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    CHAPTER 1 

    



    "Mom! Where's my skateboard?"


    "Check under your bed!"


    Grey eyes scanned the darkness until they landed on what he was looking for and he grinned.


    "Thanks, mom!" he called, pulling his board out and tucking it under his arm as he stood. He stepped to the closet, picked up his helmet, blowing a piece of blonde and dyed grey hair from his face as he did and sat the thing on his head.


    The boy of fifteen trotted down the stairs from his room, skateboard still in hand, and rounded into the living room then into the kitchen and stopped at the threshold. Staring at the floor, all he saw was red, thick liquid flowing toward him, his eyes wide with terror.


    "M-Mom?" he breathed and looked from the floor to the table across from the sink. He found the source of the flow there.


    "D-Dad?" he called in another breathless whisper, tears pricking his eyes as he felt the blood leave his face.


    A knife. A hand hanging over the table. Empty eye. Blood. The crash of wood hitting tile sounded before the blood-curdling scream and was followed be darkness.


    Chad Stiles sat straight up in bed with a loud shout of terror and despair, a cold sweat covering his body, his breathing shallow and labored. Realizing where he was just by the darkness covering him, he sighed in exhaustion and ran a shaking hand through his grey tipped blonde hair.


    His attention shot to the door as it swung open to reveal a tall, male figure framed in the doorway. The light behind him only formed a dark silhouette, but Chad only sighed again, this time in exasperation as he slapped his hand on his leg.


    "Another bad dream?" the silhouette asked with a deep voice.


    Chad only nodded and flopped onto his back, throwing his blankets over his face. The figure reached up to the side of the door and the light above the bed came on to reveal a man with bed-head blonde hair and tired brown eyes that were also filled with worry as he stepped toward the bed where the sixteen year old lay, unmoving.


    "I was coming down to go to school this time," Chad's muffled explanation began. "One minute, mom's telling me where I left my skateboard, and the next…"


    He trailed off and sighed as he sat up again and the man sat on the edge of the bed at his side.


    "It's been different every time," he mumbled, his gaze glued to a spot on his sheets. "First, I was coming back from school, then I was just about to leave for the skate park, then out to the movies with Nicky…I can't get away from it until they catch him, Brandon."


    "They're trying, Chad," the man, Brandon, assured him. "The police are doing all they can with what they have. The guy didn't leave any fingerprints or the knife he used to – It's gonna take some time."


    "It's been a year," Chad groaned, the heels of his hands over his eyes. "It's impossible for a guy to leave no evidence whatsoever with a mess like that!"


    "Well, if the police can find the murder weapon, maybe they'll finally get fingerprints and whatnot from it?" Brandon guessed, optimistically. "Then they'll stop looking at you under the microscope."


    "They won't stop looking at me unless I'm the next victim," Chad muttered, lowering his hands and setting them on his knees.


    "If that was going to happen, it would have already," Brandon replied.


    "Which is why they still suspect me," Chad snapped, flopping back again, but leave the covers gathered at his waist.


    "Can you really blame them, Chad?" Brandon asked. "No one saw you at school or anywhere at the time…it happened and the only tracks, fingerprints and DNA they found at the scene were yours. On top of that, you didn't call the police until an hour after you found them and you were covered in their blood."


    "I told you why that was," Chad growled. "They were my parents! What the hell would you have done in my situation?" He shot up again and glared at the older man. "Don't tell me you wouldn't have tried to help them. Don't tell me you would've called the police right away. Don't tell me you wouldn't have freaked out!"


    "I might have been," Brandon argued, then added, "But I know that's not like you. The police don't know you like I do. I know you didn't do it."


    "It doesn't matter," Chad sighed, bowing his head. "They take me to trial, the jury's gonna take one look at me ad say I did it. I watch TV, Brandon. I know what gonna happen."


    "I watch TV too, Chad," Brandon retorted. "It's never real on TV. People are unpredictable. Life is unpredictable."


    "Don't give me that," Chad snapped again. "You're not a lawyer!"


    "And you are?" Brandon retorted. "You don't know any more than I do, I'm sure."


    "Whatever," the young man blurted and flopped onto his side, pulling the covers over himself as he did. "Shut the light off, will ya? I gotta get up early tomorrow."


    "What for?" Brandon scoffed, standing and heading to the door. "You're not gonna go to school, I know that for a fact."


    "Nicky is," Chad replied in a yawn. "I gotta convince her to ditch."


    "For you I'm sure she'll do anything," the older man smirked, shutting off the light then called into the darkness, "Good night, boy."


    "Good night, old man," Chad yawned again then smirked as Brandon chuckled and shut the door.


    Chad waited a minute, seeing the light in the hall shut off, then rolled onto his back to reach the nightstand to his left to grab his cell phone. He unplugged it from the charger, flipped it open, turned it and waited impatiently for it to power up. Once it was on he quickly dialed a number and pressed the phone to his ear, hearing the ringback tone clearly.


    "Hello?" a raw, feminine voice answered, tiredly.


    "Nicky?" Chad choked out before swallowing, feeling his panic, fear, sadness and anger bubble up into his voice.


    "Chad?" she asked back, her tone filled with worry, now instantly awake. "Are you ok?"


    "No," he choked again, swallowing the lump forming in his throat. "I had another damn nightmare."


    "Don't tell me," she requested, honestly. "Do you need me over there? Do you wanna come here?"


    "No," he sighed, letting silent tears stream down his face. "I just wanted to talk to you. I know it's late…"


    "It's alright," Nicky replied and he could hear the smile in her voice that made him. "What are friends for if not to wake up in the middle of the night because of a nightmare?"


    "Yeah," Chad scoffed then sniffled, wiping away his tears. "I remember when you did that to me a couple of times."


    "Well, I guess this is your payback, huh?" Nicky giggled.


    "Hell, yes," Chad smirked. "So what are you wearing?"


    "The lingerie you bought me for Christmas," Nicky shot back, knowing he was teasing her.


    "Ooh, baby," he smirked. "You're feisty tonight."


    "I always am when I first wake up," she replied. "Kinda like how you're always grumpy when you wake up."


    "That ain't grumpy," he corrected. "That's just mad."


    "Well, I have to agree with you there," she retorted.


    "Smart ass," Chad snapped playfully and Nicky giggled. "Hey, ditch school with me tomorrow."


    "Chad Miller Stiles! We have Exit Exams tomorrow!" Nicky scolded.


    "That's not my name," he retorted, playfully. "And Exit Exams are crap. We have another year to take those anyway. Ditch with me! We'll go to your favorite skate site."


    "Chad, we can't do this every time you have a nightmare," Nicky sighed. "The cops already suspect you, and you wanna ditch school again?"


    "Screw the cops," Chad snapped. "They're sitting on their asses stakin' me out while the real killer is still out there, probably killing more people the way he did my—!"


    He choked on the last word and sputtered, starting to tear up again at the memories flooding his mind. His hand shot over his mouth, trying to keep Nicky from hearing him cry. He hated that whenever he talked to her about his parents he fell apart. He wasn't supposed to cry. Guys didn't cry.


    "Chad," she called soothingly, hearing him sputter and start to breathe heavily, sniffing herself. "I know you miss your parents, but don't you think they'd want you to keep doing well instead of worse?"


    "Yeah," he sighed, calming himself and wiping his face again. "But how can I do that when the cops wanna put me in jail for killing them?"


    "You do it the best you can," Nicky replied. "If I were you, I'd be playing the goody two-shoes."


    "You know me better than that, Nicole Liza Verona," he smirked, sniffling slightly. "I can't be anybody else other than the Bad Boy you know and love."


    "Know? Yes," Nicky retorted. "Love? I dunno about that."


    "Oh, come on, Nicky," he teased. "I know you dream about me."


    "Careful," she sang. "Your head gets too big you'll need a new helmet."


    "You're not denying it though," he retorted with a smirk. "You love me. Admit it. You can't live without me."


    "Oh, yes, Chad. I fell head over heels for your weirdly dyed hair and your scrawny ass."


    "Masking your love with sarcasm. I see right through you, baby." He paused for a moment then nearly whined, "Ditch with me tomorrow!"


    "Chad—"


    "You can't say 'no' to the Tunnel of Love," he cut in. "You love that tunnel."


    "It's the Tunnel of Death, Chad. You know that," she corrected before she fell silent and he waited until he heard a sigh of hopelessness and smirked. "Fine. I'll ditch. But you better buy me something nice."


    "Should is be sparkly or should it smell nice?" Chad smirked, widely.


    "Can you afford something sparkly?" Nicky retorted.


    "Probably not," Chad shrugged. "But I can always get some money from Brandon."


    "Don't you dare steal any money from your uncle!" Nicky gasped.


    "Don't worry, babe," Chad smirked. "I tell him I'm gonna buy something nice for the best girl I know, he'd crap money for me."


    "There's an image," Nicky muttered, making Chad snicker. "Just don't steal anything."


    "I won't," he promised. "You sound tired. Go back to sleep. I'm gonna whip that cute little rear of yours all over the tunnel tomorrow."


    "You're good, but you're not that good," Nicky retorted, a smirk in her tone. "You're gonna eat those words, Blondie."


    "We'll see," he nodded. "Get to sleep."


    "You too," she insisted. "Try to think of nice things before falling asleep, ok? It might help."


    "Thanks," he smiled, warmly. "You're sweet."


    "Only to you," she smiled back. "Night."


    "Night."


    Chad hung up the phone with a sigh and plugged it back in to the charger. He laid on his back, staring at the dark ceiling, trying to think of good things, like Nicky had advised. But no matter how hard he tried thinking of the things he enjoyed, he was always taken back to the day that changed his life forever, and he wished it would just go away so that he could get some sleep.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 2

    



    Chad Stiles had been fifteen years old that day. It had been like any other day. A school day. A bright, beautiful, autumn day. He'd gone to school that morning, telling his parents good bye before skating down the street, backpack in hand. He'd gone to school come back home and called for his family.


    
      
    


    He'd felt it the moment he stepped though the door. It hung in the air like a thick, morning fog. So haunting and eerie that it sent chills up his spine and froze his blood. The teen called for his mother. There was no answer. He called for his father. There was no answer.


    
      
    


    A force, unshakable, unidentifiable, pulled him slowly toward the kitchen. It was silent. All that could be heard was the sound of Chad's footsteps and a second, subtle sound. A dripping sound. He could hear that sound clearly. It was in perfect sync with his thudding heart beat. His curiosity asked what it was but his panic shouted that it didn't want to know. Still, his feet inched him closer to the threshold where the living room stopped and the kitchen started. Once there, he was stopped. Stone stiff, wide-eyed and slack-jawed, Chad felt his stomach churn out nausea at the sight before him.


    
      
    


    His father was bent over the table his face turned toward the kitchen entrance, his once blue eyes glazed over and paled, his mouth agape with a trail of red drool leading from the corner of his mouth to the surface of the dining table. His arms were spread out to his sides, one hand dangling over the edge closest to the threshold. His mother was slumped over the sink, as if doing dishes. She was supported in a standing position by a chair backed against her, pinning her body between it and the counter. Her arms were slung into the empty sink, her head bowed forward and her face covered by a matted mess of blonde and red hair.


    
      
    


    The positions of the bodies confused Chad, but it was overlooked by the shock of the sight of all the thick, red liquid covering the table, the floor, the sink and the bodies. It was all he could see. He soon found the source of the dripping sound when he saw the trail of blood flowing down his father's hand to the tip of his middle finger and dripped to the ever growing puddle on the floor.


    
      
    


    He hadn't though of what he was doing before he was doing it. It was a desperate attempt, a last act of a hopeful heart and wishful thinking on their behalf. Before he knew it, their blood was on his hands, his clothes, he tracked it around the kitchen with his shoes, running from one parent to the other trying to rouse them.


    
      
    


    The chair supporting his mother was thrown aside and her corpse set on the floor. He refused to believe that the stab wounds covering her body had done fatal damage to her. Her blonde, matted and bloody hair was moved from her face as he shook her, trying in vain to wake her up. His gray eyes shot to the body on the table. He was up on his feet and rolling the body onto its back and his hands were beating in his chest to start his dead heart.


    
      
    


    Blurred vision and flushed face slowed his frantic attempts to wake the dead bodies. Labored breaths and shaking hands stopped him altogether. The shock of what he was doing and what he'd just found, finally set in. Curled in a ball against the pantry at the far end of the kitchen, the traumatized teen shook and panted, sniffling as he wiped his nose, staring at the corpses in his kitchen. He couldn't think. He couldn't even breathe. He'd forgotten how to. The boy only sat, his gaze shooting all around the room in fear, panic and uncertainty.


    
      
    


    Eventually, his heart rate slowed, his breathing evened, his shaking stopped and his mind…went completely blank. His eyes were glazed over as he stared ahead at nothing in particular, his lips parted and chapping. Anyone looking at him would think he was comatose. He looked as though he were dead as well, and in fact, in his mind, a part of him…two parts, had died with his parents.


    
      
    


    It was an hour later when he called the police, his voice raw and shaky. When the police arrived, he was sitting where he had been for the past hour, covered in blood, tears and sweat. The officers asked him the basic questions: His name. His age. What exactly did he see and do to and around the scene? Why did he have his parents' blood all over his clothes? Was there anyone he wanted to call?


    
      
    


    He answered all their questions in the same tone he'd made the call to the police. He called his uncle, Brandon Jeffery, his mother's brother and spoke to him in the same tone as well. Interacting with the boy, you would think you were talking to a zombie. The officers pitied him and Brandon was worried Chad had lost his mind.


    
      
    


    Brandon had gathered Chad's things once the police were finished collecting the evidence they needed and took him to his house to stay there with him. The teen didn't go to school and never left the room Brandon gave him for the first week he stayed there. The only other person he spoke to besides Brandon was his long-time school friend, Nicole Verona.


    
      
    


    After that first week he finally started coming out of his room little by little, but his uncle didn't rejoice for long. The police had called saying they hadn't found a murder weapon, and that Chad's alibi didn't check out. He'd said he was at school all say, but no one, not his teachers, nor his classmates or other friends, not even Nicky, who'd been sick with a fever that day and stayed home from school, saw him anywhere at the time of the murder.


    
      
    


    Murder. He despised the word, but what else could he call it? That was what it was. A murder. Brutal, mindless and despicable. The coroner had determined the time of the murder had been around lunchtime and that the weapon used had been a kitchen knife. A knife that was missing from the Stiles kitchen. Not only that, but there was not one scrap pf evidence any other person but the Stiles family had been in the house.


    
      
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 3

    



    "I'm takin' off!" Chad called, his skateboard in one hand, his helmet in the other as he headed to the front door.


    "To school, I hope!" Brandon called back, coming out of the kitchen and hurrying after him.


    Chad stopped at the door, sighed and turned to his uncle to reply, "Yes."


    "Liar," Brandon blurted. "You don't have your backpack."


    "Oh, I need money," Chad remembered, ignoring the man's observation.


    "What for?" Brandon chirped, crossing his arms over his chest.


    "I'm gonna buy something for Nicky, and I need lunch money," the teen shrugged. "Preferably a hundred back would be good."


    "In your dreams, boy," Brandon scoffed, pulling his wallet from his pocket and opening it to thumb through it. "I'll give you…fifty."


    "Damn, spoil her, why don't you?!" Chad chuckled, reaching for the money but Brandon quickly pulled it away with a raised brow of amusement.


    "I could give you twenty and let you starve for the day," he taunted and Chad gave a blank stare to his uncle.


    "Like her present is gonna be more than ten bucks," the teen retorted.


    "It will if it's shiny," Brandon assured him, handing him the money. "Try to stretch it, ok? I don't get my next check till next week."


    "Ah, the setbacks of an out-of-work artist," Chad sighed, turning to the door again as he pocketed the money.


    "I'm not out of work, boy," Brandon snapped as he glared at Chad.


    "Right, right," he replied, heading out the door. "See ya, old man!"


