn’t come to her all day. It was now getting late, and Belle was depressed as
ever. After what she’d done for him the least she could get was a thank you.
But no. Finn didn’t care. He was probably off with Daphne somewhere,
celebrating his thousandth victory over her uncle. She’d thought about going to
the cellar herself, but shrugged off the idea. He didn’t want her. He’d made
that perfectly clear. Now it was time for her to move on. Tonight she’d drown
herself in rum and Coke with a side of Ben & Jerry’s—one of the cooks
hid her secret stash of Phish Food in the back of the meat freezer, wedged
between the chicken drumsticks and pork chops.


Belle
wallowed so heavily in her own self-pity, she didn’t even notice the kitchen
door left wide open when she’d entered. She’d walked right in, and stopped cold
when she found her uncle searching through the auxiliary liquor cabinet. She
slid behind the ranges, grateful that the clanging of glass bottles censored
her entrance. But what was Uncle Byron doing here? He had his own stash in his room; he wouldn’t need to raid the cheap
stuff.


Belle
peered out and watched him as he deliberately chose one bottle and poured some
kind of blue liquid into it. He shook it gently, and then replaced it in the
back of the case, behind the other bottles. As he turned, Belle could see the
wicked smile that broke his face. He knew Finn; knew his favorite libation. And
now he was set to poison him.


           


***


           


Daphne
deliberately dragged her feet as the gruff man smelling of sweat and vinegar
led her down the corridor toward Trappe’s bedroom. Her heart thumped against
her sternum like a mighty gorilla struggling to break free of its cage. She had
no idea what Trappe had in store for her and she feared the unknown much more
than she feared the man himself.


Huge
hands shoved Daphne forward and she tripped over her own toes, smashing face
first into the floor. Her nose felt like it’d been bashed in with a hammer and
fresh blood dripped down over her lips. She hoped it wasn’t broken. When the
hands yanked her back up to her feet, she quit dragging her feet and walked
voluntarily until they reached Trappe’s room.


Daphne
hadn’t been here since that night she and Finn had been caught stealing the
scotch. She shivered when she saw the bed, remembering Finn’s body tucked
underneath while Trappe hovered above, but warmed quickly at the sight of the
bureau. She had a way out! She just had to get away from her captor, which was
easier said than done. His nubby fingers clawed into her shoulder, making her
lean uncomfortably to one side. She could try to make a run for it, but she
doubted she’d get very far. She had to find a way to subdue him first.


Daphne
scanned the room for an object, something heavy and solid that might be used to
bludgeon him. Her eyes floated over the bookcases, the bureau, a table, finally
resting on the nightstand, which they were quickly approaching. The slag glass
lamp was obviously an antique, and if Daphne was correct, the base would be heavy
enough to cause some damage.


She
acted before she had a chance to change her mind, stamping her foot back onto
the toe of her captor. He grunted and released her instantly. She flung herself
onto the lamp and yanked upward. It wouldn’t budge. She pushed and pulled, but
all that she moved was the nightstand itself, a few inches from the wall. The
moment Daphne realized the lamp was bolted down, a weight came bearing down on
her shoulders and she was flung around to face the man who brought her here. He
was a professor—she recognized him from somewhere, though she couldn’t
remember.


Drawing
from his waist, he removed a thick, leather belt, which he used to wrap
Daphne’s wrists firmly to the oak bedpost. She still wore a mask of shock.
There was nothing more she could do now but sit and wait. Why, she pleaded with
herself, did she come to Neverland Academy in the first place?


           


***


 


Finn
tapped lightly on the trap door above his head and waited patiently for an
answer. A few moments later, the door lifted and Janine frowned down at him.


“Not
today, Finn. Lily’s not feeling well. She’s not seeing anyone.”


She
began to drop the door, but Finn wedged his body through it, refusing to simply
go away.


“Is
she okay? How is she?” he asked. With Daphne and the boys gone now, Lily and
Belle were his only remaining friends. Well, maybe not Belle after the way he’d
treated her. And he really needed someone to talk to.


“I
don’t know Finn. Will you tell me what
happened? ‘Cause Lord knows she won’t.”


Finn
shook his head and shrugged. “What did she say?”


“Said
there was a scuffle in the dining hall and she got caught in the middle of it.
But I talked to the other workers—there wasn’t any fight there.
Something’s going on and I want to know what it is.” Her eyes begged Finn for
the truth, but he couldn’t give it to her, though he wanted to badly. First he
had to find out why Lily hadn’t ratted out Trappe herself. It didn’t make any
sense to him. She hated Trappe as much as he did.


“Let
me talk to her. Maybe she’ll tell me what really happened.”


“I
don’t know Finn. She’s banged up pretty badly. I don’t think it’s a good idea
yet.”


“Please,”
Finn begged. “I’m her best friend. You know that. If anyone can pry truth out
of her, it’s me.”


Lily’s
mother seemed to be contemplating Finn’s offer as she stared up at the ceiling.
Finn followed her eyes, wondering what on earth she was looking at. Finally she
looked pointedly at him.


“Okay.
I’ll give you ten minutes. But that’s it. She needs her rest.”


“Thank
you.”


Finn
started up the stairs when Janine stopped him. “Finn. Whatever you learn,
whatever the real truth is, you’ll tell me?” Her knuckles whitened from her
grip on the newel post.


Finn
nodded and drew his finger in an X over his heart. Then he raced up the stairs.


Outside
of Lily’s bedroom, he hesitated. What was he going to tell her? About Daphne
and why the boys have all gone? Could he confess his actions? Would he lose her
too?


Finn
resolved to keep it to himself—just for now. Until she fully recovered,
anyway. No need to cause her any more unnecessary stress. She’s already going
through too much as it is, having had to endure that experience on her birthday
of all days. And it was his fault she got caught. He should have gone for the
liquor, not her.


He
knocked lightly before gently pressing the door and leaning his face through. 


“Knock,
knock?”


Lily
was sitting up in her bed, three pillows wedged behind her and a paperback
fitted comfortably in one hand. The only light in her room was a small lamp on
her bedside table. From here, her injuries looked like nothing. They could have
been simply shadows, dramatically emphasized by the lamplight, but Finn knew
better. Lily peeked over the top edge of her book.


“Finn!”
she cried, dropping the book to her lap, unconcerned with marking her page. She
smiled as if she’d had the best day of her life, not the worst.


“How
are you feeling?” Finn asked, easing his way slowly toward her bed as if she
were made of delicate eggshells.


“Like
I was locked in an empty room and beaten by a grown man. Oh wait. Yes, that did
happen.” Lily smiled despite her pain, finding humor in her awful experience.
Finn was simply disgusted. He sat himself on the edge of her bed; next to her
folded up legs.