    Brandon watched from the doorway as the teen started skating down the sidewalk, putting on his helmet as he did. He occupied his mind with figuring out what to get for Nicky. It was the least he could do for her since she was ditching school on the day of the Exit Exams. Something…sparkly, he decided. She wasn't that much of a sparkly girl, but he felt she deserved it.


    He pulled his phone from his pocket and looked up her number, still skating down the street.


    "Chadworth," she greeted, and he heard the smile in her voice.


    "Nicole," he replied. "You ready to go?"


    "Yeah," she sighed. "Mom and dad went to work early today. I'll be waiting outside."


    "Gotta make a stop," he smirked. "I'll be a little late."


    "Oh, fine," she retorted. "See you when you get here, then."


    "Yeah," he nodded. "Be there in a bit."


    He hung up, still smiling and skating down the street. His phone started ringing and he frowned at it before looking at the caller ID. It was a restricted number. Taking a chance, he answered it and pressed it to his ear, stopping at the corner at the end of the block.


    "Hello?" he answered, cautiously.


    Silence followed, but sensed someone on the other side of the phone.


    "Hello?" he called again.


    A heavy breath followed this time, making him frown again. The breath turned into an eerie chuckle that sent a chill flying up Chad's spine.


    "Who the hell is this and how did you get this number?!" Chad snapped, masking his fear with anger.


    "How about you just call me Mr. Nemo?" a man's deep voice finally responded. "It's Latin for—"


    "No name," Chad finished. "I know. What do you want?"


    "You're a smart boy, Chad," Mr. Nemo commended. "I imagine you're quite the trivia nut, aren't you?"


    Chad felt his blood run cold and when he didn't say anything, the man on the other end of the phone gave another eerie chuckle.


    "H-How'd you know my name?" he breathed above a whisper, his heart thudding in his chest, a cold sweat starting on his face. His hands started shaking, almost losing his grip on his phone, but it was soon in a death grip again.


    "I know a lot about you, Chad," Mr. Nemo replied in a dark tone. "You're not going to school like you should, and you're making your poor friend, Nicky suffer with you by making her ditch with you. What will your parents say?"


    There was a pause as Chad felt his heart clench in sorrow, but the man continued, "Oh, that's right. Your parents are dead."


    Anger soon took over his senses. Chad could hear it in this mystery man's tone that he was making him. To hell if he was going to let this creep stalk and mock him.


    "Who the hell are you?" he growled into the phone.


    "Temper, temper," Mr. Nemo warned, tauntingly. "Can't have the police using that against you."


    "What do you want?" Chad ground out, glancing around to see if any police were around.


    "I wanted to talk to ya, kid," Mr. Nemo replied. "Tell me, you and Nicky seem really close. Are you two dating?"


    "That's none of your damn business," Chad snarled. "You talk about Nicky or my family again and I'll—!"


    "Hang up?" Mr. Nemo taunted. "That's about all you can do. I'm so scared."


    "You call this number again, I'm calling the police!" Chad threatened.


    He hung up the phone, shoved it into his pocket and started down the sidewalk again. His phone went off again and he growled as he pulled his phone from his pocket only to find that a restricted number had sent him a text.


    "Damn jerk can't leave me alone!" he growled, stopping at a crosswalk and pressing a button on his phone to open the text.


    If I were you, I don't think I'd go to the people who suspect me of killing my own parents. I know you didn't do it.


    "Big deal," Chad muttered. "Just sayin' that to get me to talk to him. Creepy old bastard."


    Another text came in and he opened it with a sigh.


    I know you didn't do it, because I did.


    Chad opened his eyes to see a frantic, worried face with wide emerald eyes and chocolate brown hair that fell around his head. Her lips were moving, but she sounded so far away.


    "Chad!" she was calling, shaking him as her voice became clearer. "Chad! Are you alright?! Chadworth Michael Stiles, you answer me right now!"


    "That's not my name, Nicky," he finally groaned, sitting up and placing a hand over his eyes to guard them from the blinding sun.


    "Thank God you're alright!" Nicky breathed, throwing her arms around his neck, making him grunt when she slammed against his chest. "When I didn't see you I headed to your uncle's place. I found you on the ground! What the hell happened?!"


    Chad suddenly remembered what he'd looked at before he'd fainted and shot his gaze around him on the ground.


    "What?" Nicky frowned, trying to catch his gaze. "What's wrong? What're you looking for?"


    Chad didn't respond as he still looked around on the ground. His eyes landed n his phone, still open and laying on the cement. He grabbed it and stared wide eyes at the screen as Nicky frowned at him and sat next to him to look at the phone as well.


    "Who sent you that?" she wondered. "Who did what that you didn't do? Who is this?"


    "Mr. Nemo," Chad breathed, still staring at the phone.


    He suddenly shot his gaze up and looked around as Nicky asked, "Who the hell is that?"


    "No time," he snapped, closing his phone and shoving it into his pocket as he stood, grabbing Nicky's hand to drag her to her feet with him, "We gotta go."


    "Go where?" Nicky demanded as he let her hand go and found his skateboard to mount. "What happened, Chad? You're kinda freaking me out."


    "I'll lead," he assured her, turning on his board to face her and patting her helmet, a serious look in his eyes. "Just follow me, ok?"


    He turned and shot down the street, Nicky shooting after him, hastily. His phone went off again but he didn't answer it. Nicky frowned at him as they glided down the sidewalk then pushed herself farther down the cement to drift next to him.


    "You gonna answer your phone?" she wondered, but he just shook his head.


    "I know who it is," he murmured, darkly. "I don't wanna talk to him."


    "Who's this Nemo guy?" Nicky asked.


    "I'll tell you when we get there," he replied.


    "Where?"


    "Somewhere safe," Shad looked at her as they stepped at another corner and smiled reassuringly as he said, "I promise I'll buy you something sparkly later."


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    CHAPTER 4

    



    "Chad, what's going on?" Nicky asked.


    They sat in a tunnel under the abandoned train tracks running over a bridge across town. They sat across from each other, leaning on opposite walls of the tunnel as Chad didn't respond. He sighed through his nose as he wrung his fingers, his wrists propped on his knees. Nicky mirrored his position.


    "This guy called me," he finally replied after a moment of silence. "He knew who I was and who Brandon was and who you were. He knew about my parents, too and that the police suspect me for killing them."


    Realization hit Nicky instantly and she stared at him with wide eyes as she breathed, "That was what the text was, wasn't it?"


    Chad only nodded and Nicky shifted to shuffle toward him and sit next to him.


    "You said his name was Nemo?" she recalled.


    "That what we're calling him for now," he corrected.


    "What are you gonna do?" she wondered, breathlessly.


    Chad sighed again, leaning his head back against the wall as he murmured, "I have no idea."


    "You should tell Brandon," she advised. "Tell the police, too."


    "Oh, right," Chad retorted. "Go straight to the people who think I did it. The minute I tell the cops about this, they'll say, 'Nice try kid.' It's way too out there to be true. They'll laugh in my face, Nicky!"


    "But they'll have to listen to you!" she argued. "And even if they didn't believe you, they could bug your phone in an attempt to prove you wrong or crazy, and when the guy calls again, they'll hear it!"


    "They'll thank I set it up," Chad muttered. "They're so hung up on the fact that only my DNA was all over the place that they won't leave their little box of evidence."


    "If not the cops then tell Brandon," she insisted. "He'll believe you, and if he goes to the cops they'll have to believe him!"


    "Or they'll suspect him as my accomplice and say he's trying to throw them off the scent," Chad shot back. "He's my uncle, which makes him biased, is what they'll say."


    Nicky sighed and sat back next to him, realizing he wasn't going to budge from his decision. They both jumped when his phone went off and Chad pulled it from his pocket to look at the caller ID, Nicky as wide-eyed and panicked as he was staring at it. Chad knew who the restricted number belonged to now, and as the phone still rang in his hand, he felt like he was going to faint again.


    "Is that him?" Nicky breathed and he nodded, neither one of them taking their wide-eyed gazes from the phone. She reached for it and murmured, "I'll answer it."


    Chad yanked the phone away and stared his wide, gray eyes at her as he ground out, "Are you kidding me?! I'm not letting you talk to this creep!"


    "Fine, then put it on speaker," Nicky replied, reaching for the phone again and this time she grabbed it, answered it and quickly put it on speaker before saying, "Hello?"


    Chad shot her an enraged look as she held the phone between them, ignoring her friend's anger.


    "Why hello, Nicky," Nemo replied in his ominous voice, "Is Chas there by any chance?"


    Nicky glanced at Chad who stared at the phone as he swallowed. She could see the terror and confusion in his eyes and wanted to help him. If she could talk to this guy long enough for Chad to collect his thoughts, she would.


    "How do you know my name?" she demanded, fearlessly.


    "I know a lot about you, Nicole Liza Verona," Nemo replied, eerily as ever as Chad shot to his feet to pace in front of her.


    "Obviously, but my question is how do you know me?" Nicky shot back, watching Chad pace and seemingly panic. His hands were clenching into fists every few seconds as they hung at his sides and he was muttering softly to himself.


    "You are a feisty one, aren't you?" Nemo crooned and Nicky had to resist a shiver of fear from running up her spine.


    "I don't like it when people play mind games with me," she retorted, seriously.


    "Then why don't you just ask Chad what his middle initial stands for instead of trying to guess for the rest of your life?" the man wondered and Nicky stared wide, emerald eyes at Chad as he stopped dead in front of her and faced her. "Or is Chad the only one allowed to mess with your head because you like him so much?"


    Nicky felt her cheeks burst into flames as Chad marched toward her and snatched the phone away.


    "You listen to me you sick son of a bitch," Chad ground out. "I'm gonna say this just once: I don't know who you are or what your game is but you had better leave my friends and my family alone, you got it? You don't need to talk to any of them because I'm coming for you. I'm gonna find you and I'm gonna make you pay for killing my parents, you hear me? You're gonna die slow and in agonizing pain just like they did, and I'm gonna enjoy watching you flop around in your own blood, and when you finally die, I hope you go to Hell and roast like a good damned chicken! What do you say to that Mr. No Name?!"


    Chad breathed roughly, shaking in rage as Nicky stared at him with wide eyed, filled with terror. She'd never seen him so angry before, and his words and demeanor frightened her so badly that she couldn't move. They sat in silence as Chad gritted his teeth, the only sound filling the space was his labored breathing and both of them heard their own heartbeats in their ears. Finally, they heard a very soft, very frighteningly devious chuckle come from the phone and both shot their gazes to it.


    "I say, I'm looking forward to it, Chad."


    The two teens shot their wide-eyed gazes at each other when they heard the click of his phone hanging up and Chad's shock turned to rage again as he turned to the far wall with a roar and threw his phone against it, shattering it in two and making Nicky jump. His breathing was labored and exhaled through gritted teeth, his vision red. Neither one of them said anything as he finally came to his senses and turned to Nicky. She cringed back slightly when he turned but didn't move when he hurried toward her and knelt down next to her.


    "He might call you," he explained, taking her hands into his. "If he does, and you're alone, don't answer it. He'll probably call when you and I are together. I'll go to the store tomorrow and get a prepaid phone, but until he gets that number, he'll have to go through you to talk to me. When we're together and he calls, you let me answer it. He doesn't need to talk to you anymore, and don't get smart and talk to him on your own, ok? This isn't something you can get away with messing around with me, alright?"


    Nicky only nodded mutely and Chad sighed in guilt. Letting go of her hands he pulled her toward him to wrap his arms around her, hugging her close and burying his face into her shoulder. Her eyes shot wide at the action, and she lifted her hands to hug him in return but they only hung in the air hesitantly as her heart thumped in her chest, her face flaring up again.


    "I'm sorry you got caught up in this," he whispered. "I don't want you to get hurt. I promise, tomorrow you'll be out of this mess."


    Nicky frowned as she placed her hands on his shoulders to gently push him away and look him in the eye. She stared at him in worry and confusion as he frowned back at her.


    "Chad, what are you gonna do?" she breathed, afraid of the answer.


    "You heard me tell him, Nicky," he replied. "I'm gonna go after him and kill him. I'm gonna leave tomorrow morning."


    "I thought you were bluffing!" Nicky snapped, her fingers slowly curling to fist his red and blue checkered jacket. "You're seriously gonna go after a murderer?! He'll kill you! Are you out of your damn mind?!"


    "I'm not gonna let my parents' killer get away with it, Nicky!" he snapped back. "If they wanna lock me up for killing this guy, fine! But he isn't getting away with what he did and pinning it on me! I won't be the kid that killed his parents!"


    "What if he kills you?!" Nicky screamed. "He'll just get away with that too! What the hell will your own death accomplish?! You can't die, Chad because I still haven't figured out what your middle name is yet! You promised to by me something when I did!"


    "No I didn't," Chad replied, calmly as she started pulling on his jacket.


    "Well, I think you should, because I've gone through all the Ms I can think of!" she retorted, starting to sob as she slowly shook him. "I deserve a reward for it, and you have to be around for that because you're the only one who knows what I like!"


    "You want me to tell you what it is?" he asked, gently.


    "No!" she shouted, clapping her hands over her ears and shutting her eyes. "If it's the only way to keep you from leaving then keep your mouth shut!"


    Chad sighed and took her wrists gently in his hands to pull them from her ears as she looked up at him with wide, watery eyes.


    "The cops are keeping tabs on me, right?" he murmured, making her frown in wonder but she nodded anyway. "They'll follow me when I go after him and I'll lead them right to him."


    "But you wanna kill him, don't you?" she whispered. "You said you would."


    "Yeah, I want to," admitted. "Who knows, maybe he'll come at me and it'll be self defense if I kill him. That'd be ok with you, right?"


    "Not if you enjoy it like you said you would," she muttered.


    "That part, I was bluffing," he lied, unconvincingly and Nicky looked as though she was going to throw up as she swallowed the lump in her throat, her stomach turning. "Nicky, I don't even know what'll happen tomorrow, let alone when I find him."


    "If you find him, Chad," she corrected. "Seems to me like this guy's a ghost. The only thing we have on him is a blocked number."


    "Yeah," Chad sighed, then glanced around in thought as Nicky sighed as well, leaning her head back on the wall she was leaning on. He suddenly looked to her with a smirk, making her frown at him as he murmured, "Jared."


    "What about him?" she wondered, her frown deepening.


    "He can tell us where this creep made the call," Chad smirked, standing. "He should be at school, right?"


    "Yeah," Nicky replied cautiously, looking p at him. "Why?"


    "You'll see when we get there," Chad smiled, holding out a hand to help her up.


    "You made me ditch school just so we could go back?" she asked, taking his hand.


    "Hey, it's a surprise to me too, trust me," he smirked, straining as he pulled her up.


    She giggled as she stood, but slid on a small pebble below her toe and fell against Chad's chest, making him grunt on impact. Nicky froze and looked up at him with wide eyes and red cheeks as she swallowed to moisten her suddenly dry mouth.


    "S-Sorry," she murmured, casting her eyes down in panic.


    "What for?" he frowned, sincerely then smirked, "You didn't fake-slip so I could hold you, did you?"


    "N-No!" she sputtered, her blush deepening as she moved away from him and straightened herself out as he laughed. "You're such a dog!"


    "Hey, Nicky?" he called gently, drawing her attention. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but was what that creep said true?"


    "About what?" she wondered, though she had a feeling she already knew what he meant.


    "I think you know," he replied, stepping closer to her. "The part about you liking me."


    "Oh, come on, Chad," Nicky laughed nervously, trying to back away again. "You're like my brother!"


    "Don't lie to me," he warned, following her as she backed away. "You never called me your brother and I never saw you as my sister."


    Nicky backed up until her back as against wall and he settled his hands on the stone on either side of her so she couldn't get away.


    "Do you really have a crush on me?" he murmured.


    Nicky stared at him with wide eyes as he stared back at her, expectantly before she glanced around in thought before answering, "W-Well…You really think that matters right now, considering all the other things happening with you?"


    "Hell yes," Chad blurted and Nicky's eyes shot wide at him as he only smiled and continued, "Out of all the bad stuff that's been happening, I'd welcome something amazingly wonderful as you having a crush on me. Means I'm not all gone."


    "Not all gone?" Nicky echoed with a frown.


    "Yeah," he sighed in exhaustion, gazing at her and making her blush. "Ever since that day I found my parents, I feel like I'm turning into a totally different person, ya know? Like every day, a little part of me dies and there's no way to get it back. Brandon noticed it, haven't you?"


    "I've noticed you've been acting differently, but I get why," she admitted. "I'd be kinda weird if I went through what you did. You're different, but only a little."


    "According to Brandon, it's a dramatic change."


    "Well, you've been ditching school a lot more, and you're awfully moody."


    "You're dodging the question, baby," he smirked, making her face burst into flames again, and it showed on her cheeks, making him chuckle. "How 'bout I just take that as a 'yes'?"


    "Arrogant skinny-ass," she muttered and Chad only laughed as neither one of them moved from their positions.


    "Well, thanks for havin' a crush on me," he smiled, honestly. "Best news I've had all day."


    He leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her cheek, lingering there a moment before pulled away and winking at her. She stared at him, still blushing and wide-eyed.


    "Let's get to school, huh?" he urged. "Jared's gotta get some info for me on this call."
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    "Why don't we just say we're late?" Nicky whispered.


    "Because this is more fun," Chad smirked as they both ducked lower into the brushes to avoid the security guard walking the field of Westwood High School.


    "This is gonna get us in trouble!" Nicky hissed, and ducked down into the bushes, out of sight from the guard when he whirled around, hearing Nicky's hiss.


    Chad glared at her and she gave a wince, staying out of sight until the guard looked away again. They both stood silently and headed toward the school building and rushed into the back door, their skateboards and helmets in hand.


    "Alright, where would Jared be right now?" Chad whispered and Nicky looked at her wristwatch.


    "Lunch," she reported. "Where do you think he'll be?"


    "Computer room," Chad guessed. "Let's go."


    He jumped onto his skateboard and drifted down the hall, Nicky right behind him on her own board. They went down the hall, peeking into the door windows until Chad stopped in front of one door and looked a little further in before opening it, Nicky behind him.


    The computer room was empty, showing off it's spaciousness with four rows of eight seats. All seats had computers at each one, but only one had a student working at it.


    The sophomore sat, fixed on the screen, tousled, black hair sitting on his head with black, thick-framed glasses covering dark blue eyes as he leaned his chin on his hand, eating with the other from the tray in front of him.


    Chad smirked and snapped his board up by the tail end to pick it up and sauntered toward the student, who snapped his gaze at him and Nicky walking toward him.


    "Chad!" the student smirked, adjusting his glasses. "Didn't see you at break. What are you doing here now?"


    "I need some tech help," Chad smirked back, leaning on the desk as Nicky stood next to him. "Need a search on a blocked call I got on my phone."


    "Ooh, a challenge," Jared grinned, shoving his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. "Where's your phone?"


    "Uh…" Chad trailed off then laughed nervously as he scratched at the side of his neck. "I sort of…broke it. It's a broken mess in the Tunnel."


    "Nice," Jared smirked, tightly as he leaned over to reach into his backpack ad pull out a pen to write on his hand. "Gimme your number."


    Jared stood as Chad gave him what used to be his cell phone number and the sophomore headed toward the front of the room.


    "Who's your provider?" Jared questioned, sitting at the teacher's desk at the front of the rest of the desks in the room. Chad leaned on the back of the chair Jared sat in, giving him all the information he needed as Nicky came up next to him, Jared typing away at the computer.


    "What's this for, anyway?" Jared asked, still typing, glancing at his hand a couple times at what he'd written.


    "Just find out where the call came from if you can, ok?" Chad requested, stepping back.


    Jared didn't even look up at him as he turned to Nicky and nodded her toward the back of the room to speak to her 'privately.' When she met him he pulled her closer by the wrist, making her frown at him.


    "What's wrong?" she wondered in a whisper as he pulled her close enough to whisper.


    "Nothing wrong, really," Chad replied, glancing toward Jared as the sophomore still worked then looked back at Nicky. "I don't want Jared to know anything about what's going on."


    "Ok," Nicky nodded with a confused frown.


    "To get that confused look off your face, I don't want you to go blabbing everything to him, ok?" he smirked and she gave him a comical glare.


    "Fine," she retorted, making him smile and as she tried to walk away, he caught her again and pulled her back. "What now?"


    "I don't want you to go home tonight," he murmured, making Nicky frown. "You stick with me all day, and tell your parents you're gonna spend the night at my place, ok?"


    "I don't think they'll—"


    "I can't make a move on you if Brandon's there," he cut in, knowing that she was going to say her parents would object. "I don't want you to be out of my sight with this creep out there."


    "Chad, I'll be fine," Nicky laughed, nervously and tried to walk away again, but he held her wrist firmly to pull her back.


    "I'm serious, Liza," he murmured and Nicky knew he was serious when he only used her middle name. "This guy knows stuff. Whether he's watching us from outside our windows or tapping our phones, it doesn't matter to me. You and your safety does. You're staying at my place tonight, no arguments."


    Nicky stared at him for a moment then nodded. Wanting to lighten the mood, she smirked at him as he let go of her wrist and she nudged him gently with her elbow on his arm, saying, "You couldn't make a move on me even if you wanted to. You don't have the guts."


    "Oh, you think so, do you?" Chad smirked back, lifting a brow in intrigue at her. She nodded but her smile dropped when he stepped closer to pin her against the wall as he'd done in the Tunnel and she swallowed, staring at him with wide eyes. "I had the guts to pull one in the Tunnel."


    "You've kissed me on the cheek before," Nicky retorted, her smirk returning.


    "Sure, but never the way I did that time," he corrected. "What? You need a grand gesture or something?"


    "Maybe," she shrugged, casually.


    "Fine," he smirked. "Get ready for your gesture, then."


    Nicky's eyes widened when Chad closed in on her…


    "Chad!"


    He froze, sighed, bowed his head in exasperation then marched toward Jared angrily barking, "What?!"


    "This call is…a mystery," Jared replied, ignoring the junior's now foul mood and still looking at the computer screen as he typed.


    "What the hell are you talking about?" Chad asked, leaning over the other's boy's shoulder to look at the screen as Nicky walked toward the two.


    "I was able to trace the call to Washington State," Jared explained, but when he didn't continue Chad frowned at him.


    "Ok," Chad replied, blankly staring at the screen. "So what's the problem? You have the signal, right?"


    "Not exactly," Jared winced, then pointed to three red dots on a map of Washington on the computer screen as he said, "This call was bouncing between these three towers when it made its last call. It's almost impossible to narrow it down, but I'd say the one in Seattle is the source."


    "I'm not taking any chances," Chad murmured. "What are the other two cities?"


    "Tacoma and Olympia," Jared replied, finally looking up at Chad as the blonde grabbed a pen from the mug on the desk and wrote on his hand. "What's this all about, Chad?"


    "Don't worry your over-sized brain about it, Walker," the other boy replied, tossing the pen onto the desk again and ruffling Jared's hair. "But thanks for this." He headed to the door, skateboard in hand. "When I get back, I owe you one."


    "Get back?" Jared frowned, turning in the chair as Nicky went after Chad but the younger boy stopped her a moment. "Where're you going?! Nicky, what the hell's goin' on here?!"


    "It's alright, Jared," Nicky lied with a smile as she followed Chad into the hall. "Pass your exams, alright?"


    "But—!"


    The sophomore never got to finish his statement as the two juniors skated out the door and down the hall. Jared sighed, adjusting his glasses as he turned back to the computer to examine what he'd been looking up. He sat for a moment, glanced at the open door then shot to the seat he'd been in when they came in, grabbed his backpack and bolted out the door.


    "Chad! Nicky! Wait up!"


    The two juniors stopped and looked over their shoulders to watch the sophomore catch up to them in the hall and catch his breath.


    "What do you want, now?" Chad smirked.


    "I'm coming with you," Jared panted and Chad instantly burst into laughter.


    "Don't be ridiculous," the older boy laughed. "This is over your head."


    "You might need more help," Jared observed. "My laptop is way more advanced than these Static Boxes here. If I go with you, I can almost definitely pinpoint the source of the call."


    "No, Jared," Chad replied, seriously. "This isn't a game."


    "No doubt," Jared agreed. "Which is why I'm not gonna ask you what all this is about. I'll just be along for the ride."


    "Why?" Nicky couldn't help but ask.


    "Because I'm bored!" Jared sighed roughly, slumping forward. "I can't get any good hacking work. I'm losing my brain here!"


    "You willing to risk your life for entertainment?" Chad wondered honestly, pushing himself gently to drift in front of him with a burning gaze. "Because that's what you'll be doing. Nicky's not even coming with me. This is a damn suicide mission I'm on."


    "I can help!" Jared insisted.


    "Go back to your cyberspace, Geek!" Chad snarled, making Jared and Nicky shoot wide-eyed stares of disbelief at him. He'd never said anything like that to Jared, even though he was teased relentlessly by other students, Chad never treated him like that. It was a shock to them both. "This isn't any of your business!"


    Chad turned and pushed himself down the hall on his board as his friends stared after him, still in shock.


    "Did he just…call me a geek?" Jared breathed and Nicky quickly straightened to turn to Jared.


    "He didn't mean it, Jare," she assured him with a warm smile. "He's stressed out. Maybe you can just stay here and we'll call you if we need you, ok?"


    Jared blinked in astonishment but nodded and Nicky gave a two-fingered salute with a wink as she headed after Chad n her board. She caught up with the blonde who didn't look at her as she came up next to him.


    "You didn't have to be so mean, ya know?" she muttered.


    "Yes, I did," he replied without looking at her and she shot a wide-eyed gaze at him, but he continued, "That way, he's so mad he won't wanna be around me. I'm protecting him, Nicky. I can't let any more of my friends get mixed up into this."


    "You know he may not let you get away with it that easily," Nicky warned. "He may show up and follow you to Washington anyway."


    "Well, I'll just have to beat him to a pulp for following me," Chad replied, stopping at a door. "Stick close, ok? I'll get us outta here without a hitch."


    "Arrogant jerk," Nicky muttered, playfully.


    "Oh," Chad chirped, stepping off his skate board and Nicky did the same with a frown. "I almost forgot."


    He grabbed her arms in a firm grip, shoved her against the wall as she gasped and before she could ask what he was doing, he planted his lips to hers. She squeaked in surprise, her eyes wide in shock, but when he didn't move, she sighed and let her eyes flutter shut as he pressed her against the wall, gently before slowly breaking the kiss and looking to her for a reaction.


    "How's that for your grand gesture?" he smirked, seeing her smile, her eyes still shut. Her eyes opened and her smile grew into a grin.


    "That was great," she breathed, still smiling.


    "Good," he nodded, leaving a quick, tender kiss to her lips before saying, "Now let's get outta here and back to my place."
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    "You sure your parents are alright with this, Nicole?" Brandon wondered as he stood in front of the linen closet and pulling out sheets and blankets. "You're both kind of old for sleepovers."


    "Yeah, well, they know we're not even thinking of each other like that," Nicky lied through her teeth as Brandon handed her blankets and sheets she'd need. "Besides, even if Chad thinks of me that way, I certainly don't find his scrawny ass interesting."


    Brandon chuckled as Chad strolled up behind Nicky and ran his hand up her back, making her squeak in surprise and straighten as her eyes widened and she almost dropped the sheets and blankets she was holding. The man turned to her with a frown as she looked back at him and Chad grinned at him as well, looking like the cat that ate the canary.


    "What happened?" he wondered.


    "Nothing!" she chirped with a smile. "Nothing at all! I just had a little hiccup, that's all."


    Brandon gave a small frown, glancing between the two young people before going back to rummaging in the closet. Chad's grin dropped to a smirk as he gave a sideways glance to Nicky and he slid his hand around her waist. She took a deep breath and stomped onto his foot, mercilessly hard. Chad growled in pain, bending down in impulse to sooth his foot and catching Brandon's attention again. The man frowned as Chad stood tall and glared at Nicky who only grinned at Brandon as he placed a pillow on the pile in her hands.


    "I hope the couch is ok," Brandon said, shutting the closet door.


    "The couch is—"


    "She'll sleep on my futon," Chad cut in, gripping Nicky's wrist and pulling her down the hall toward his room as Brandon frowned at them, but they paid no attention.


    Chad shut the door behind Nicky as she headed toward the futon opposite his bed which sat to the left of the room from the door. She set the sheets, blankets and pillow down and turned just in time for Chad to pull her into his arms and plant his lips to hers. She squeaked in surprise and quickly shoved him away, making him frown in confusion at her.


    "Chad, you promised," she reminded him and he groaned.


    "I know," he groaned again. "But I can't help it. I've never had a girlfriend before. It's kinda nice."


    "Yeah, well, try to contain yourself," Nicky smiled, leaving a tender kiss on his cheek. "I'm not letting you get any further than that."


    "Cruel woman," he muttered as she turned back to the futon to spread out the blankets. He sighed as he sat on his bed and watched her with a smile.


    "So what now?" she asked, not turning from the futon. "Are you really gonna go to Washington to find this guy?"


    "You heard me say I was, didn't you?" Chad retorted, flopping onto his side on his bed.


    "Yeah, but if this guy is watching us, won't he see you coming?" she wondered, turning and sitting on the futon and when she saw his frown of confusion, she explained, "If he's in Washington, and he knows you're coming, by the time you get there, he'll be somewhere else, won't he? And if you find out where he's gone, and head after him, he'll go somewhere else."


    "Maybe," Chad shrugged. "But it doesn't matter. I'll follow this guy to the ends of the Earth if I have to, to get him off our backs."


    "Our backs?" Nicky echoed with a frown. "You mean your back?"


    "Nicky, he's watching you, too, or didn't you get that?" he retorted, sitting up.


    "All I got was that he knew what we talked about last night," Nicky replied, leaning over to pull off her shoes. "From what you told me, that's all you two talked about on your own, too."


    Chad frowned then felt his jaw slacken, his eyes widening in realization as he sat up and she frowned as his open mouth curved into an opened-mouthed smile. He stood up and leaned toward her, placing his hands on either side of her head as her frown turned to a wide-eyed stare of wonder and he placed a kiss to her lips before grinning at her again.


    "I knew I liked you for a reason, you smart little skater fox," he murmured.


    He hurried toward the door as Nicky frowned at him then followed him. He hurried down the hall, into the living room and stopped next to the couch where Brandon sat, now frowning as the boy picked up the phone and pressed it to his ear, Nicky standing next to him with a frown.


    "Chad?" Brandon frowned, sitting up a little from watching TV and turning toward the teen.


    Chad didn't answer as he only held a hand up to his uncle to be silent. He didn't dial in a number or pull the phone from his ear. He only listened to the dial tone for a moment before setting his jaw, his lips pursed, his eyes darkening as he slammed the receiver back onto the phone stand then march back to the hall and into his room.


    "What the hell is wrong with that boy?" Brandon grumbled, moving to stand up but Nicky hurried toward him and placed her hands on his shoulders to sit him back down, meeting his eyes with hers.


    "I think that nightmare last night's gotten to his head," she smiled, nervously. He frowned at her but still sat back down and she continued to smile as she patted his shoulder with a nod. "I think he just needs to vent a little more to somebody who won't try to analyze it, ya know?"


    "Alright," he nodded and Nicky gave one last nod before heading down the hall, into Chad's room and quietly shut the door behind her as she watched him pace between the bed and the futon.


    "Chad, what was—?"


    "Give me your phone," he ordered, making her frown, but she did as she was told and he took it to shove the thing under his mattress.


    "Chad…what—?"


    He held a hand up to her to silence her, making her frown deepen before he sat right over the phone and she gave him a confused glare.