“Why
didn’t you tell her? Why didn’t you tell your mom what happened?” 


Lily
sighed. “I didn’t tell her because . . . well, because I’ll be out of here
soon. Look!” Lily reached into her nightstand drawer, pulled out an envelope,
and handed it to Finn. He stared for a moment at the return address: Office of
Admissions, Brown University. As he opened it, she couldn’t resist revealing
the news.


“I
was accepted! I’m going to Brown next year! Well, I don’t have enough money,
but I could get a scholarship. And I know I’d qualify for financial aid.”


“Lily,
that’s awesome!” Finn said, momentarily forgetting her injuries. They shared a
brief hug until Lily flinched in pain.


“If
I tell my mom what happened, she’ll go to the police.”


“Yes!”
Finn cried out. “That’s exactly what she—you—need to do.”


“I
can’t Finn!”


“Why
not?” By now Finn had realized that he was shouting and peered back at the
closed door, expecting Lily’s mother to come storming in. She didn’t. “Why not,
Lily?”


“If
Trappe is arrested, which he will be, and the school is shut down, which will
most likely happen, it’ll make all the news headlines. Finn, you know how
prestigious this school is. Rich boys from all over the country attend here.
You came here all the way from Connecticut!”


“And
your point is?”


“I’ll
be in the headlines too. What if Brown retracts their offer based on this? Or,
even if they don’t, I don’t want this following me around everywhere. Everyone
at that school will know me as the girl who shut down Neverland Academy. Rumors
will spread. My life would be ruined.”


Finn
let this sink in. Part of him knew that she was right. He knew what a
sensational headline it would be. That was always his goal. He was being
selfish. He couldn’t do that to Lily. Anyway, Daphne got what he needed. He
didn’t need to use Lily to get what he wanted. 


“I’m
sorry, Lily. You’re right. I’m sorry you got caught in the middle of all this.
But Trappe will get what’s coming to him. And soon.” 


“And
you won’t tell anybody?” 


“I
won’t tell anybody what happened to you. Speaking of, I kind of promised your
mom I’d tell her. So I’ll need to make use of your window.”


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Two


A
Fatal Ultimatum


 


                  


Belle had what could be a life-altering
decision to make. She knew her uncle was up to something devious and it was
more than simply granting a death wish to Finn. The way he walked, it was
almost as if he didn’t need the cane. He stormed out with purpose, with intent.
She had to choose: follow her uncle or deal with the poison. 


She
hated to leave the poisoned bottle behind but she had to know what was going
on. She took her chances, hoping that Finn would reject a celebratory drink.
Besides, he’d probably already had some. 


After
Trappe left the kitchen, Belle waited a few seconds and then snuck after him,
hooking her flip-flops through her fingers. She had expected, or hoped, to
follow her uncle to his office or even his bedroom, but was troubled to find he
was headed outside toward the church. Hiding in shadows, she pursued his trail,
pausing at the door. She remembered the awful sound it made when it opened. A
countdown started in her head. Once she reached one, she pulled the door open,
just a hairline crack, and winced at the shriek that echoed in the huge open
space. She peeked in, relieved to find the church empty. 


Or
at least it appeared that way. Trappe could have been hiding in the pews,
behind the altar, in the wings. It was dark inside, only a few sconces lit the
hall with an orange glow. Belle crouched as she moved toward the front. She
stopped suddenly. The door to the vestry swung open and her uncle stalked out,
followed by Father Warren. They scurried behind the wall toward the basement.


Belle
followed, but stopped at the top of the stairs. This was where she had just
been earlier in the day, helping Lily to escape. Who could have been down here
now?


It
wasn’t Finn—that much she knew. Maybe it was Daphne. If he’d caught her
in his office earlier he would’ve had to put her in the room. The thought made
Belle simper. But she had to find out, to be sure. Holding her back against the
wall as if that would actually keep her from being seen, Belle crept down the
stairs silently. She could hear voices just down the hall, speaking in low
tones.


“Where’s
the girl?” Belle recognized her uncle’s deep, resonant voice and wondered if he
was speaking of Daphne.


“She
is at home now. I s-spoke to her mother. She didn’t tell her what really
happened. Y-you’re in the clear, sir.”


“Still,
she is a threat. I think it’s time we get rid of her.”


“But
s-sir, she’s just a girl. And if we kick her out of here, she no doubt go
straight t-to the police.”


“I
didn’t say kick her out.”


“You
mean—”


“I
mean accidents can be arranged.”


Dead
silence punched through the air. Nausea swept over Belle when she realized that
Trappe was not speaking of Daphne, but he was referring to Lily.  Sure, Belle
and Lily had had their share of problems in the past, but she could not let
something like this happen. Lily needed to leave the academy. Tonight, if
possible. 


Just
as Belle turned to go, the men began to speak again.


“The
boys are locked up?”


“Yes,
sir,” Father Warren assured. “All five of them.”


“And
the girl has been taken to my quarters. Tonight’s the night my good friend.”
Belle could hear the delight take over her uncle’s vocal chords. “We’ve finally
got him baited, back up plan in place, and no straggling disciples to aid him
in his fearless conquest. Either he’ll become ensnared in our little trap or
he’ll succumb to the poison I left him.”


It
had all finally added up. Belle held her breath and cupped her sweat-laced palm
to her lips. Something was going to go down tonight and for once, she was not
confident the outcome would be good. Not at all. She had to warn Finn. Now.


           


***


           


The
cellar felt so cold and empty without Daphne or the outcasts. Finn sat in the
center of the floor, crossing his legs and weaving the flash drive between his
fingers. For the first time since he’d been kicked out of Neverland Academy, he
truly felt alone. All those years ago he’d worked so hard to build a group of
friends that would be his family, only to have it crushingly taken away. And
he’d done it himself. He wanted to blame Daphne, but he still couldn’t. She was
right and he was wrong. But he couldn’t take on all that blame himself. He
wasn’t ready to face it. He was still a kid and so he would do what a kid would
do. He had to blame someone else for now. Someone who truly deserved it. He
would blame Trappe. And now Finn held in his fingers the one thing that would
destroy his nemesis. 


Finn
glanced up at the shelf that held random electronic equipment. Hangman’s laptop
was still there. He stared at it intensely as if he could will it to turn
itself on just by his own mental stimulation. It’s almost over, he thought. All of the years he spent torturing the
headmaster and wretched professors were about to come to an end. For some
reason, Finn couldn’t bring himself to finish the job. All he had to do was
turn on the computer, plug in the flash drive, find the incriminating files,
and send it all to the proper authorities. But something was stopping him. 