    "Chad, seriously, what the hell are you doing?" she asked, flatly.


    "He's taping our phones, Nicky," Chad explained in a hushed tone, lifting a hand to wave her closer and as she obeyed he continued, "You know those spy movies where they can listen to everything you and everyone around you says through the mic on your cell or your phone? That's what he's doing."


    "That's a little extreme," Nicky voiced, whispering as well. "Why would he go through all this trouble? What does he want?"


    Chad sighed, placing the heels of his hands on his forehead as he muttered, "I have no idea. But I'm gonna find out if it kills me."


    "Don't say that," Nicky breathed, and Chad shot his gaze at her to see her eyes tearing up. "You promised you wouldn't die."


    "No I didn't," he recalled and she sighed, rolling her eyes.


    "You can't take a hint, can you?!" she snapped, stomping her foot and marching toward him as he stood with a frown. "I finally get the courage to tell you everything on my mind and you wanna go kill yourself! You should promise not to get yourself killed!"


    Chad smiled as she only glared at him, but her anger turned to surprise when he lifted a hand and stroked a loose strand of hair behind her ear as he murmured, "You are a fox, ya know?"


    "Don't change the subject!" she snapped, but he only chuckled at seeing her blush. "I'm serious! You can't die! Promise me you won't let any of this kill you! Promise!"


    "Alright! Alright!" he chuckled softly, lifting his hands in surrender, then placed his right hand over his heart, his left hand still raised. "I solemnly swear not get myself killed over this creep until you figure out my middle name."


    "Never!" Nicky corrected, gripping the edges of his jacket. "You'll never let yourself get killed!"


    "Alright, never," Chad corrected himself. "I won't let myself get killed ever."


    Nicky sighed in relief and slid her arms around his chest, smiling and snuggled her cheek against his chest. Chad stood, unmoving for a moment as his heart thumped in his ribcage so head he could hear it in his ears. Swallowing, he hesitantly slid his arms around her shoulders and set his chin on top of her head.


    For a moment, he couldn't understand why he was panicking, but it hit him as soon as she snuggled a little closer to him. Flirting and teasing each other in public or alone was one thing, but this was different. Being this close to each other and their feelings out in the open could bring them closer than they'd ever been.


    "Now that we know he's not even in California, can I still spend the night?" Nicky's hushed request came out, muffled by his shirt and jacket. "I know I said I'd be fine, but…" She snuggled a little closer to him before breathing, "I'm really freaked out."


    "Well, it's not like I was gonna kick you out," Chad smirked reassuringly, patting her head then playfully flicking her ear.


    She jumped and shut her head up…smacking right into his chin and making them both wince and back away from each other, Chad rubbing his chin and Nicky rubbing her head.


    "What'd you do that for?!" Chad chuckled, still rubbing his chin.


    "You flicked my ear!" she retorted. "At least mine was an accident!"


    "At least mine didn't hurt so much, did it?!" Chad retorted, then sighed and stepped toward her to pull her close and moved her hand from her head. "Come here. Lemme see if my chin left a nice little bump on your pretty little noggin."


    "You talk too much," Nicky muttered, but froze when he pressed a kiss to the spot she'd hit his chin with.


    "There," he smiled, smoothing a hand over her cheek. "Feel better?"


    Nicky opened her mouth to reply, but was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. The teens frowned at each other then turned to the door, Chad taking her hand and leading her to it. He silently opened the door and saw Brandon get up from the couch and head to the front door. Chad led Nicky from the room but stopped at the edge of the hall when he head pounding on the door.


    "Alright! I'm coming! Hold your horses!" Brandon called to the door and Chad kept Nicky from walking past him.


    "What's wrong?" she whispered.


    "Just wait," he replied, hearing Brandon open the door.


    "Mr. Jeffery?" a deep, serious voice questioned.


    "Yes," Brandon replied as Chad peeked around the corner just enough to see two men in uniform standing at the door. "Can I help you, officers?"


    "Damn it," Chad ground out softly, then turned back down the hall, dragging Nicky back into his room and quietly shutting the door behind them.


    "Chad, what's—?"


    "Put your shoes back on and get your board and helmet," he cut in, shoving his hand under the mattress to grab her phone and he tossed it to her before grabbing his shoes to do what he'd told her to do as well.


    "Chad, what are you panicking for?" she asked, shoving her phone into her pocket.


    "Why do you think, Nicky?!" he shot back, tying his shoes. "The cops are gonna ruin everything! They're probably here to arrest me. Get your shoes on!"


    "I'm not the one in trouble!" Nicky growled, grabbing her shoes and finally pulling them on. "Why do I have to follow you?!"


    "Don't gimme that," Chad muttered, leaning under his bed to pull out his board. "Even if I told you not to come with me you would have anyway."


    "Where's my board?" she asked, finishing with her shoes.


    "Closet," Chad replied, strapping on his helmet. "We'll go out the back door. Brandon should stall nicely with his yapping."


    "You're one to talk," Nicky retorted, leaning into the closet to grab her board, seeing it leaning against the inside wall.


    "I have this bag of stuff here," he explained, grabbing a backpack from beside his bed. "Just in case I needed to make a break for it. You might wanna get your bag and take it with you."


    "Chad…"


    He froze and frowned in confused wonder at her raw and breathless tone. He turned to her only to see her staring at something in the closet. His frown deepening, he approached her, slowly. She didn't move as he came up next to her and gazed down at what she was staring at.


    "Chad," she breathed again, neither one looking from the thing on the floor of his closet. "What the hell is a bloody knife in a plastic bag doing in your closet?"


    "Chad!" Brandon's call came from the living room, making the two jump in surprise and look at the door.


    "Damn it!" Chad growled before leaning over to grab the bag with the knife in it, stuff it in his backpack, pick up Nicky's helmet to place it on her head and grabbed her overnight bag to shove it into her hands. "Out the window, now!"


    "But, Chad—!"


    "There's no time, Liza! Out!"


    Without another word, Nicky rushed toward the window above the nightstand and opened t as Chad went to the door and locked it just as he heard Brandon and the police coming down the hall. He backed away just as the door knob moved to open the door and he stood on his nightstand as Nicky climbed out herself.


    "Chad?" Brandon called as he knocked. "You in there?"


    Chad didn't reply as he climbed after Nicky and shut the window behind him before ducking low in the bushes beside his friend. The teens glanced around and noticed only one squad car parked in the street before they heard a crash of the door being kicked in.


    "Go!" Chad urged, shoving Nicky from the bushes as he followed close behind.


    He repeated his command rapidly when he heard the police and his uncle call for him through the glass. Once they were running on sidewalk, they let their boards hit the ground and had a running start onto them and down the street.


    "Keep going!" Chad urged. "Just go straight! Don't look back!"


    "But, Chad! The cops!"


    "I know! Just keep going!"


    "Where the hell are we going?!"


    "Jared's!"
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    Chad sighed as he and Nicky stood in front of a two story mansion looking house.


    "You wanted to come here," Nicky retorted to his sigh.


    "I know, Chad grumbled, stepping toward the front door. "I'm just wondering why."


    With another sigh he pressed the doorbell next to the intercom and they both waited a moment.


    "Hello?" the intercom questioned in a feminine voice, making the two teens jump.


    Chad pressed the button to reply and said, "Hi. I'm Chad. I'm a friend of Jared's. I'm here with Nicky. She's a friend of his, too."


    "I'm sorry , but Jared's doing his homework right now," the female voice on the intercom replied. "Maybe you can come back another time to visit with him?"


    "Mrs. Walker, please," Nicky called. "We really need to talk to him. It's important."


    "I'm sorry, but—"


    "Mom, go finish dinner. I'll handle this."


    Chad and Nicky frowned at each other when they heard Jared dismiss his mother then jumped when the door opened to reveal Jared himself. The sophomore smirked and crossed his arms over his chest to lean on the door frame but he missed it and stumbled. The two juniors in front of him had to stifle their laughter as Jared stood, scowling at himself then straightened himself out.


    "So," he started, crossing his arms again. "What's this 'important' thing you need to talk to me about? Or is this another 'geek' task that needs to be performed."


    "Chad wants to apologize for that insensitive and uncalled for remark," Nicky quickly replied, shoving Chad toward the younger boy.


    The blonde glared over his shoulder at her before turning back to Jared and muttering something under his breath.


    "What was that?" Jared retorted, teasingly as he leaned closer to hear his classmate. "Say that one more time."


    Chad glared at the younger boy before grinding out, "I'm sorry for calling you a geek."


    "Apology accepted," Jared nodded, leaning away. "Was that all?"


    "Actually there's something else," Nicky broke in, stepping next to Chad. "Can we stay the night?"


    Jared frowned and adjusted his glasses before asking, "Why here?"


    "Long story," Chad blurted. "Can we talk inside?"


    "But it's such a fine day," Jared smirked, relishing the irritation in his classmate's tone. Chad glared at Jared who smirked for another moment before asking, "What's in it for me?"


    "Lack of a beating," Chad retorted, making Nicky stare at him in disbelief. "Let us in, will ya?"


    "Only if you let me in on what I looked up for you earlier," Jared shot back. "And when you head to Washington, I'm going with you."


    "This ain't a negotiation, kid," Chad retorted.


    "So we understand each other," Jared smirked.


    Nicky glanced between the two boys as Chad continued to glare at the younger one. He realized he wasn't going to get out of letting the boy in on the secret, but he couldn't let anyone else get caught up in his mess. It wasn't fair to them.


    "Alright," Chad finally muttered, making Nicky shoot her gaze at him and stare at him with wide eyes. "I'll tell you what's going on, but you're not coming with me. Even Nicky's not going, so you won't be the only one left behind."


    Jared nodded and moved aside for the two older teens to walk in. The juniors stopped a few feet inside the door and stared in awe at the spacious living room, sparkling clean and perfectly arranged.


    "This way," Jared urged them toward the stairs to the left but they took another moment before they actually turned to head up the steps. Chad and Nicky followed Jared up the stairs into a hallway with several doors on either side.


    "There's only one guest room," he explained, still leading them down the hall. "I hope you don't mind sharing."


    "It's fine," Chad replied for both of them, Nicky glancing at him but said nothing.


    Jared turned to one of the doors, opened it and walked in first, followed by the couple before he shut the door behind them.


    "I'll show you the guest room later," he assured them, sitting on his bed and gesturing to the computer chair for at least one of them to sit.


    Chad set his bag down and sat in the chair while Nicky looked at him in surprise. She had hoped he'd be a gentleman, but apparently no such luck, she thought.


    "So, now that we've got some alone time," Jared began as Chad pulled Nicky's wrist to pull her onto his knee, making her squeak in surprise, as he continued, "tell me about that call I looked up for you."


    "You remember what happened to my parents, right?" Chad cut to the chase and Jared nodded, hesitantly. "Everybody does. Well, this guy – Mr. Nemo – he called me and said he knows I didn't kill them, because he did it."


    Jared's eyes shot wide behind his glasses but Chad didn't react to his shock, neither did Nicky.


    "Not only that, but he's been tapping mine and Nicky's phones," Chad continued.


    "That's why we came to you," Nicky chimed in. "He didn't mention anything about you, so that must mean he doesn't know who you are."


    "I never call you, so he can't know who you are," Chad elaborated. "And there's one more thing."


    Nicky took the cue and leaned down to pick up his bag and handed it to him. He set the backpack on his other knee and opened it to pull out the plastic bag he'd shoved into it before leaving his uncle's house. Jared shrunk back when Chad pulled the bag out, his eyes widening as his heart thumped in his chest.


    "Wha-W-What the hell?!" he sputtered. "What the hell is that?!"


    "I'm guessing, this is the knife that guy used," Chad replied, strangely calm. Nicky shot a wide-eyed gaze at him in disbelief and moved to stand, but he kept a firm arm around her waist to keep her on his knee as he continued, "When I head to the train station tomorrow morning, I'll make a stop at the police station and leave this there with a note explaining everything."


    "I thought you weren't gonna go to the cops," Nicky replied as he put the plastic bag back in his backpack.


    "If you'll recall, my Skater Fox, that was before you found that in my closet," Chad retorted. "And the cops are gonna follow me anyway. I may as well let them in on my plan, right?"


    "So you are going to Washington?" Jared wanted to be sure. "I thought you were joking!"


    "I've never been more serious," Chad replied. "And I'm dead serious about going by myself."


    Jared nodded in understanding but noticed Nicky's sorrowful expression as she looked away from the blonde. The younger boy glanced at his computer then stood and gestured that Chad and Nicky stand as well.


    "I traced that call on my computer," he explained, sitting and typing at the computer as Chad and Nicky leaned over each of his shoulders. "I figured I'd prove I was useful and help you out a little more to convince you to let me in on this little adventure of yours."


    "What did you find?" Chad wondered.


    "Using this computer, I was able to pinpoint the call a little better," Jared replied. "The call came from a cell phone, but on the computer at school I couldn't figure out which of the three towers he was using. I dug a little deeper on this one and found where the signal ended up. I traced the signal back and found the source." He typed a little in his computer until a map came up with a blinking green dot on it. "The Japanese Gardens."


    "Why there?" Nicky frowned in wonder. "Awfully strange place to make calls from."


    "Why not there?" Chad retorted. "Tranquil, serene. Probably his way of finding some peace."


    Nicky and Jared both turned frowns to Chad as he still stared at the screen. He sensed he was being stared at and glanced between the two of them with a frown of his own.


    "What?"


    "You sound like you know what he's like," Nicky voiced for both of them.


    "Maybe I know what it's like to want some peace in a life of chaos?" he murmured and Nicky's frown disappeared as she stepped next to him, slipping her hand into his and setting her forehead on his shoulder.


    "At least now you actually have a destination," Jared said, ignoring the comment because he knew Chad didn't want to look soft. "You gonna stake out the Gardens?"


    "Maybe," Chad replied as Nicky set her temple on his shoulder to face Jared, still holding the blonde's hand. "I have to get there, first."


    "And you think the train is the best way to get there?" Jared smirked, adjusting his glasses as Chad frowned at him in wonder.


    "It's cheaper," he replied.


    "Not really," Jared corrected, spinning toward his computer again and typing into it. "Trains are unreliable. It'll take you two days, at best, until you get there. Maybe three. It'll take you two hours by plane. Leave tomorrow morning, get there in the afternoon."


    "A…plane?" Chad sputtered before swallowing.


    Nicky lifted her head to frown at him as Jared only continued typing. She nudged his arm and when he looked at her with wide eyes, she nodded to silently ask what was wrong. He only shook his head before looking back at what Jared was doing.


    "What's your credit card number?" he asked and Chad frowned, leaning over the younger boy's shoulder.


    "Don't have one," Chad replied. "What are you doing?"


    "Getting your ticket," Jared replied simply, not looking away from the screen.


    "Here," Nicky suddenly chimed in, leaning on the other side of Jared with a small card in her hand. "Use mine. I have enough."


    "Nicole," Chad called and she looked up to meet his warning glare. "Don't."


    "Chadworth," she replied in the same tone. "It's my money, and I'm going to."


    She set the card in front of Jared, whispered something into his ear and patted his shoulder before standing tall and smiling cutely at Chad. He stood tall as well, gritting his teeth as he marched around Jared to grip her arm and pull her away to the other end of the room.


    "What are you doing?" he growled, staring her in the eye.


    "Helping you," she murmured. "And don't tell me you don't need it, because I knowyou do. I want you to catch this guy too, and if I can help, I will."


    "You don't want me to find him," Chad retorted. "And I don't want you to help me. I know I need help, but if this guy gets to you through you helping me and hurts you, I—"


    He swallowed and glanced toward Jared before looking at his and mumbling, "I don't wanna lose my first girlfriend to a psycho killer."


    Nicky couldn't help but smile as she stepped close enough to slip her arms around his chest and set her head on it. Chad straightened and swallowed before glancing to Jared to make sure he wasn't watching so he could wrap his arms around Nicky.


    "That's the nicest thing you've said to me, Chad," she murmured with a small smile.


    "Don't get used to it," he warned, making her giggle and he couldn't help but smile at the sound of her giggle as he set his cheek on top of her head.


    "I should warn you," Jared suddenly called, drawing their attention to him as he continued, "the walls here are thin. So anything you guys might be planning to do will definitely be heard."


    "Who made you the relationship zebra?!" Chad spat as both he and Nicky pulled away from each other blushing. "We weren't even thinking it!"


    "Right," Jared smirked as his printer activated, printing out a boarding pass. "And I don't think in a string of programming software."


    He pulled the paper from the printer once it was done and handed it to Chad who snatched it from him with a glare.


    "You'll need that with your ID. Since you're sixteen you shouldn't have too much trouble getting through security, but if they ask, you'll have to tell them a relative is picking you up or something."


    "Oh, that should be fun," Chad muttered, looking over the paper but frowned when he noticed another paper coming out of the printer and asked, "What's that?"


    "I accidentally hit print twice," Jared shrugged. Chad was doubtful, but he didn't bother with it. "Is that bag the only one you're taking?"


    Chad nodded, mutely.


    "You'll wanna go through it and make sure everything's ok to take on the plane."


    "Yeah," Chad muttered. "Gotta practically undress and unload to get through security."


    "Imagine how the foreigners feel," Jared agreed. "Anyway, if there's anything you can't take, just leave it here. My guess is you'll be back again."


    "Why can't Nicky just take it home with her?" Chad wondered.


    "Because I'm not going home," she chimed in, making Chad shoot his gaze to her. "I'm staying here until you come back."


    "That could be a while, Nicky," he warned. "I may not be back for days, maybe even weeks or months."


    "Until this creep is dead or locked up, it's safer here, don't you think?" she replied.


    "Well, yeah, but Jared—"


    "Has no problem housing your Skater Fox until her knight's return," Jared cut in, standing and stepping next to Nicky to hug her shoulders for a split second. "We never have guests. She can stay in the guest room until you get back."


    Chad glanced between the two before sighing in relief. Good. Nicky would be safe. Even if Nemo knew about Jared, he was in Washington and had no qualms with him, or Nicky. It was Chad who was dangerous to be around.


    "Thanks, Jare," Chad smiled, setting a hand on the teen's shoulder. "I mean for everything."


    "When you find him, you should tell him how you found him," Jared smirked. "You know, before you kill him."


    That earned him a punch in the gut from Nicky and he gave a small grunt as he almost doubled over completely.


    "We're not using the 'K' word in the presence of the Princess," Chad explained as Jared quickly recovered.


    "Forgive me, Your Highness," the sophomore retorted as he gave a mocking bow to Nicky. "I was unaware."


    "Oh, stuff it," Nicky grumbled as Chad folded up his boarding pass and shoved it into his pants pocket. "Where's the guest room?"


    "This way, my Boarding Addicts," Jared replied, gesturing grandly toward the door and leading the way into the hall. He stepped next to a door, opened it and waved grandly into the room as the couple approached.


    "You'd make a great actor, Jared," Nicky muttered, entering the room.


    "Closing curtain bow is spot-on," Chad grinned, following her in.


    "Enjoy your stay at the Walker Inn," Jared grinned. "I will inform the Inn keepers to set two more plates for dinner and breakfast, tomorrow."


    "Two for dinner, one for breakfast," Chad corrected, tossing his bag on the bed with Nicky's. "I'll get mine on the fly tomorrow."


    "Should I call Brandon and Nicky's parents?"


    "No!" the couple almost shouted in unison, making Jared take a step back in surprise.


    "Tapped lines, remember?" Chad reminded him and the younger teen nodded.


    "Right. Sorry. I'll let you guys alone now. Dinner's in an hour."


    "Thanks again for everything, Jared," Nicky smiled.


    "No problem," he nodded, starting to close the door behind him but added, "Remember…thin walls."


    "Shut it, ya virgin!" Chad spat as they both blushed again.


    "Oh, and you're not?" Jared smirked and ducked out of the doorway, shutting the door before hearing Chad's reply.


    "Damn…hormonal…computer rat," Chad muttered.


    "Chad?"


    He whirled toward Nicky, hearing her tone as she sat at the foot of the bed.


    "You'll come back, right?" she wondered, softly. "You won't…forget about me?"


    "Forget about you?" Chad echoed with a frown as he stepped toward her and sat next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "How could I forget about you? You've been there for me when no one else was. You're my Skater Fox."


    She looked up at him with wide, emerald eyes and breathed, "Really?"


    "Yeah," he grinned, seeing her give a small smile. "And let me tell you, if I find out that little Software Junkie out there tried to make a move on you while I was gone, I'm gonna—"


    His threat was cut off when Nicky planted her lips to his. One of her hands flew to the collar of his jacket to pull him closer while the other leaned on the mattress and Chad groaned before sliding a hand to her knee, the other holding the hand on the mattress. Chad deepened the kiss and his hand slid up her leg just a touch but she placed her hand on it before it could go further as they broke the kiss to breathe. They sighed as they rested their foreheads against the others, their eyes locked for a moment before they both laughed, slightly.


    "I could get used to this," Chad murmured, lifting his hand from her leg to brush a strand of hair from her face.


    "Me too," Nicky grinned as they shifted, letting her rest her head on his shoulder as he gathered her into his arms. "I don't want you to go."


    "I have to," he replied. "No one's safe while this creep is out there." He gave a small chuckle before reminding her, "You always said you wanted a hero."


    "A hero for me, not everybody else," Nicky retorted and he chuckled again.


    "Well, your knight in shining armor has to go slay the dragon," he smirked, twirling a piece of her hair. "Will my princess be waiting in the tower?"


    "Yes," she sighed, hugging his chest, tightly. "I will."
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    "That was a good dinner," Nicky called from the bathroom as Chad sat back on the bed, propped up by his elbows. "Jared's mom sure can cook."


    Chad hummed out an affirmative noise as he watched her from his place. She was brushing her teeth and was about to start changing, but she caught Chad staring at her. She quickly shut the door to a crack and chuckled when Chad sucked his teeth in disappointment.


    "Come on, don't be so righteous," he called, scooting toward the foot of the bed, closer to the bathroom door. "I've seen you change before."


    "We were ten, Chad," she laughed. "Things are a little different now."


    "I don't think so," he smirked at the door and moved to stand.


    "Stay where you are, Blondie," she called, guessing what he was doing and he froze with a sigh of exasperation.


    "How do you do that?" he smirked, sitting back on the mattress again for a moment.


    "I can read you like a book, Chad," she replied and he heard the smirk on her lips as he moved forward to kick off his shoes, then stripped off his light jacket, followed by his shirt, leaving on only his pants.


    The door opened to reveal Nicky in pajama shorts and a tank-top and her eyes widened at the sight of Chad in nothing but his pants. He only smirked at her reaction, watching her cheeks redden.


    "I—" she choked and cleared her throat before trying again, "I thought we weren't thinking of…that."


    "We're not," he shrugged. "This is how I sleep."


    He couldn't help but smirk as he stood to step toward her and take her hands into his as she looked away from him.


    "Besides, you've seen me shirtless before."


    "Don't get cute," she muttered, but let him hold her hands.


    "Too late," he retorted, suddenly pulling her toward him. "What's wrong? You don't like what you see?"


    "Chad, what the hell is wrong with you?!" Nicky snapped, pulling her hands from his and marching around him to sit on the bed as Chad frowned and turned to her but said nothing. "You're leaving to find a murderer, you won't be back for days and you expect me to act like nothing's wrong?! You could die!"


    Chad gave a sigh as he stepped toward the end of the bed where she sat and sat next to her. He sighed again and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, hugging her closer.


    "I know you hate me for this," he murmured, turning to speak into her hair. "But this is something I have to do. No one else can do this but me, not even the cops."


    "I know," Nicky sighed, setting her head on his shoulder. "If I were in your position, I'd probably do the same thing. I just hate that it's you."


    "Believe me, I'm not all thrilled about it either," Chad retorted.


    Nicky couldn't help but giggle, making him give a small smile and brought his hand from her shoulder to play with her hair as she snuggled against him.


    "So, what's your plan?" she wondered, breathlessly as he swallowed nervously at her cheek and breath against his skin.


    "I-I don't really know," he sputtered, his hand falling to her shoulder again. "Right now I'm just thinking of getting there. I'll think of something on the way."


    "Flying by the seat of your pants, as usual," Nicky chuckled, looking up at him and he smirked down at her.


    "You know me," he replied. "Always flying by the seat of my pants."


    She smiled and stared at him for a moment, her gaze falling to his lips.


    "Chad?" she breathed.


    "Yeah?" he murmured.


    "I don't care how thin the walls are," Nicky replied and Chad's face contorted to several emotions before he settled on a small smile.


    "You sure?" he asked. "I wouldn't want you to wake up next to my mug and regret it."


    "Well, I'll just pretend you're someone else," she retorted, then added, "But seriously, I won't regret it, Chad. I want you to have something to think about when you get yourself into trouble."


    "This'll only distract me," he smirked, bringing a hand up to brush some of her hair from her face. "But I know what you mean." He slid his fingers down her neck to fiddle with the strap of her tank-top. "Still…You're positive."


    "Shut up and kiss me, Chad," Nicky ordered before planting her lips to his, pulling him on top of her as they landed on the mattress, deepening the kiss simultaneously.


    * * *


    The Next Morning...


    Chad quietly slid on his shoes, sitting at the foot of the bed. His flight left at seven. If he left now, at four, he could get there on time. He shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out the fifty dollars in small bills Brandon had given him. He hoped that was enough for a cab ride to the airport.


    "Chad?"


    He turned back to look at Nicky as she sat up with the covers up to her neck, shoving the money back into his pocket as he stood.


    "You're dressed," she noticed. "You were gonna leave without saying good bye?"


    "Well, we pretty much said our good byes last night, didn't we?" he smirked, shifting to crawl toward her on the bed. "That was great, by the way."


    "Yeah, for our first times, huh?" Nicky couldn't help but smile dreamily as he leaned over her.


    "Oh, I refuse to believe I'm the first guy you were with," Chad blurted. "You know way too much to be inexperienced."


    Nicky gripped her pillow and hit him on the side of the head with it, making him grunt and laugh as he fell onto the bed again and she continued hitting him. Chad grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward him, grunting when she landed against his chest and wrapping his arms around her over hers.


    "You're a dog," she muttered through a smile.


    "Woof," he retorted, grinning deviously and Nicky gave a small giggle before gracing him with a few sweet kisses.


    "I gotta go," he murmured and she nodded, solemnly as he stroked his hands up and down her back. "And I was gonna say good bye, but you woke up."


    "I tried to cuddle with you, but it's kinda hard to cuddle air," she retorted.


    "I hate cuddling."


    "Really? Because you seemed very cuddly last night."


    "I was comatose. I wasn't aware of what I was doing."


    "You are such a liar."


    "I really have to go," he murmured, disappointment in his tone.


    Nicky's smile slowly slid away as she nodded again and rolled off of him to let him get up from the bed. He picked up his skateboard and set it next to the door with his bag but didn't walk out. Instead, he leaned against the wall and watched Nicky get dressed. When she caught him watching she blushed but shuffled toward him and he held his arms out to her. She slid herself into his arms and he hugged her close, burying his face into her hair.


    "Last night was really great, babe," he murmured. "I won't be forgetting that any time soon."


    She didn't respond and just let him hold her for a moment before she gave a sniffle and began shuddering with quiet sobs. He didn't ask what was wrong, or pull away to look at her. He didn't need to. He just hugged her closer and let her cry.


    "It's not fair!" she snapped, pulling away enough to stare wide, watery eyes at him. "As soon as I finally have you, some creep is gonna take you away from me!"


    "Nicky, he's not gonna take me away from you," Chad insisted, taking her face gently into his hands. "And you always had me, my little fox. You just never knew it."


    "But, Chad—"


    She was cut off when he planted his lips to hers, pulling her close again to deepen the kiss and make her moan against his mouth before pulling away for breath.


    "Stay safe, ok?" he murmured. "Don't answer your phone if he calls. I'll text you on the prepaid cell when I get it."


    "But won't he know you have a new phone if you do that?" she breathed.


    "Yes," he nodded. "That's what we want."


    Nicky nodded and pressed a tender kiss to his lips before he leaned over to shoulder his bag and pick up his skateboard.


    "See ya later, Blondie," she smirked as he opened the door and he smirked at her over his shoulder.


    "Later, Foxy," he nodded, making her smile widen before he turned and walked into the hall, shutting the door behind him.


    She wiped her tears from her face and hurriedly ran to her bag, pulling out a set of clothes. She was about to change when there was a soft knock at the door and she hurried toward it. She opened the door to reveal Jared.


    "Your boarding pass, Miss," he smiled with a nod, handing a folded piece of paper to her.


    "Thank you," she replied hastily, snatching the paper from him and hurrying back to her clothes to pull them on over her pajamas.


    "You sure you wanna do this?" Jared wondered, stepping into the room and shutting the door. "I don't think Chad wanted you to go."


    "He didn't," she confirmed, pulling on a shirt. "But whatever he says of thinks, he can't do this on his own."


    "Well, since you're so determined to follow him, I suggest you take this," he said, holding a hand out with an envelope in his hand as she pulled on her shoes.


    She frowned and stepped toward him to see what was in his hand, took it and asked, "What is this?"


    "Cab fare," Jared shrugged. "I called one for you. It should be here in ten minutes."


    "Aren't you sweet?" Nicky smiled, pressing a kiss to his cheek. "You really didn't have to."


    "I know, but I figured it would save time for you," he shrugged, blushing wildly. "You may even get there before he does."


    "Let's hope," Nicky smiled, heading back for her bag and skateboard. "Thanks again, Jare."


    "My pleasure," he grinned, opening the door and bowing grandly as she passed him with a giggle.


    "Acting, Jared," she said. "Definitely acting for you."


    "Oh, by the way," Jared called to her before she got too far down the hall and when she turned, he smirked, "Bravo on last night."


    Nicky's face turned beet red but she said nothing as she turned to head down the hall and toward the stairs. But even as she blushed, she couldn't help buy grin. She didn't regret it one bit.


    * * *


    The Airport...


    "Prepaid phone, please," Chad told the sales person as he glanced around the airport. He hand the man money as he took the phone. He was glad he found enough change for the bus. Saved him fifty bucks. He quickly dialed in Nicky's number, saved it then checked his watch for the time.


    6:30 am


    He sat with a sigh in the sitting area at his gate, flipping his hair from his vision as he started texting.


    Nicky its Chad. This is my new #


    He hit Send and sighed again, leaning his head back on the headrest, shutting his eyes. He gave a frown when he heard a familiar ringtone next to him, but he didn't open his eyes. He heard muttering and his frown deepened as the ringtone stopped. A few moments later his new phone vibrated and he looked at it to find a message from Nicky.


    Got it. Added ur #


    Chad dialed in her number and hit Send and just as he pressed the phone to his ear, he heard another familiar ringtone and this time he frowned and shifted to his right and looked to the row behind him. He glared at the brunette sitting a few seats to his right in the row directly behind him, not answering the echo of Nicky's voice from the phone. He watched her frown and looked at the phone before calling into it again as he stood, picking up his bag and board to walk toward her.


    "Chad?" she called into her phone as he hung up his phone, getting closer to her. She frowned and jerked the phone from her ear when she heard the dial tone, not noticing his approach.


    "You sneaky, little, green-eyed, snake!" he ground out, snapping her attention to him as he stood next to her, glaring down at her angrily. "I told you to stay at Jared's! What the hell are you doing here?!"


    "I'm here because you need help, whether you wanna admit it or not!" Nicky snapped back as she stood, unafraid. "You think I'm gonna let you get yourself killed while I sit pretty with Jared?!"


    "Yes!" he shot back. "It's better then you getting killed with me!"


    "Is everything alright, here?"