Finn
felt a great sadness wash over him. He didn’t want his way of life to end. He
loved all the pranks and hiding out underground with his gang. He’d imagined
this day for years, always picturing this grand celebration with all his
friends, his self-made family. But they would not be here to celebrate. Daffy
would not be here to celebrate. He was so alone and would have to celebrate
that way. Alone. 


Finn
had never known depression, never allowed the sensation to enter his mind. But
now he knew what it felt like. And he didn’t like it. It was like falling into
an endless abyss with nothing to grab hold of to pull himself out. Just
continuous falling, with no end in sight.  He knew what would make him
feel better instantly. Finn stood up and pocketed the flash drive. Then he
started off to get a drink.


           


***


           


Finn
had been indifferent when he strolled casually into the kitchen, not really
caring if anyone was around or saw him. Lucky for him the room was empty. He
wasted no time picking out the bottles one at a time to find his favorite blue
bottle of vodka at the back, the only one that could take away his miseries in
no time at all. He pulled out the bottle and held it, stroking its glass side
as if it were a kitten. He unscrewed the cap, brought it to his lips,
and—


“Stop!”



Finn
jerked the bottle back and found Belle leaning over the metallic counter,
panting like she’d just finished a two-hour marathon. A pair of flip-flops
scattered on the floor beside her.


“Finn
. . . don’t . . . drink that!”


“Belle?
What are you . . .” Finn shook his head to clear his rambling thoughts. “Why?”


“Trappe
poisoned it.”


Finn
looked at the bottle, and then sniffed the contents. It smelled normal to him,
but when he sniffed again he thought he smelled something bitter, like an old
tire or rusted metal.


“He’s
got them,” Belle panted.


“He’s
got who?” Finn dropped the bottle into a nearby sink, allowing the liquid to
drizzle out, and approached Belle. “Who does he have?”


“The
boys. Daphne. All of them.”


“Where?”


“In
the church, I think. But I heard my uncle say that Daphne was in his bedroom.
He’s trying to trap you, Finn.”


Finn’s
eyebrows furrowed and a spark in his eyes glared both intense anger and
adventurous anticipation. This was the climax he was waiting for. This would be
his celebration. He flung the flash drive into Belle’s hand.


“Take
this to Lily right now. Tell her to use the anonymous account to send the info
to the chief of police and the editor at the Herald. And Belle—this is important—she has to
do it tonight. Like, right now.”


Belle
nodded.


“Finn,
what are you going to do?”


“I’m
going to rescue our friends, of course.”


           


***


           


Daphne
had resigned to sitting helplessly on the edge of the bed. She didn’t want
to—the thought of touching the place where Trappe sleeps disgusted
her—but her feet were feeling sore, and she was tired. She was trying
relentlessly to stay awake, though her body was fighting her. Outside, the
grounds were quiet as the new-moon darkness, well past midnight, blanketed the
earth. Daphne’s captor remained in the room, leaning against the wall next to
the door. Daphne barely even noticed him any more. Her head rested against the
hardwood headboard and her eyelids were weighted with lead. She’d nearly closed
them when she heard the door shut. Daphne jerked herself up to her feet.


“Go,”
he said to the leaning man, who swiftly exited the room. Trappe stood there,
eying her lecherously. She felt a worm of discomfort wriggle up her spine. What
was he meaning to do with her here? She’d hoped what Finn said about him was
untrue, but her instincts told her different. 


Trappe
shrugged his suit jacket off, loosened his tie, and opened the buttons on his
wrists and neck. He rolled up his sleeves meticulously, as if trying to avoid
wrinkles on the cuffs. Daphne wondered how he planned to torture her, because
there was no doubt in her mind that’s what he intended to do.


“Good
evening, my dear.” Daphne remained silent. She wanted to appear defiant, and
hide the fact that she was so scared she had no words. As he crossed the room,
Daphne tensed, only to relax slightly when he stopped at his mini bar to pour
himself a drink.


“Cat
got your tongue?” Trappe chuckled, and laughter spread throughout his entire
body. “Perhaps a stiff drink would loosen you up. What’s your poison, my dear?”


Daphne
turned her head in defiance once again, refusing to even make eye contact. 


“Oh,
don’t pretend to be so sweet and innocent. We both know you are nothing of the
sort. Surely, you and Preston enjoyed my rare bottle of Glenfiddich. I was
quite miffed at that, but I’m over it. I even left your boyfriend a little gift
inside his favorite bottle from the kitchen.” 


Daphne
was furious. The last thing she wanted to talk about was Finn.


“He’s
not my boyfr—wait. What did you say?”


“Oh,
the little gift? Yes. I must let you in on this, my proudest moment. You know
there is much history to this manor,” Trappe continued as he sat at the foot of
the bed. “My ancestors have owned this plantation for generations and
everything they owned has been passed down to me. Last week I happened upon a
very, very old bottle of cyanide while I was cleaning out my grandfather’s
trunk. It was empty and dry, unfortunately. However it gave me a brilliant idea
in my efforts to rid myself of that annoying pest. Why hadn’t I thought of it
sooner? How else does one rid himself of a pest? Oh, I would have preferred a
slow acting poison to make him suffer for all these years of insubordination,
but the pesticide I slipped into the bottle will do just fine. He’ll still suffer,
but it won’t take much more than a day to finish him off.”


Daphne
gasped. A lump formed in her throat. She tried to swallow it down, but it just
wouldn’t budge. 


“Don’t
worry, my dear. Once his heart finally stops beating I’ll alert the police.
Your kidnapper will be dead and you’ll be free to go home.”


“He
didn’t kidnap me!” Daphne cried. 


“Of
course he did,” Trappe said. “Surely you aren’t going to tell them that you
simply ran away. What would parents say? What would society say? People do
talk, especially the elites your parents surround themselves with. What shame
you would bring upon your family and their legacy if such a scandal were to
occur.”


“I
can tell them you kidnapped me. And the other boys.” Daphne stood up, proud to
have found her voice again. “I know about you and the horrible things you’ve
done here.”


“Exaggerations,
my dear. Nothing more than the bitterness of a young man who was just never
quite good enough.” 


“I
hacked into your computer. I have evidence. I’ll tell them everything.” Daphne
raised her chin, refusing to acknowledge that she didn’t have the evidence, nor
did she even know what the evidence was. 


Trappe’s
glum demeanor suddenly changed. He slammed his glass onto the table, waves of
bourbon splashing over the rim. Now he seemed more vicious and primed to
attack.