    Chad spun around to see a security guard standing behind him, ready to interfere if things got bad.


    "Yes, officer," Nicky smiled, sweetly, grabbing Chad's arm and shoving him into an empty seat as she sat next to him. "We're sorry if we disturbed anybody. Lover's spat, ya know? I think we're fine now, right babe?"


    Chad only glared at her as she slid her arm around his, laughing nervously at his glare before looking back at the guard.


    "We'll try to keep it down, Sir," she smiled and the guard nodded before stepping away, Nicky watching him as Chad continued glaring at her. "Ok, you can tear me a new one, but keep your voice down."


    "Why didn't you just listen to me and stay at Jared's?!" Chad growled, lowly.


    "I told you," she replied, calmly and quietly. "You need help."


    "So what?! I'm not gonna let you help me and get hurt in the process!"


    "Aw, and they say chivalry is dead," Nicky smiled wryly as she patted his hand.


    "Liza," he snapped and she looked at him with wide eyes as he continued, "As worried about me as you are, you should know how I feel."


    "I do," she admitted, "But you can't tell me you'd let me do this alone if the roles were reversed."


    Chad gave a pained frown as he sighed, looking away from her to rub his eyes. He hated to admit it, but she was right. If she had left to the airport alone, he would have followed her, no matter if she'd told him to stay away or not. He just didn't want her to be used by this creep to get to him. She could get hurt, and after everything they'd shared and been through, he knew he'd feel terrible is she got hurt, or worse…killed. But he knew, the more he pushed her away, the more she'd worry, and the more she worried, the more rebellious she got, even against him.


    "Fine," he grumbled, slouching forward to lean his elbows on his knees. Nicky grinned, sliding her arm around him and leaning forward as well to kiss the side of his neck as he continued, "But from now on you do as I tell you, got it?"


    "Yes, dear," she murmured against his neck and he sat back, taking her with him as she added, "I'll even seal it with a kiss."


    Chad his head enough to plant his lips to hers, kissing her deeply before she pulled away with a grin and snuggled against his chest.


    "Hey," she whispered, drawing his attention to her as she asked, "Where's the…thing you found in your closet?"


    "I left it in a box with a note at the closest police station," he murmured, glancing around to make sure no one was paying attention to them.


    "You don't think the police will call the airport, or call the Washington police?" Nicky wondered.


    "Let them," he smirked. "We'll lead them straight to the real bastard who killed my parents."


    * * *


    A Los Angeles Police Station...


    "Hey, Lou!" Detective Katherine 'Kat' Johnson called to a desk as she walked down the isle of desks toward the older man. "The Chief in his office?"


    "Hasn't been out all day," Lou replied, leaning back in his chair as she approached. "He's been in a crappy mood all day, though, Kat. I'd be careful."


    "Well, I've got somethin' that'll make his day," Kat smirked, stopping at his desk to lift the box in her hands up with a nod. "Something on the Stiles case. He on the phone?"


    "I dunno," Lou shrugged. "But if it's the Stiles case, you better get in there whether he is or not."


    Kat nodded with a grin before hurrying past his desk and through the door at the end of the isle, knocking quickly before opening the door. Captain Parker Villa sat at his desk, on the phone, his head resting in his right hand as he leaned its elbow on the surface of his desk, showing off his thick, salt and pepper – more pepper than salt –hair. His class ring stared at her as she stood silently in the doorway before he looked up and waved her completely into the room, his amber eyes wide as he looked at her but closing in exasperation when he leaned back in his chair and she stepped into the office, shutting the door behind her.


    "Well, call me when you find him!" he snapped into the phone before slamming it onto the receiver just as she stepped up to his desk.


    "Problem, Sir?" Kat wondered, still holding the box as he rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.


    "The detail we put on the Stiles kid lost him yesterday and they still can't find him," Parker groaned before lowering his hands onto his thighs with a slap and looking up at her, tiredly.


    "I think I can help with that, Sir," Kat smiled, placing the box on his desk as he frowned up at her in wonder and sat up again. "This was left for the lead detective on the Stiles case. You'll definitely want to see this."


    Parker's frown deepened as he gripped the open box and slid it closer to look into it. His eyes widened to an unreal size before he looked up at Kat with the same expression.


    "Is this what I think it is?" he breathed in disbelief.


    "Find out yourself, Sir," Kat smirked, pulling an evidence bag with a piece of paper covered in fingerprinting dust from her jacket pocket and tossing it toward him. "That came with it."


    Parker looked to the bag and slid it closer to read the small piece of paper inside.


    To the Lead Detective on the Stiles murder case,


    This is the knife that killed my parents. It was planted in my closet. I'm going to Seattle Washington to find the man who killed my parents since you won't


    "Kid's got balls," Parker muttered as Kat sat sideways on the edge of his desk. "Washington, huh? What does he know that we don't?"


    "I took some prints from the note," she began to explain. "Got some pretty good ones. Sent 'em over to AFIS, and I told the crime lab I'd be down there with the knife to get some blood evidence off of it, maybe there'll be some prints on there, too?"


    "Maybe," Parker agreed, glancing between the box and note in thought before leaning back in his chair again. "The uncle said the Stiles boy was gonna hang out with his friend, Nicole all day yesterday, but he didn't know where they going or what they were doing, and he gave the kid money for food and a gift for the friend. He said they came back later in the day and the friend was gonna spend the night. That was around the time we got the tip on the murder weapon being with the Stiles boy. Our boys went in to question him, he and his friend took off out the window in his room."


    "If the kid thinks he's innocent, why would he run?" Kat wondered.


    "I dunno," Parker sighed, grabbing the phone from his receiver again and dialing a number. "But I'm gonna make a call to the Seattle police. Tell 'em to keep an eye out for him. Get packed, Johnson. You're takin' an early vacation."


    "Vacation, huh?" Kat scoffed, shoving off the table and reaching for the box. "Want me to take this to the lab?"


    "No, I'll do it," Parker replied, waving her off. "Get ready for our field trip."


    "Our, Sir?" she wondered with a frown as he held the phone to his ear.


    "I'm going with you."
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    Chad tapped his armrest with one hand, gripping the other until his knuckles turned white. Nicky stared out the window of the plane to watch the activity around the tarmac before take off, then turned a smile to Chad. When she saw him grinding his teeth as he stared ahead, she frowned and placed her hand gently on the one tapping the armrest. He shot his wide, grey eyes at her in wonder, making her frown deepen.


    "What's the matter with you?" she asked, and he faced ahead again, stilling his between them.


    "I hate flying," he muttered.


    "You've never flown," Nicky recalled.


    "Doesn't mean I don't hate it," Chad retorted and she rolled her eyes. She jumped when he did when the plane started down the runway and his hands went to clutching the armrests again as Nicky stared at him in confusion.


    "Chad, calm down!" she whispered.


    "I can't!" he ground out. "It's a damn plane, Nicky! If people were meant to fly, they'd have frickin' wings! What if one of the engines blows up or something?!"


    "You'll freak out everyone else, Chad," Nicky whispered, seeing his breathing quicken. "Just take deep breaths. Nothing's gonna happen."


    "How do you know?!" Chad retorted, finally turning his gaze to her and she could see how truly terrified he was.


    The force of the plane lifting off made him shove himself into his seat and Nicky took his face into her hand to keep his gaze on hers. She stroked his face soothingly, feeling him tremble and she turned quickly to pull the shade down over the window on the other side of her before turning back to Chad.


    "You're so weird, Chadworth," she murmured, still stroking his face. "You're going to Washington to face a killer, but you can't even handle yourself on the plane to get there."


    "Don't make fun, Nicky," he pleaded, breathlessly.


    "I wasn't," she confessed. "It's nice to know you're not a tough guy all the time."


    "I thought you liked the heroic BS," he recalled, starting to calm down.


    "In light of recent events, I've changed my mind," she muttered, making him chuckle, and she knew he was relaxed. Turning to the window, she pulled the shade up and noticed they'd gotten high enough to look over the city and nodded him toward the window, smiling, "Look."


    Chad leaned over to look out the window and Nicky was surprised when he smiled as well.


    "Ok, this isn't too bad," he admitted, looking to a still smiling Nicky. "The view is nice."


    "Sure is."


    Both teens frowned at each other before shifting to look behind them where the familiar voice had come from.


    "Jared?!" they both chirped as the sophomore grinned at them, adjusting his glasses and waving.


    "What are you doing here?!" Chad demanded.


    "Well, how's that for gratitude," Jared retorted. "I buy a ticket to go with you to help and that's the response I get? That hurts, Chad. That really hurts."


    "Not as much as it will when my fist hits you face!" Chad spat.


    "Chad, people are looking!" Nicky whispered, pulling him back to sit in their seats, properly.


    "I'm gonna pummel him till he's lunch meat!" he ground out.


    "I can still hear you," Jared chimed in.


    "How did you even get here?!" Chad snarled, turning to talk to the gap between his and Nicky's seats. "Your parents wouldn't let you go anywhere past school!"


    "Told 'em it was a last minute field trip," Jared shrugged. "It's sorta true. I am with my classmates, and I paid for this with my own money. No cost to my parents. And I 'accidentally' left my phone, so they won't be bothering us."


    "Looks like you thought of everything," Nicky congratulated.


    "Yeah, except that when his parents call the school to tell them he left his phone, the cat's gonna leap outta the bag," Chad retorted.


    "Well, seeing as where this field trip is sending the whole school there, that won't be happening," Jared smirked.


    "Smart ass," Chad muttered.


    "Damn straight," Jared replied.


    "What do you plan to add to this little excursion, Jare?" Nicky wondered.


    "What I've been adding, Miss Skater Fox," he replied. "Tech Support. Chad's the Muscle, I'm the Brains, and you, my dear, are obviously the Beauty."


    "Bright idea putting us on a plane!" Chad ground out.


    "The hero is afraid of flying?" Jared chuckled. "What a disappointing character feature."


    "This isn't a story, and we're not characters," Chad growled. "We could get killed. So could you."


    "Alright, you guys," Nicky whispered, tapping Chad as she sat forward as well as Jared sat back. "We can talk about this when we're off the plane."


    * * *


    Two hours later...


    Jared grunted when his back hit the column in the SEA-TAC airport, Chad holding him there by the collar of his jacket.


    "Chad! Let him go!" Nicky ground out, trying not to add to the scene as she pulled on the boy's arm. "Security is gonna question us! Stop it!"


    "I told you he was gonna be lunch meat!" Chad snarled at her, not looking away from the younger boy.


    "You've been saying a lot of things, Chad," Nicky shot back and finally found a way to wedge herself between the boys, making Chad let go of Jared as she glared at him. "Save it for Nemo."


    Chad's glare at Jared changed to a wide-eyed stare at Nicky who only glared back before they both looked away. Chad gave a growl before marching toward the exit as Jared straightened himself out and Nicky turned to him.


    "What the hell were you thinking?!" she snapped at him as he adjusted his glasses then stared at her in shock.


    "I thought you were on my side!" he retorted. "After I got you your ticket and everything—!"


    "Chad is on edge right now, if you haven't noticed!" she interrupted. "Don't make things worse."


    "I told you, I'm here to help," he reminded her.


    "Start by finding us a good hotel then," she snapped, turning to finally head after Chad and calling, "You're footing the bill!"


    "Figures," Jared muttered, hurrying after them.


    Chad tried haling a few cabs but they sped by him, making him curse them out before trying to hail another one as Nicky and Jared caught up with him.


    "Chad, you're hailing cabs, but you don't know where we're going," Nicky called over the engines and honking horns of the vehicles around them.


    "We'll need a place to stay," Jared called when the older boy said nothing. "I can look up some hotels close by."


    "Get to it, then," Chad retorted, not looking at either of them.


    Jared pulled out his laptop and began searching the web as Nicky pulled Chad to face her, finally catching his gaze.


    "He's trying to help," she whispered. "Don't be so hard on him."


    "He shouldn't have come," Chad ground out lowly. "It's bad enough you're in this, now I've dragged him into my shit, too."


    "You didn't drag either of us into anything, Chad," she assured him. "We came willingly. We're both here for you. You shouldn't do this alone. You can't do this alone."


    Chad sighed and nodded, slightly. He had to admit she was right. By now, if at least Nicky hadn't come along, he'd probably still be a panicky mess on the plane.


    "Got it!" Jared called, stepping toward them, his laptop open and sitting on his arm. "There's some hotels that are really close. Red Roof. Holiday. Ramada. Rodeway—"


    "That one," Chad chose, just as a cab pulled up for them and the other two frowned at him in wonder but he only climbed into the cab. "Well?! Come on!"


    * * *


    Rodeway Inn...


    "Why here?" Nicky asked Chad as they entered the hotel lobby. "There were closer places."


    The clerk came to the desk as they walked up and smiled, "May I help you?"


    "Yeah, uh…" Chad trailed off a moment as he felt at his pockets before pulling something out of one of them and set it on the desk, sliding it to the clerk. He leaned closer to murmur, "The usually room, and keep it quiet, kay? I dunno how long we'll be staying."


    The man behind the counter frowned in wonder, then gazed at the three, skeptically. But when he lifted the card Chad had slid to him, his eyes nearly popped out of his skull and he stood at attention, looking to Chad and nodding. Nicky frowned in utter confusion and disbelief between Chad and Jared as the clerk typed at his computer then gave three key cards to Chad who nodded his thanks and they all walked away.


    "We got the penthouse," he explained, still walking.


    "Ok, wanna explain this to me now?" Nicky nearly demanded as they reached the elevator. "That guy nearly died when you showed him your ID. Something you've neglected to tell me?"


    Chad said nothing, making her frown at Jared who only shrugged just as the elevator opened for them and he stepped in, the other two following. The three said nothing more as they reached the penthouse suite and the elevator doors opened to their room, letting Jared and Nicky go ahead of him before he hurried in.


    "Oh, my God!" Nicky nearly shouted as Chad headed toward one of the bedrooms. "How the hell did you get us here?!"


    "Luck," Jared blurted, starting to stroll around the room as Nicky hurried after Chad. She shut the door behind her, making Chad look up at her as he set his bag on the bed.


    "We don't have secrets from each other, Chad," she began. "We never have. How did you get us in here and why don't I know about it?"


    He sighed and plopped onto the bed as he ran a hand through his hair. She stepped toward him and sat next to him, staring at him expectantly as he still said nothing for a moment.


    "Both my parents were into stocks," he began. "I didn't really understand the stock market – still don't – but somehow they ended up buying and selling and making enough money until they were able to buy hotels all over the States. They wrote 'em all down for me in case I ever got lost."


    He reached for his wallet and showed her the card he'd showed the clerk which hadn't been his ID card at all, but his father's.


    "Nobody forgets a Stiles when you've met them," he explained as Nicky stared at him with wide eyes. "They told me not to tell anyone, otherwise I would've told you right away. I'm sorry, Nicky."


    "It's alright…I guess," she shrugged then had a sudden thought and turned to him with wide eyes. You think the police found out and that's why they think you killed them?! It would be on record, wouldn't it?"


    "I hadn't thought of that," Chad breathed, gazing ahead in thought. "And the cops never said anything to me. Maybe they wanted to keep that a secret until they arrested me."


    "So this guy, Nemo, killed your parents for money and hotels?" Nicky guessed.


    "No," he sighed, shaking his head. "He would've had to kill me, too. I'm the one who inherits everything after their deaths. Mom and dad made sure of that."


    "So we're back to square one."


    "Yeah," he sighed. "Looks like."


    "Chad!"


    The two looked to the door to see Jared heading toward them, a card in his hand.


    "The concierge left this for you," he reported, handing the card to Chad who nearly snatched it from him to open it.


    Nicky leaned over his shoulder to look at it as all but he shrugged her away, making her look at him in wide-eyed wonder. Jared frowned as well as he stepped next to Nicky and both looked to Chad who frowned before his eyes widened in horror and his face went pale.


    "Chad, what's wrong?" Nicky questioned, stepping toward him and reaching for the card. "What's it say?"