“No,
I don’t think you will,” Trappe hissed. Daphne dropped back down to the bed,
her confidence perished. Trappe took a deep breath to redeem his composure.
“Otherwise, those poor boys might end up meeting the same fate as your late
kidnapper, also administered by he, of course. Are you getting the drift, my
dear?”


Daphne
gulped. She hadn’t considered what had happened to the other boys after they’d
been captured. She just assumed that they would have found a way to escape. Or
that Finn had helped them. Suddenly she felt the enormous weight of their fates
bearing down on her shoulders. She couldn’t do that to them.


“What
will you do with the boys if I cooperate?” she asked, barely a whisper.


“They
will be returned to their families in due time.”


“What
does that mean?”


“They
will need some—how shall I put this—schooling on what they have
been doing here all these years. It will take some time and resources, but I’m
confident in the abilities of my professors.”


Daphne
knew about the professors. They were just as insidious as Trappe. Would they
torture the boys? Brainwash them?  She didn’t have a choice anymore. As
much as she hated what might happen to the boys, death by poison would be much
worse. They were her friends and she didn’t want to see their lives cut so
short by her own doing. She had to cooperate. Daphne stared down at the floor
and nodded.


“So,
I have your cooperation?” Trappe asked. 


Daphne
nodded again. “Only if you promise to let them go home.”


“Of
course, my dear.” Daphne was so wrapped up in her own thoughts she hadn’t
noticed that Trappe was standing directly in front of her. She cringed as he
swept his hand over the back of her head and twirled a lock of her hair in his
fingers. 


“It’s
about time you get some sleep,” Trappe murmured. He slid his hand under her
chin and jerked her face up to meet his. “I can leave you tied up or I can
release your bonds, although you will be bound to this room should I do that.
The choice is up to you, my dear. You are well aware of the consequences should
you choose to disobey.”


Daphne
thought for a moment. If he released her bonds she could sneak out while he
slept through the panel behind the bureau. If she could find Finn in time, she
had no doubt he could rescue the other boys before Trappe even noticed her
gone. She quickly formed some false tears and nodded.


“Release
me. Please,” she begged. 


With
an ivory plated pocketknife, Trappe sliced the belt. Daphne rubbed the reddened
indentations in her wrists vigorously as she stared at the bureau just a few
steps away.


Trappe
hobbled over to the bureau and pulled a small bit of silky fabric from its
drawer.


“Wear
this,” he commanded. Daphne stretched the thin baby blue nightgown in front of
her. He wanted her to wear this? She
looked up at him pleadingly, but he didn’t budge.  “Well, you certainly
can’t sleep in that!” he snarled, gesturing at her filthy clothes. Slowly she
stood and turned to face the wall. She peeked back to see him staring at her as
she undressed. She put the nightgown on as quickly as she could and turned back
to face him. It only came down to her mid thigh and she felt even more
vulnerable than he’d already made her feel. Then she realized that was the
whole point.


“Lie
down,” Trappe commanded and Daphne did as she was told, staying above the
blanket to ensure a quick getaway. The light switched off and sounds of
shuffling crossed the room. She could feel his weight bear down on the other
side of the bed though she faced the other way, watching the shadow beyond the
bureau. Her stomach turned somersaults and she wished for time to speed up. She
couldn’t take it any more. She couldn’t wait for him to go to sleep. Now that
Trappe was on the other side of the bed, she knew she could make it to the
bureau and get out before he could catch up to her with his gimpy foot.


Without
a moment to spare, Daphne leapt from the bed and dashed for the bureau, tearing
it away with such a force that it toppled over and crashed on the floor,
spilling shards of broken china. A lightening shock of fear exploded within her
as she saw through the darkness that the panel she and Finn had previously used
had been boarded over. She tugged feebly at the secured wooden slats.


Trappe’s
hand clamped around her right arm and flung her back to the bed, where she
rolled over and landed on her hands and knees on the other side. She stood up
just in time to see Trappe pounding toward her with perfect footsteps and no
cane. What happened to his limp?


“You
didn’t really think that I would have let that little access tunnel remain
accessible, did you?”


“What
happened to your leg? I thought—”


“Yes,
of course you did. Everyone thought. That was the point, my dear.”


Daphne
flipped herself across the bed before Trappe could reach her and landed with a thud
on the other side. Trappe rolled over the bed right behind her. She leapt up
and scrambled for the door. While she fumbled clumsily with the lock Trappe
grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked, jerking her neck back painfully.
She’d managed to unlock the door, but that did her little good now. She grasped
at her hair, trying to pull it back to relieve the tiny sharp pinprick pains
that spread across her scalp. Daphne twisted and flung her elbow back,
connecting with Trappe’s chin. He made a revolting noise that sounded like a
pregnant cow giving birth. But his hold on her remained strong.


Trappe
threw Daphne onto the bed and sat atop her stretching her arms over her head to
the bedpost. She writhed under his weight and jerked her knee up, landing it in
the middle of his back. He grunted and backhanded Daphne across the face. A
searing pain shot through her cheek, stunning her momentarily. Trappe almost
had her wrists secured against the bedpost when something dark crashed into him
from the side of the room. He fell over instantly and Daphne watched as an
antique upholstered footstool came to a rest on the floor next to the bed. She
traced its line of motion back to where it originated. 


There,
in the sliver of light cast from the newly opened door, those raging green eyes
appeared to glow.


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Three


This
Ends Now


 


                  


Seeing daphne like that, bound and
helpless with that perverted creep striking her, brought up some deep
disturbances that Finn had kept bottled down in the deepest crevices of his
mind. He knew how strong-willed Daphne was. She wasn’t a victim, yet Trappe was
turning her into one. Just as Trappe had intended to do to Finn all those years
ago. Finn had to intervene. 


“This
ends now,” Finn growled.


Since
Trappe had been knocked over, his knots remained unfinished, and the ties that
secured Daphne’s wrists were loose enough that she was able to slip her hands
out with little effort.


“Go
Daphne. Get out of here,” Finn commanded.


Daphne
wanted to flee and leave the danger behind, but she wasn’t a coward and, though
his inflated ego denied it, Finn might still need help. Instead, she slunk into
the shadows against the wall of the still dark room. She stroked her face
lightly where Trappe had struck her and listened to the remnants of Finn’s
voice in her mind. He called her by her real name, not Daffy. Something seemed so different from the Finn that she
grew to know. He wasn’t just a thrill-seeking boy with little ambition for his
life, other than playing pranks and partying. Daphne could hear it in his
voice. He was growing up. And this time, despite the argument they had earlier,
she would not leave him.


“You,”
Trappe snarled as he lifted himself up.


“Yes,
me. Did you really think you could get rid of me that easily, Pervpot? You’ve
really underestimated my cunning.”


“Never
again!”


Trappe
lunged at Finn, swinging his cane like a baseball bat. Finn easily ducked out
of the way and hopped across the bed. He flung the footstool at Trappe, only
hitting him in the arm with the soft, upholstered side. 


“What’s
the matter, Preston?” Trappe sneered. “Afraid to fight me face to face? Need to
hide behind a bed and throw inanimate objects at me?”


Finn
strolled out from his cover, meeting Trappe in the space just beyond the foot
of the bed. “No. I’ll face you right here. Give me your best shot.”


Trappe
charged and swung again. Finn deftly ducked to the side, pulled a double-edged
dagger from his belt, and swung it across Trappe’s chest in a slicing motion.
Trappe cowered for a moment while Finn watched with pride. “Come on, old
Pervpot! Get up and fight. This is what you want, right?”


Droplets
of blood oozed out of the narrow slice, staining Trappe’s ripped white
undershirt. Finn leaned over him, tossing his knife from hand to hand in a
taunting gesture. Trappe swiftly swung his cane across the back Finn’s legs,
striking just behind the knees. Finn cried out and fell to the floor, dropping
his knife mid-toss. He cursed at himself as his shoulder slammed into the
floor. How did Trappe get the higher ground on him? After kicking the knife
under the bed, Trappe stood over Finn and brought down his cane over the boy’s
chest. Finn lurched at the pain as the hard wood and ivory cracked across his
ribcage. Trappe only got two swings in when something halted him. Finn, doubled
over in pain, couldn’t see what had happened, but he heard a crash and felt
moisture sink into his jeans. The overhead light shot on, and it was clear. 


Daphne
stood by, still clutching the broken neck of a wine bottle. The floor was
riddled with red puddles and Trappe’s shirt now had pink splatters to
complement the bloodstains. Trappe rose to his feet and punched Daphne in the
gut with the foot of his cane. Then he grabbed her by the throat and raised her
entire body off the floor. She struggled and clawed at Trappe’s thick fingers,
but they might as well have been bolted there. The color in her face brightened
to a dusty magenta and her eyes bulged with each empty gasp for air. She kicked
her legs wildly, trying to find the surface inches below.


Finn
sprung from the floor, the pain in his chest forgotten, and grabbed the closest
object near him—a silver candlestick. He swung it at Trappe’s head and
the headmaster fell, taking Daphne with him. She scrambled away, safe for the
moment.  


Finn
searched for a better weapon. His gaze landed on the wall, where two rapiers
hung, decoratively crossed. They were simply a wall decoration, but he took a
chance, hoping they were real swords. He fetched one and sent the other one
flying, landing right next to Trappe’s face. Daphne had slid out from under
him, the nightgown now stained with his blood.


“I
believe in a fair fight, Trappe. Even if you don’t.”


Finn
stood above him, waiting for him to get up and take the sword. Instead, he
pulled at the hook on his cane and a long, sleek, steel blade slid out. 


“No
need for that weak piece of tin,” Trappe sneered.  


Daphne
stood by, dodging blows, as Finn and Trappe dueled in the bedroom. Between the
shards of broken china and pebbles of wine-soaked glass, their bare feet danced
in funny motions. Finn had been able to avoid cutting himself, whether it had
been from fancy footwork or hard, weathered soles Daphne didn’t know. But
Trappe had repeatedly stepped on the glass, leaving bloody paw prints on the hardwood
planks. Soon they were out in the hall sparring toward the foyer. Before
following them, Daphne grabbed the extra sword that Trappe had shunned earlier.



Trailing
the duelers down the hall, she wondered why nobody had woken up and come out to
investigate the noise. Then she wondered just how many of Trappe’s henchmen
were roaming the grounds or guarding the boys at the church.  She looked
back toward the bedroom and found her answer. Or at least some of it. Two men
lay across the hallway, leaking blood onto the antique runner. One had a slice
across his neck. The other had a gaping chest wound. There’s no way they could
have survived that. At first Daphne wondered how Finn, the boy she grew to love
and trust, could take another’s life. Only hours earlier she’d discovered that
Finn was not all he said he was. But was he really capable of killing? How
could she fall for someone like that? But what had Trappe intended to do to
him? And the boys? And what had he and the other professors here already done
to other students she didn’t know? Daphne swore that if she ever had the itch
to run away from home again, she’d just take a hot shower instead.


Daphne
shook her head, ridding the awful thoughts from her mind, and chased the action
as Finn and Trappe entered the upper balcony of the foyer.    


Finn
thrust his blade forward, stabbing the wall while Trappe dodged left. The sword
stuck and he ducked quickly to avoid the swing of Trappe’s oncoming blade. The
sword missed by a few hairs and Finn could feel the air shift above him as it
flew past. Shoving forward, Finn knocked Trappe off his feet, giving him time
to dislodge the rapier from the wall.


Without
hesitation he spun around and swung at his opponent, but Trappe was already on
his feet and blocked the cut. They circled each other, each expertly dodging
blows from the other. Finn went on the offensive, lunging forward with every
cut and thrust until he had Trappe backed up to the edge of the balcony,
toppling over a large vase of gladioli, which shattered on the main floor
below. Finn swore to himself, for if that table and vase had not been there, he
could easily have lifted Trappe over the railing.             


Trappe
kicked Finn in the stomach, and Daphne watched as her friend tumbled back. She
stood away from the action, watching, waiting, wanting to help, but at a loss.
Even though she held the rapier tightly with both hands, she knew it would be
useless. She couldn’t handle a sword with even half the skill Trappe did. If he
still had that limp she might have a chance. But it was clear now his injured
foot was all a ruse to make him appear weak and make Finn overconfident.
Jumping into the fray would be suicide, no matter how she was armed.
Helplessness overcame her and she didn’t know what to do. But she knew she had
to do something.


Turning
back, Daphne dropped the sword and tried to open the nearest door, but it was
locked. She moved on. Door after door, they were all locked. Finally, Daphne
removed her hairpin and jimmied one open. It was another bedroom, sparsely
decorated apart from the deer head hanging on the wall and a stuffed bobcat on
a shelf, not nearly as elegant as the headmaster’s room. Whoever this professor
was apparently hunted on his days off. She searched drawers and closet space
until she found what she needed.


Under
the bed, Daphne found it. She dragged out a crossbow and three short arrows
with neon green vanes. Perfect, she
thought.


She
arrived back at the balcony just in time to see Finn balancing along the
railing like he was performing a high wire act in a circus. She couldn’t tell
if he was forced up there or just showing off, but he was thriving. Full of
energy, he tackled each of Trappe’s blows with expertise and grace. It was as
if he’d done this a million times. 