    She effortlessly pulled the card from his frozen hands and looked at it with Jared.


    You running away from me, or toward me, Chad? You had the murder weapon…I gave it to you. And you gave it to the police and ran. Why didn't you stay in California and face the police?


    "He's taunting you," Nicky ground out, ripping the card to little pieces before stepping closer to Chad and turning him toward her by his shoulders. "All it means is he knows we're here and where we are. It's no different than back home. He'll call, we'll trace it, we'll find him and put an end to this, ok?"


    All he could do was nod as Nicky stepped toward him and wrapped her arms around him to comfort him as Jared stepped toward him and patted his shoulder before heading out to the main room.


    "The police are probably gonna come after me," he murmured, wrapping his arms around her to hold her close.


    "Let 'em," she murmured. "We'll help you get through this…all of it."


    "Thanks, Nicky."


    SEA-TAC...


    "You're sure?" Kat asked into her cell phone as her boss struggled to pull his luggage from the baggage claim. "Ok, Lou. Thanks."


    She hung up and turned in time to see Parker yank his bag from the carousel.


    "Lou said forensics came back on the knife. No fingerprints and the only blood on it belonged to the Stiles parents."


    "Translation: We got nada," he nodded, rolling his bag toward her as she gave a reluctant nod. "Alright. That security guard I was talking to said that a kid resembling Chad Stiles seemed to be irritated with one of his buddies; a kid with glasses, and there was a girl with them, a brunette. He was about to break up what he thought was a fight between the boys, but they broke it up on their own."


    "Seems like we're on the right track," Kat smirked. "Wonder what they were fighting about. What now, Sir?"


    "First, we find a hotel to stay in," Parker replied, heading toward the exit.
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    "Wake up, Nicky," Chad called, standing next to the bed, dressed and ready to go as he shook her shoulder. "You wanna come with me, don't you? Jared's up and ready. Let's go!"


    She gave a groan from under the covers before he stood tall with a sigh.


    "Probably better if you don't go with me anyway," he muttered. "You'd only freak out if we ran into him."


    He smirked and leaned toward her to pull the covers back just enough to find her cheek and pressed a kiss to it, lingering a bit before stepping away. He shut the bedroom door quietly and marched toward the elevator, passing Jared and grabbing his skateboard on the way.


    "Isn't Nicky coming?" Jared frowned, hurrying after him as he stepped into the elevator.


    "Not this time," Chad replied as the doors shut and he leaned over to press the button to head to the lobby.


    "You know she's gonna be mad, right?" Jared guessed and Chad only nodded. "Where're we goin'?"


    "Japanese Gardens," Chad replied. "Hope you got cab fare."


    "Always," Jared smirked as the elevator stopped and the doors opened to let them step out and into the lobby.


    Chad stopped halfway through the lobby and turned on his heel to step back to the clerk, checking his watch for the time.


    8:00am


    "How can I help you, Mr. Stiles?" the man grinned as Chad approached and leaned on the desk.


    "I'd like some breakfast sent up to my room for the young lady there," Chad replied, reaching into his pocket for his wallet. "Waffles with strawberries and whipped cream and a huge glass of milk."


    "Of course, Sir," the clerk nodded, writing on a pad of paper quickly before looking up at Chad. "Anything else?"


    "That's it," Chad nodded, pulling out a five dollar bill from his wallet and handing it to him. "Make sure the runner gets that, ok?"


    "I will, Sir," the clerk nodded, taking the bill. "Any message for the young lady?"


    Chad thought for a moment before nodding, "Tell her I'll make it up to her when I get back. She'll know what I mean."


    The clerk nodded as Chad turned to head to the door where Jared was waiting outside, trying to flag down a cab.


    "What took you?" he asked, not looking from the street.


    "Couldn't leave Nicky without breakfast," Chad shrugged before stepping ahead of Jared and stuck two of hi fingers in his mouth. Spying an approaching cab he whistled loudly before waving it down and it crept to a stop in front of them so they could climb in, telling the driver, "Japanese Gardens, please."


    The cab pulled into the streets of Seattle as Jared pulled his laptop from his messenger bag to set it on his lap to work on it.


    "I had the signal pinpointed to a specific spot," he explained as Chad looked to the screen. "I'm putting it on my phone so we can find it easily."


    "He might not be there, but it's worth a shot," Chad thought aloud. "If he is there, let me do the talking, got it?"


    "No arguments here," Jared chuckled, examining his phone.


    "Great," Chad nodded, looking at the overcast sky. "Looks like it's gonna rain on us."


    * * *


    Rodeway Inn...


    Nicky gasped, sitting straight up when there was a knock on the bedroom door.


    "Room service," someone called, making Nicky frown tiredly and rub her eyes as she slid from the bed to head to the door. She peeked out of the crack and the man smiled as she cautiously stepped out of the room. "Hello, Miss. Mr. Stiles ordered breakfast for you before he left. He said he'll make it up to you when he returns."


    Nicky nodded in understanding as he presented the tray he'd rolled into the room, telling her what was being served, making her grin.


    "Thanks," she nodded and started back toward the bedroom. "Let me get you a tip."


    "Mr. Stiles took care of that, Miss," he explained, stopping her as he headed back to the elevator. "Enjoy your breakfast."


    Nicky looked to the food before looking to the alarm clock next to the bed she'd just been in.


    8:30am


    She hurried to her bag to pull out her cell phone to call Chad as she stepped back to the tray to start at the food, hearing the ringback tone in her ear. The voicemail sounded, making her suck her teeth when she realized he was ignoring her. Popping a sliced strawberry into her mouth as she hung up, she headed toward the room phone to dial the desk.


    "Front desk," the clerk greeted on the other end of the line.


    "Hi, I'm staying in the penthouse with Mr. Stiles," she began, playing with the cord as she spoke. "I was wondering if he happened to mention where he was going when he ordered breakfast."


    "I'm sorry, Miss, but he didn't," the clerk replied.


    "Oh," she muttered then asked, "Did he say when he'd be back?"


    "No, he didn't mention that either," he answered again. "I wish I could be more helpful."


    "Oh, no, it's alright," Nicky smiled.


    "Was there anything else you needed?"


    "No, thank you. The breakfast is great. Thanks."


    "You're welcome. If there's anything else I can do, don't hesitate to call."


    "Thanks."


    Nicky hung up and sighed, looking at her breakfast again and shrugging, "Well, might as well enjoy the free food."


    * * *


    Japanese Gardens...


    Chad looked at his phone, but didn't answer when Nicky called. He pocketed the phone before turning to Jared who was examining his own phone and his laptop.


    "What's takin' so long, Jare?" he questioned, leaning on his board as the younger boy waved his phone around, then typed into his laptop as it sat on a bench.


    "Signal is…crap," Jared muttered before looking to his phone and grinning, holding a hand toward Chad. "Got it. Gimme your phone."


    Chad frowned but did as he said and Jared held the phones next to each other for a few seconds before giving Chad's phone back to him.


    "Got the map on my phone, and now it'll trace the call when he calls so we can find him," Jared explained, typing at his laptop a bit before closing it and putting it back in his messenger back.


    "Damn, Jare," Chad smirked. "When did you go James Bond on me?"


    Jared smirked and was about to respond but Chad's phone went off before he could and they both looked at it.


    "Nicky?" Jared guessed.


    Chad only shook his head before swallowing and breathing, "It's him."


    Jared instantly looked to his phone and nodded the ok to answer, but Chad hesitated before doing so and pressed the phone to his ear.


    "Well, aren't you a clever little bastard?" Nemo nearly spat into the phone, not even letting Chad greet him. "I didn't expect you to find my hiding place so quickly. Your little tech friend is clever."


    "I'm sure he'll appreciate the compliment," Chad shot back as Jared waved at him to keep the call going. "I got your note last night, by the way."


    "Did you?" Nemo replied, and Chad could hear the smirk in his voice. "I'm glad. I wanted to make sure you knew exactly who'd left that little gift for you in your closet."


    "Yeah, that's what I'm a bit confused about, Nemo," Chad replied, thoughtfully as Jared started walking down a trail through the garden and he followed. "How did you leave it there when you were here in Seattle?"


    "I have my ways, Chad," Nemo replied as Jared quickened his pace and Chad followed. "Maybe I'll tell you about it sometime."


    "Well, why don't you meet me at your favorite spot?" Chad retorted. "We can have some cherry blossom tea and you can tell me all about what the hell you want and why you decided to pick on me and mine."


    "I'm sorry, Chad," Nemo replied in an eerie tone. "It's too soon for that. But I promise, we'll meet face to face soon."


    "How soon?" Chad demanded as Jared stopped at a railing overlooking a pond in the vast gardens and stared ahead.


    "Patience," Nemo retorted as Chad stopped next to Jared and stared ahead as well. "You'll get your chance to kill me soon."


    Chad stared ahead at the platform across from them over the pond. A man with silvery spiked hair stood at the railing, leaning back against it with a cell phone to his ear, wearing a black leather biker's jacket and black denim pants. Chad smirked as he realized who it was…who it had to be, and waited a moment before finally replying to Nemo's taunt.


    "Why don't you turn around and have a look at who's going to kill you?" he taunted back.


    The figure straightened, and there was silence on the phone before Chad heard the click of a hang up, watching the figure take the phone from his ear just as he heard it. Chad lowered his own phone, not taking his gaze away from the man on the platform who was now slowly strolling toward a railing closer to the water around him.


    "We've got him," Chad smirked watching the man drop his phone into the water.


    Chad darted toward the shop that was next to them that led toward the bridge and the platform Nemo was on. Jared ran after him and Chad had to bob and weave around the people in the shop before he ran out onto the bridge, but when he had a clear view of the platform, it was empty.


    "How the hell…?" Chad trailed off as Jared caught up to the blonde, but just as the younger boy reached him, Chad shot down the bridge. Jared sighed in exhaustion, rolling his eyes before running after the older boy but they both stopped on the platform, Chad frowning deeply and turning around to glance at every bit of the platform.


    "There's no other way off this thing," he murmured then looked at Jared with wide, grey eyes. "Where the hell did he go?"


    Jared shrugged, shaking his head, but they both shot their gazes up when they heard a faint bump on the roof over the platform. Chad looked ahead just in time to see the man he's been after jump from the roof, land halfway down the bridge and take off toward the shop they'd come from. Chad darted after him, sending Jared spinning around before he ran after him, the blonde never taking his gaze off his target.


    "Looks like we've got a ninja on our hands, Jare!" he called, just before he nearly rammed into a tourist in the shop.


    The younger boy didn't respond as he followed the best he could, but Chad was on a one track mind. He kept his eyes on Nemo as he ran down the trail leading who knew where, Chad running as fast as he could. He knew he could catch up with him if he used his board, but the terrain was no good for it so he let it fall on the trail, knowing Jared would pick it up and knowing it was slowing him down. Nemo made a turn onto a dirt path and Chad followed, but when he ran a few steps onto the trail, he stopped dead.


    Nemo was gone. There wasn't a trace of him that Chad could see at all as he breathed heavily from running. A cool, light drizzle suddenly graced his forearms and head, the jacket with his sleeves rolled up protecting the rest of him from the oncoming rain. His eyes kept darting around the trail, trying to find a sign that Nemo had run through, and trying to find a clue as to where he'd gone.


    "Chad!" Jared called then stopped behind him, out of breath.


    "I…lost him," Chad panted as Jared doubled over to lean on his knees, panting as well, Chad's board in one hand. "I had him…and I lost him."


    "At least we're close," Jared still breathed heavily, standing and handing over Chad's skateboard to him. "We got to him. That's a good thing, right? Proves you're not as dumb as he thinks."


    "Yeah," Chad deftly replied, taking his board from the younger boy as he still didn't look away from the trail.


    "We'll go back to the hotel," Jared suggested, slapping a hand to Chad's shoulder. "It's raining. We can't do much in the rain and neither can he."


    "Yeah," Chad nodded, letting Jared pull him down the trail by the arm. "Nicky's probably worried about us."


    "Us?" Jared chuckled, making the blonde look to him with a frown. "You mean you."


    "No," Chad objected. "I mean us. You could get hurt to, ya know?"


    "I'm the brains, remember?" Jared smirked. "I don't get hurt. The Muscle gets hurt."


    Chad rolled his eyes as they headed toward the exit to head out into the street to find a cab. He gave a slight frown as the hairs on the back of his neck suddenly stood at attention. He was sure he was being watched, but as they found a cab, climbed in, and drove off toward their hotel, the feeling died down. He supposed he was just being paranoid.


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Dark grey eyes watched the boys head toward the exit at a fair distance of several yards above them. He was crouched on the roof of the entrance building to the gardens, somehow unnoticed by security and staff, the drizzle coming down a little harder not bothering him at all, even as wet strands of silver hair began falling into his eyes.


    He was cleverer than he'd thought. In the span of a few days the boy had managed to figure out how he was tracking him and started chasing him. The cat had become the mouse for a moment there. Well, now it was time for the cat to reclaim its role. Even looking at the blonde boy as he climbed into a cab and drove away made his blood boil, hearing his voice having a similar effect. What was so special about this brat that made him get everything that should have been His? Why should he have money, and family, and friends while He had nothing?


    


    
      
        "I hope you're ready for what's coming to you, Chad Stiles," he ground out as he stood on the roof, his balance perfect. He launched himself up with a roll before landing in front of the building in a crouch, the rain coming down harder and soaking his clothes as he stood again and headed down the street in the rain.

        

      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      

    


    CHAPTER 11


    
      
    


    


    
      
    


    "Honey, I'm home!" Chad called as he stepped from the elevator and into the room, glancing around for Nicky as Jared hurried in after him. They were both soaked from the rain now pounding the roof and windows of the hotel. He frowned as Jared hurriedly pulled his laptop from his wet bag to set it on the main room table.


    "Nicky?" Chad called, stepping toward the closed bedroom door. "You go back to bed, babe?"


    He pushed the door open, effortlessly as he stood in the threshold. His eyes widened when he looked into the room, his feet planted in their spot as his heart raced in panic.


    "Chad Stiles?" Detective Parker Villa questioned, one hand on Nicky's shoulder as another woman stood in the room, her hand hovering over her sidearm as she glared at him, glancing only briefly to Jared when he slowly stepped next to Chad. "I'm the lead Detective on your parents' case, Parker Villa. This is Detective Katherine Johnson. We got the murder weapon you left."


    "Let Nicky go," Chad demanded, making all eyes shoot wide at him. "She's got nothing to do with this. Neither does Jared."


    "You're in no position to make demands, kid," Kat spat, making him glare at her.


    "Kat, take Nicky and Jared into the main room," Parker ordered, letting his hand fall from Nicky's shoulder as Kat looked to him with a wide-eyed gaze. "I'd like to talk to Chad alone."


    Nicky ran to Chad to throw herself into his arms as Kat turned to face Parker fully, and Chad held Nicky close.


    "Sir?" Kat frowned, glancing to the blonde and not moving from her spot. "You sure?"


    "You heard me," Parker replied then jerked his head toward the door.


    Kat nodded reluctantly, heading toward the main room, ordering, "Come on, kids."


    Jared hesitantly followed as Nicky shuddered, refused to let go of Chad, even when he tried gently pushing her away.


    "I didn't call them," she whispered into his shoulder.


    "I know," he murmured as she looked up at him with tears in her eyes. "Go sit with Jared."


    "I don't like that woman," she grumbled before slipping her hands to his chest and adding, "And I don't wanna leave you."


    "You're not, babe," he smiled, pressing a kiss to her forehead and nodding toward the door. "Go on. I'll only be a minute."


    Nicky sniffled before nodding, glaring over her shoulder at Parker before shuffling out of the room, shutting the door behind her.


    "How'd you find me?" Chad demanded, glaring at the policeman who sat on the foot of the bed.


    "I'm a detective, Chad," Parker smirked with a slight shrug. "I wouldn't be very good at my job if I couldn't find you."