Daphne
loaded the first arrow. Clumsily lifting the heavy crossbow to aim, she’d
realized she’d never shot anything in her life, apart from the occasional
carnival game. And even then, she was a horrible shot. She adjusted the bulky
contraption under her arm and took aim at the center of Trappe’s back. 


The
fired arrow eased right by him and disappeared into the crystal teardrops of
the chandelier that hung over the foyer. She loaded her second arrow and aimed
again, but hesitated, her finger trembling on the trigger. Finn was too close
to Trappe. She didn’t trust herself not to hit him. Daphne waited, itching for
action, until a moment when there was enough distance between Finn and Trappe.
Unfortunately, that moment turned out to be disastrous. 


Trappe
swung his blade toward Finn’s legs. Finn was quick enough to parry, but lost
his balance in the process. Just as he fell down the long drop to the floor
below, Daphne released the arrow and it planted firmly in Trappe’s right hip.


Trappe
cried out and turned angrily toward Daphne. She still held the crossbow and
picked up the final arrow to load it once more. But her hand shook violently
and before she could snap the arrow into place, Trappe was on her. She hurled
the crossbow at him, but he deftly caught it and tossed it aside. Now, armed
only with a single arrow, Daphne circled around and backed away toward the
staircase, holding the arrow in front of her as if it were a knife. She glanced
behind Trappe at the rapier she’d left in the hall, wishing now that she’d kept
it. No matter how unskilled she was with a sword, it would have been more
useful than the arrow she held. 


Trappe
swung his blade and the arrow flew from her hands. He pointed the tip of his
sword at the base of her neck and she could feel the razor sharp prick of it as
she backed into the railing. A strange irony overcame Daphne. It was the exact
spot the boys cut when she’d first arrived at Neverland Academy.


“No,”
Trappe said. “This is just too easy. Perhaps you’d like to see what happened to
your boyfriend.” Trappe swung Daphne around, hoisted her up by the thighs and
held her over the railing by her ankles. Her shrieks bounced off the walls
several times and returned to her own ears, heightening the terror she felt.
She latched onto the bottoms of the balusters feeling the blood rush to her
head. Looking toward the floor, she didn’t find the body of Finn below, lying
in a lifeless heap as she imagined. Instead, she found him hanging on to the
upper floor, just below her, his fingers grasping the spaces beneath the balusters.
Their faces were only about an inch apart. They were close enough to kiss. For
a moment they shared a look. It was not only a look of trust, but also one of
love and redemption. She could see clearly into his eyes now. She could see the
love he felt for her and the fear he felt at losing her. She could see the
pleading sorrow for what he had done, for the lies he told her. She could see
how pained he was to put her in the predicament and let it get this far. She
could she him.


Finn
silently moved from the balcony to the staircase with the graceful dexterity of
Spiderman, placing his feet on the decorative wall moldings to aid him. It only
took a few seconds, but when he reached the staircase, he flipped himself over,
landing silently on his bare feet. 


Daphne’s
vision was beginning to fade. The bloodrush to her head, combined with nausea
and the overwhelming fear of plummeting to her death, nearly made her pass out.
She could feel her world spinning and a dark fog was beginning to roll into the
edges of her eyesight. A ringing filled her ears, muting the background noise.
Slowly the pitch changed, going up and down, up and down, like sound waves
travelling over rolling hills.


 “What . . .” Trappe gasped at the
forbidding sound of police sirens. Through the front windows, shades of blue
and red twinkled up the long driveway in the distance. Finn spotted the rapier
in the hall. He had dropped his when he fell and thought to take the one Daphne
had left, but he didn’t want to leave her hanging there. Trappe could release
her at any time. He had to distract him. 


“That’s
right, Professor Pervpot,” Finn crowed from behind. “They’re really coming for
you this time. It’s all over.”


“No.
It’ll be just like before. You can’t prove anything.” Finn’s gaze moved to Trappe’s
trembling hand. The tremors were shaking Daphne’s entire body. He wouldn’t hold
her much longer. 


“We
hacked into your private files.” Finn took a decisive step forward. “Found the
evidence we needed. Lily sent it to the ACPD tonight. There’s no talking your
way out of it this time. Like I said, this ends tonight.”


“Like
hell it does!” Trappe growled and released Daphne. Her fingers slipped from the
narrow columns and her body slid down. Finn leaped forward and managed to catch
one ankle. Her body dangled and as he pulled her up he swung her like a
pendulum so she could grab hold of the rail. He dragged her back over to safety
just in time to see Trappe thrust his sword toward him. Finn felt an explosion
of pain in his upper right chest and fell to the ground.                    


Daphne
shook her head to clear her vision. Trappe’s blade emerged from Finn’s chest.
In a panic, she groped the floor, looking for anything that could be used as a
weapon. Her fingers found the arrow that Trappe pulled from his hip. The blood
that coated the tip was still wet. She picked it up and plunged it into
Trappe’s stomach as he pulled the blade from Finn’s body. Trappe’s body tensed
and he dropped the sword. Finn was weakened, but he wasn’t ready to give up. He
quickly picked up the sword and poked another hole in Trappe’s gut. Then, using
all of his strength, Finn lifted the weakened old man by the legs and hurled
him over the balcony.


The
resulting thump was anticlimactic.


           


 

                  
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Four


A
New Home


 


           


A groan carried from the floor below
like an injured dog, trapped at the bottom of a dry well. Daphne and Finn
leaned over the railing to find Trappe lying face up, still alive, but with his
left leg positioned at a grotesque angle. They didn’t know if he would survive,
but at this point neither really cared anymore.


The
sirens grew louder and the lights grew brighter as they approached the front of
the academy. Daphne knew her time with Finn was short.


“Quick,”
Finn said, “over here. There’s not much time.” Finn palpated the wall, finding
a loose panel and sliding it open.


“No,”
Daphne said. “I’m going home Finn.” 


Finn
frowned. “You won’t stay with me? You really are leaving?”


“Come
with me,” Daphne pleaded. She wouldn’t change her mind about returning home,
but she didn’t want to leave him here all alone. Not when he could be with her.



“I
can’t,” Finn replied ruefully.


“You
can’t stay here, Finn. With Trappe and most of the professors gone, they’ll
shut down the academy. Then what do you plan to do?”


“I’ll
figure something out, Daffy,” Finn said as he stroked her cheek softly. “I
always do.” 


“I
can talk to my parents. You can stay with us for a while. Until you get a job
and can find your own place. It won’t be so bad, really.”


Finn
rolled his eyes as Daphne somehow expected him to.


“I
can’t do that,” he whispered. “You know that.” He started toward the open wall.


“Finn,
you have to grow up sometime,” Daphne insisted. She was shaking, trying to hold
back tears of goodbye. “And after what I saw tonight, you’re ready.”


Finn
turned and went back to Daphne.


“I’m
going to miss you Daffy,” he said, cupping her face in his palm. He sighed. “I
don’t want you to go, but I know you have to. I wanted to tell you something
earlier. You were so angry with me and then I got angry and well . . . I never
got the chance.”


“What
is it?”


“I
think I’m in love with you.”


Finn
pulled Daphne closer with his left arm and her body melted the moment his lips
touched hers. There was something more to this kiss than any they shared.
Something deeper, more meaningful. She didn’t want it to end. But it did. And
too soon.


A
heavy pounding shook the front door, tearing the couple apart. The sirens had
stopped, but the intensity of their presence still lingered. Finn slipped
something into Daphne’s palm before pushing away.


“Goodbye,
Daffy.”


Finn
slid into the wall and began closing the panel. Daphne opened her palm and
found the cork from the bottle of Glenfiddich they shared. 


“Finn,”
Daphne called out. He paused a moment. She swallowed. “I think I love you too.”



Finn
smiled sadly and nodded before shutting the panel and leaving Daphne alone. All
she wanted to do now was cry. So she did.


Once
the police were inside the building, everything turned to chaos. Pictures were
taken. Evidence was confiscated. Arrests were made. Daphne watched as Trappe
was hauled away on a gurney. They had wanted to take Daphne to the hospital and
do a rape kit, but she’d barely convinced them that she was fine and had not
been raped. A police sergeant was about to take her home, but as she was
leaving, she remembered the boys.


“They’re
in some room that the headmaster used for discipline,” she said. “But I’m not
exactly sure where it is.”


“I
do.” Lily approached Sergeant Lynn. She was wrapped in an oversized blanket and
Daphne wondered if she’d been questioned about her injuries. “I’ll take you
there, but you might want to bring backup.”


Daphne
accompanied Lily, Sgt. Lynn and three other officers as they made their way
through the garden and church to the discipline room. Underneath the church,
two professors stood guard, unaware of the flurry of activity going on above
ground. The officers arrested the professors, along with Father Warren, and
released the outcasts. 


As
Sgt. Lynn took in the discipline room with shock and ambivalence, Daphne said a
quick goodbye to Lily and the boys. They would soon be going to their own homes
spread across the country, and she knew she’d probably never see them again.


“Don’t
forget us,” Hangman said wistfully.


“I
don’t think that’s even possible.” Daphne smiled. 


“Give
me your email, and we can still keep in touch.”


With
nothing to write with or on, Daphne repeated her email to the boys. She hoped
they would remember.


“Come
visit any time,” Lily said as she hugged Daphne. “They may shut down the
school, but this is still my home, and I’ll be here until I start college.”


“I’ll
try.” Daphne wiped a tear from her cheek. One by one, Daphne hugged each of the
boys. She couldn’t stop the tears from falling, but smiled and slapped Shag
playfully, when he tried to cop a feel.


As
she was leaving, Daphne turned back to Lily. 


“Take
care of Finn?”


Lily
smiled and nodded. 


Reluctantly,
Daphne went home.


           


***


 


As
the police cruiser pulled into the driveway, Daphne noted the unfamiliarity of
the home. When she ran away, she’d only been living here for about two weeks,
hardly enough time to get attached. The tunnels underneath Neverland Academy
felt more like home than this place. 


The
light in the kitchen switched on and Daphne saw her mother step out onto the
porch, wearing her fluffy red bathrobe. Behind her, her father stepped out and
held her mother by the shoulders. 


Daphne
waited for Sgt. Lynn to open her door. She stepped out tentatively, wondering
if her parents would be angry with her for running away. She wanted to tell the
police that Trappe had kidnapped her, but that seemed too contrived, so she
told the truth. She didn’t need to embellish it anyway, since he had actually held her prisoner, even if it was only for
a few hours.


She
walked slowly toward the house, painfully aware of the bloody nightgown that
she still had on, and her parents rushed to meet her, cradling her from both
sides in a hug to end all hugs. Daphne thought she might suffocate if her
parents didn’t let go soon.


“Don’t
ever do that to us again, Daphne,” her mother cried. “We were so scared. We
thought you were . . . were . . .” She broke off into a gushing of sniffles and
gibberish.


“I’m
home now, mom,” Daphne assured. “I’m okay.”


“We
missed you so much, Daph,” her father added, squeezing her tightly before
releasing her. He looked down at her gown. “Is that . . . blood?”


“Uh,
yeah. Can we talk about this tomorrow,” Daphne yawned. “I really need some
sleep.”


           


***


           


It
was like moving into a new home all over again. The house looked the same as
how she had left it, but it was still so new. There was little comfort in her
bedroom where, despite it being a different room, all of her prior belongings
remained just as she had left them. 


The
next morning it was not only in the local paper, but every nationwide news
network was reporting on the scandal at the renowned Neverland Academy. Daphne
sat between her parents on the couch in the living room, eyes glued to the
wide-screen TV mounted above the fireplace. Her brothers were home now, too.
After learning of what had happened at the academy, Mr. Werring rushed off in
the middle of the night to pick them up. Max lounged on the loveseat while Josh
stood behind the couch, unable to take his eyes off the screen.


Byron
Trappe had been arrested and charged with aggravated assault, sexual assault of
a minor, unlawful restraint of a minor, endangering the welfare of a minor,
false imprisonment, possession of child pornography, and murder of two
professors. He was currently in the hospital under high security while he
recovered from his injuries. Six professors and Father Warren had also been
arrested and charged with aiding and abetting on all seven counts. In addition,
two of them had been charged with embezzlement and tax evasion. Video footage
of Neverland Academy showed a maelstrom of activity while frantic parents
searched for their children. It was a madhouse there. Some boys
enthusiastically stood for interviews with the press. Most were happy to be
going home. Daphne watched the screen intently searching for Finn, though she
knew he wouldn’t be there.


Daphne
thought often of the green-eyed boy that ignited that blazing fire deep within
her. Some nights she would stay up late and wait by her window for hours,
hoping to see him, and wake up still leaning on the sill. She would stare out
at the darkness, reminiscing on the good times they’d had together and some of
the bad. He never came. She missed him dearly. But it was clearly time for her
to move on. 


           


 

                  
















 


                 Epilogue


 


           


The humidity was drowning the students
on that mid-afternoon in May. Young adults in gold and burgundy gowns streamed
down the football field in disheveled lines. Many were excitedly dancing and
throwing their fists up in the air triumphantly. Some young ladies were blowing
their noses into wet tissues and wiping away tears. Still others were calm and
resolute. 


Daphne
took her seat alphabetically in the back row of the folded chairs that had been
set out for the graduation ceremony. Her parents worried that her escapades at
Neverland Academy would have caused her to miss so much school she’d have to
attend another year to catch up, since they cancelled summer school in the
district. But she wouldn’t let that happen. Daphne worked hard, putting in
extra hours that she might have spent socializing into studying at the library
and in her bedroom. By the end of March she’d almost caught up to her
classmates and surpassed many in her academic progress. She even skipped prom,
though she had little interest in attending anyway. She’d done so well that she
had signed up for some college computer science courses over the summer. 


In
truth, it wasn’t just her lagging behind in academics that motivated Daphne to
busy herself with work. She truly missed Finn. She’d thought about him every
day. A few times, she’d called Lily to talk, and it was always about Finn. Lily
said she didn’t see him much anymore, but she’d always promise to tell him
Daphne said “hi” if she saw him. The last time they’d spoken, Lily had told
Daphne that Neverland Academy had been taken over by the bank since the owner
would be in prison for the rest of his life and had no living relatives apart
from Belle, who wanted nothing to do with the place. The remaining staff that
lived there, including Lily and her mother, pitched in to hire an attorney.
After all, Lily and her mother were Trappe’s kin and if they could prove it the
academy would be theirs. Lily even spent her savings that was allocated for her
first year at Brown. She said it was worth it. They were going to reopen the
academy the following academic year, hiring all new professors and welcoming
female students. She didn’t know who the new headmaster would be, but she
sounded confident that whoever it was, would be nothing like Byron Trappe. 


As
the graduation ceremony came to a close, Daphne sneaked out among the falling
caps and tassels to greet her parents who were watching nearby. 


“Don’t
you want to say goodbye to your friends?” her mother asked.


Daphne
looked back at the crowd. She didn’t really have many friends at school, none
as close as Lily and the outcasts. Somehow everyone seemed so much younger than
her, in spite of his or her age. They hadn’t experienced the blinding trauma
and unforgettable time she had spent with the boy with the green eyes. Somehow,
all of those people seemed irrelevant.


“No,”
Daphne replied. “Besides, Athens is a small city. I’ll see them around. Most
will probably end up at UGA next year anyway.”


And
as silently as the quiet life she made for herself, Daphne slipped away
forgotten and unnoticed.


           


***


           


Tossing
her cap and gown on her bed, Daphne sat down at her vanity table with her
laptop resting against her crossed legs. She had an email from her old friend,
Carrie. They’d had little communication since her time at Neverland
Academy—only one short email asking for details, which Daphne ignored.
Daphne deleted the message without even reading it. That part of her life was
over and she didn’t want to bring back the memories or make her old friend hang
on to their nonexistent relationship. There were also three emails from Rocks.
Two of them were simply announcements for upcoming shows. Daphne deleted them.
The most recent one seemed to be addressed directly to her.


           


Hey Daphne,


I know u probly hate me
since u wont return my messages. Just wanted to let u know I’m moving w/the
band to LA. Already got some gigs lined up. If u change ur mind I’ll save a
spot on the bed 4 u.


Rocks


           


Daphne’s
stomach twisted with nausea. She couldn’t hit delete quickly enough. 


“Note
to self,” Daphne murmured. “Change email address.”


In
the background Daphne heard the doorbell ring. She groaned and planted her face
in her palms. Her mother had invited some relatives to come celebrate Daphne’s
graduation and her grandmother had actually accepted. This seemed to be a new
thing with Mrs. Werring. Since Daphne returned she found excuses to celebrate
anything and make a party out of it. She’d actually taken the entire family out
for a celebratory dinner after Daphne passed her first calculus test. She’d
even offered to invite Daphne’s classmates for a huge end of the school year
bash, but Daphne vehemently insisted she didn’t. She just wanted to be alone.
So her mother invited close family instead.


“Daphne!”
her mother called out.


With
a frustrated sigh, Daphne slapped her laptop shut, pushed her chair back with a
screech and ambled downstairs to greet her visitor.


When
she’d reached the bottom step she found her mother still standing at the door.
Daphne wondered why she would leave her grandmother waiting outside. When Mrs.
Werring stepped aside, she saw why. Daphne’s legs suddenly couldn’t move. All
the energy in her body seemed to be sucked into her chest cavity as her heart
beat like an uncontrollable jackhammer. 


Finn
stood on the porch, his bright green eyes searching Daphne for some kind of
reaction. 


“Hey,
Daffy,” he said quietly. He’d hoped for acceptance, but if she’d reject him, he
was ready to leave. But Daphne didn’t reject him. Her eyes glistened and a
smile broadened her face. Finally her legs found movement and she leaped into
Finn’s arms.


“What
are you doing here?” Daphne asked.


“Do
you want me to go?”


“Don’t
you dare!” Daphne commanded, squeezing him tighter. She looked back briefly at
her mother, who eyed the two with wariness, and insisted that they be alone.
Mrs. Werring stepped away reluctantly. Daphne took Finn by the arm and led him
out onto the swinging bench on the front porch.


“Where
have you been? Why haven’t you come to see me? I’ve been waiting, calling Lily
to ask about you. I thought you’d forgotten me.”


“Oh
Daffy, I could never forget you.” His finger stroked her face, just like he’d
done the last time he saw her. “I haven’t come to see you because . . .” Finn
paused to find his words. “Because I love you.”


“You’re
not making any sense, Finn.”


He
sighed. “It’s Preston now. Finn is gone.”


“What
do you mean?”


“Daffy,
after you left I spent a lot of time thinking. Things just weren’t the same.
With you gone and the boys gone—even Belle left to go live with her
cousin—everyone gone really, it just wasn’t fun anymore. You were right.
It was time to grow up. There just wasn’t anything left there for me. Life got
boring. So, with Lily’s help, I got a job working with a landscaping company.
Got my GED. And I registered at the university. I start next semester.”


“Really?”
Daphne could hardly believe her ears. He’d really done it. He’d really grown
up. “You really did all that?”


“I
did it for you, Daffy. I told you. I think I’m in love with you.”


In
the orange glow of the setting sun, Preston Price took Daphne in his arms and
kissed her. While her grandmother and a few of her mother’s friends came to
wish Daphne a happy graduation, the couple remained on the creaking bench swing
mapping out their future and basking in their happy ending.


           


 

                  

















 


If
you enjoyed your adventure to Neverland Academy, be sure to leave a review on
Amazon and Goodreads. Thanks for reading!
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