    "What do you want?" Chad continued, unmoving.


    "I'm here to help," Villa replied, making Chad's eyes widen. "Don't look so surprised. I had a hunch about you, and I'm following it. Why would you hand me the murder weapon on a silver platter after a whole year, accuse another person of killing your parents and then come here, out of the blue?"


    "Because this guy killed my parents," Chad ground out, his shock subsiding.


    "You sound sure about that."


    "I am."


    "How are you so sure?"


    "He told me."


    Parker's eyes widened as Chad instantly began explaining everything that had happened from the first phone call from Nemo to the sighting at the gardens.


    "I didn't go to the cops because you already have it in your head that I did it. You wouldn't have believed me."


    "You don't know that," Parker snapped. "Kid, haven't you heard the phrase 'Innocent until proven guilty'? We don't have evidence for you or against you."


    "Tell that to your girlfriend out there," Chad shot back.


    "Look, everybody else may feel that way, but they don't move without my say-so. The detail on your house was for your protection, and then you take off the way you did. You think it's you against the world, but it isn't, Chad."


    "I don't care," Chad ground out. "It's me against this guy, now. You wanna help, detective? Take Jared and Nicky back. There's nothing more they can do here."


    "You don't make the rules, Chad," Parker replied, shaking his head. "No one's going home yet. I'll call your uncle and tell him we found you, but we're not going anywhere without you."


    Chad glared at Parker for a moment before giving a nod then saying, "I have a condition. It's not negotiable."


    "What is it?"


    "No matter what, whether I run off, or we're separated for whatever reason, protect Nicky before me, got it, Villa?"


    Parker couldn't help but smirk before nodding, "I swear on my badge, Chad, I'll protect her."


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Kat sat on the arm of one of the cushioned chairs in the main room, her foot propped up on the edge of the small table in front of the couch where Nicky and Jared quietly sat. The detective was chomping on a piece of gum while flipping a butterfly knife she'd pulled from her pocket open and closed several times. Nicky glared at her the entire time as Jared sat with his head slightly bowed, twiddling his thumbs in his lap.


    He glanced between the two women before shifting closer to Nicky and whispering, "We almost had him."


    Nicky jerked a frown toward Jared just as Kat flipped her butterfly knife shut and looked at the two with a suspicious glare.


    "You mean…Nemo?" Nicky breathed, quietly and Jared nodded, but before she could ask any other questions, Kat butted in.


    "Hey," she called with a nod, drawing a glare from Nicky and Jared glanced shyly over his shoulder as Kat demanded, "What're you two whispering about?"


    "If we'd wanted you to hear, we wouldn't be whispering, would we?" Nicky shot back, making Kat glare at her and lower her foot from the table to lean forward on the arm of the chair.


    "Don't sass me, kid," Kat retorted. "I'm a cop, ya know? So whatever you have to say that pertains to this case, you're gonna say it out loud so I can hear it."


    "I don't take orders from you," Nicky shot back, Jared still remaining silent. "And I'm not a kid."


    "No," Kat smirked, leaning back to prop her foot up again. "Just a love-struck teenager. The worst kind of teen to be."


    "If you weren't a cop—!"


    "Ladies, ladies," Jared finally spoke up through a nervous laugh, accompanied with a smile as he turned to hold his hands up to both of them in surrender. "There's no need for name calling and empty threats. Detective Johnson, I'm sure Chad is discussing the particulars with your boss as we speak, so you'll hear everything you need to and Nicky…" He looked to her with a reassuring smile, "maybe I should let Chad explain everything to you."


    All eyes shot to the bedroom door when Chad and Parker stepped out and the boy did not look pleased at all as he stepped to the side, Parker stepping toward Kat as she stood from her spot.


    "We're staying here, Johnson," Parker reported as Chad marched toward Nicky, she and Jared looking to him with wide eyes at Parker's words.


    "Sir?" Kat frowned in wonder. "I thought we were taking him back to California with us."


    "I'll explain everything on the way back to our hotel," Parker replied, heading toward the elevator past Chad. He stopped to set a hand on the boy's shoulder, making Chad look up at him with a scowl. "I'm trusting you not to do anything without calling us. I'm not saying to ask our permission, just let us know if you get a lead on your own, alright?"


    "Fine," Chad muttered, shrugging the detective's hand off his shoulder. "I'll tell you if he calls again."


    Parker only nodded before heading after Kat who was holding the elevator for him to take them to the lobby. The three teens waited until the doors were shut before Nicky stepped directly in front of Chad, setting her jaw as she glared at him.


    "Jared just told me you almost 'had' him!" she snapped as Chad looked down at her with wide eyes, the source of his scowl now gone. "What does that mean?! You chased Nemo?! You could've been killed! He could've killed you! Don't you care that I was sitting here waiting for you, worried out of my mind?! I swear, Chad, do you ever think before you do something?!"


    Chad said nothing before gripping Nicky's hand and marching back into the bedroom as Jared sat himself in front of his laptop again. Chad slammed the door shut and shoved Nicky against it, looming over her as she stared up at him with wide, frightened eyes, afraid to make a move or a sound.


    "First of all, Jared should've kept his mouth shut," Chad ground out, staring his grey eyes into her emeralds. "Second of all, I tried to wake you up this morning before we left and you just groaned and rolled over. I was nice enough to send you breakfast, and this is the thanks I get? Yes, we ran into Nemo, and how the hell am I supposed to get the answers I need about what the hell is goin' on here if I don't take the risk and chase the bastard, huh, Nicky?! You tell me what I was supposed to do?!"


    She stared up at him, trembling in fear, but she wasn't afraid of Chad. It was the look in his eyes. It was the same look he'd had when he'd told Nemo he was going to find him. She hated that look, but she couldn't find it in her to be angry with him. Fear was all she could feel at that moment. But when Chad's gaze suddenly softened and he sighed, bowing his head before turning to step toward the bed, she felt her heart clench in guilt that she'd yelled at him. Her stomach turned when he sat at the foot of the bed heavily, his hands holding his head as his elbows sat on his knees.


    "I'm sorry, babe," he murmured, not looking at her. "I know you're worried about me, and I shouldn't be mad at you. That cop showing up just…messed me up, I guess."


    Nicky swallowed, saying nothing as she stepped toward him to lift a hand and stroke it through his damp hair. One of his hands on his face came up and gripped her hand lightly to pull her closer as he lifted his head, his other hand throwing itself around her waist to force her to stand between his knees. She gasped in surprise but didn't resist him as his other hand wrapped around her waist and he snuggled his face into her abdomen.


    "I don't know what to do now," he shuddered. "He's gonna find out the cops are here, and he's gonna run. What if he gets better at hiding the signal when he calls? What if he doesn't make contact again and disappears and we never find him? I've got nothing, Nicky. Nothing. He's probably gone by now."


    She didn't know what to say as he pulled her closer by her waist and back and she felt something warm and wet soaking through her pajama shirt and onto her belly as he snuggled closer to her, his shoulders shaking. All she could think of doing was wrapping her arms around his head and hugging him as best she could to let him sob, silently. She knew he didn't like it when people made a big deal over his tears, so she only hugged him close and let him cry for what seemed like an eternity before he finally shifted to pull away from her. Her hands lowered to his shoulders as his hands rested on her hips and he frowned at her shirt.


    "Aw, man," he murmured, nasally before sniffling and lifting a hand to examine her shirt as she looked down. "I got tears and snot all over your shirt."


    Nicky couldn't help but giggle, shooting his watery gaze up to hers and she used her fingers to brush away a rogue tear from his cheeks.


    "I don't care," she assured him in a whisper and he smiled before giving a sigh, falling back onto the bed and taking Nicky with him. She gave a startled shout before grunting when she landed on his chest and giggling when they came face to face and he smiled weakly at her. "What now?"


    Chad sighed again and hugged her closer as she shifted to be more comfortable and shrugged, shaking his head, "I don't know."


    "What did Detective Villa say?" she wondered.


    "He said he'd have his tech guys run the records," he replied. "The whole cop investigating thing, but I doubt they'll find anything. He dumped his phone in a pond before we could get to him, and he's probably left Seattle by now."


    "Kinda odd, that he made it so easy for you to find him, don't you think?" she mused, deftly playing with the collar on his jacket.


    "He didn't think I'd have Jared for help," Chad shrugged. "Without him, we wouldn't be here right now. We'd still be in California."


    "Yeah," Nicky sighed, hugging his chest as she snuggled against him. "Thank God for Jared Walker, huh?"


    "Yeah," he chuckled. "Thank God."


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Jared typed rapidly at his laptop, glancing up at the bedroom door every few strokes before turning his attention back to the screen. He stopped and sighed tiredly, slipping a hand under his glasses to rub his eyes and face, making the frames sit crooked over his nose for a moment before he fixed them. A soft ding sound from the speakers caught his attention and he read the small text in the instant message box on the screen.


    Do any of them suspect?


    The teen swallowed before typing into the keyboard again.


    No, but it doesn't mean they won't find out sooner or later. The cops are here now.


    I said no police, Jared.


    It's not my fault. Chad left the knife with them and they followed him.


    It was too close today, Jared. Don't let it happen again.


    Yes, Sir. I'll try.


    Don't try. Do it, or your parents won't be home when you get back, understand?


    Jared swallowed as he read the last line before his trembling hands went back to the keyboard once more.


    Yes, Mr. Nemo. I understand.


    * * *


    The Holiday Inn...


    "I need the phone records for this number," Parker spoke into his cell phone and read the number he'd written on his hand. "This is urgent, Lou. Got it? I need 'em in a few hours. And get Trace to run that number through their database and find out where any restricted calls might've come from. I'll need the records for the entire Stiles household, too. Any phones they used, house and cells, got it? Good. Call me when you've got everything. Bye."


    Parker hung up his cell phone as Kat sat on the couch, playing with her knife again, but this time she wasn't chewing any gum as she glared at him.


    "You really believe this kid, Boss?" she wondered, flipping her knife. "I mean, there's more evidence against him than for him."


    "Circumstantial evidence, Kat," Parker replied, heading toward the kitchen for a bottle of water in the fridge. "Just because his alibi didn't check out doesn't mean he did it. This case needs forensics. No prosecutor is gonna take this to court if all we have are witness testimonies but not one shred of science to prove it. He could've ditched school and gone to the movies."


    "I've seen cases taken to court for less," Kat recalled, smugly.


    "He's sixteen," Parker continued. "Does he look like a killer to you, Kat? One look at him and the jury will be won over by sympathy. Who knows if they try him as an adult? Besides, would you wanna be the one to send the wrong killer to jail? Especially if that supposed killer is a kid? I don't."


    "So you think he's innocent."


    "I'm following my gut and my experience. He says somebody called him out of the blue a few days ago. What reason would he have to lie if he knows we think he's guilty? If he's lying he would've come to us back when the case first started with this instead of waiting a whole year to come forward."


    "It all seems a little too dramatic to me, Boss," Kat admitted, still playing with her knife. "Like something out of a movie. The kid ain't Jason Bourne."


    "No, he's not," Parker nodded, taking a swig of water before continuing, "That makes me believe his story all the more."
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    Nicky paced in front of the TV as Chad and Jared sat on the couch, trying to see the screen around her, but Chad gave up with a sigh when she stopped in front of the screen and glared at them.


    "We can't just sit here, Chad," she snapped, her hands on her hips. "It's great that the cops are here to help us now, but what are we supposed to do? Sit and wait for Nemo to call again?!"


    "Yeah," Chad shrugged. "We don't have any other leads, do we? Unless you've been holding out on us."


    "Of course not, but all this waiting…" Nicky trailed off as she sighed and stepped toward the couch to sit next to Chad. "What if he's out there terrorizing somebody else?"


    "I doubt it," Chad muttered, making her look to him with wide eyes. He smirked and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to pull her close and mutter, "It seems like I'm the only one he wants to terrorize right now."


    "It's not fair," she murmured into his shirt, lifting a hand to wrap it around his neck. "Why does it have to be you?"


    "I dunno, babe," he murmured. "I wish I did."


    All three jumped when his phone on the table in front of them went off and all eyes stared at it for a moment before Nicky and Jared looked at Chad. He hadn't taken his gaze off the phone since it started ringing, and though there was a possibility that it was Detective Villa, there was also a possibility that it was Nemo. He swallowed and moved his arm from around Nicky to reach for the phone, but she refused to let go of him, even when he leaned forward to pick up the cell and look at the screen.


    "Restricted," he breathed, making Nicky swallow as Chad answered it and held it to his ear. "Hello?"


    "Well, Chad, that was a nice little jog through the gardens, wasn't it?"


    Chad swallowed and lightly patted Jared's chest with the back of his hand, gesturing to the phone. Jared nodded and reached for his phone as Chad replied, "Yeah…invigorating."


    "What's the matter, Chad?" Nemo replied, and he could hear the smirk in his tone. "Upset that I didn't stick around for tea?"


    "I'll find you," Chad ground out, making Nicky look at him with wide eyes as Jared only remained glued to his phone. "And when I find you, not even the cops can stop me from avenging my parents."


    "You won't be able to find me this time, Chad. Fool me once, and all that."


    "Figured you'd cover your tracks a little better," Chad replied. "So let's cut to the chase. You can pick the time and place, and I'll meet you there. You can tell me all about your lame reasons for doing this before I kill you or the cops take you in. Think of it as a confessing of sins before you end up in Hell."


    "Oh, Chad, you know I can't do that. But, I'll meet you halfway. Tomorrow morning I'll text you an address. Head there as soon as you get it. No police, though. Bring Jared and Nicky along if you want, but your two detective friends stay out of it. Understood?"


    "Yeah, I gotcha," Chad replied, looking to Jared to see if, by chance the trace had worked. Jared only shook his head, making the older boy sigh and lean back as Nicky stared at him with wide eyes. "I look forward to finally throttling you to death with my bare hands, Nemo."


    "Trust me, what I have in store will be enlightening and surprising when you get there," Nemo retorted. "See you later, Chad."


    A click from the earpiece signaled he'd hung up and Chad tossed the phone aside on the couch to rub his face with a trembling hand.


    "What'd he say?" Nicky breathed, still staring wide eyes at him.


    "He's gonna send me an address tomorrow morning and I'm gonna head there without you guys or the cops," Chad replied, sighing before he picked up his phone again. "I have to tell Villa."


    "Didn't he say without the cops?" Jared recalled, pocketing his own phone as Nicky frowned at Chad.


    "He said not to show up with them," Chad replied, dialing Parker's number. "He didn't say I couldn't tell them what's happened. Besides, I promised Villa I wouldn't make a move without telling him about it."


    "Hello?"


    "It's Chad," he replied to Parker's greeting. "Nemo just called. Said he's gonna send me an address and I'm to go there tomorrow. No cops.


    "Forward the address to me when you get it," Parker instructed, making Chad frown and stand from the couch to march toward the bedroom.


    "Maybe you didn't hear me right or the sound on your phone isn't turned up all the way," Chad snapped, shutting the bedroom door for privacy. "He said no cops. I'm not gonna send you the address so you can show up and make your bust, got it? You said I had to tell you when he made contact and if I was gonna make a move. Well I'm making a move and that's all you need to know. This guy is mine."


    "And what do you plan to do if he's there, Chad?" Parker questioned. "No offense to them, but your friends aren't exactly the best back-up."


    "They're not coming with me," Chad replied. "I'm going alone. You hear me, Villa? Alone. I'm not risking losing him again. I'm gonna get my answers without your interference."


    Chad hung up the phone before Parker could respond and sighed as he stepped toward his bag next to the bed and tossed his phone into it before sitting on the mattress and looking to the closed door.


    "You can come in now, Nicky," he called and the door swung open as Nicky marched in before slamming it shut behind her. "Please, shut the door on your way in."


    "I'm going with you," she snapped. "I'm not gonna sit here to be picked up by the cops so that we can follow you and hopefully find you alive."


    "Nicky, I'm not taking Jared with me, either," he replied. "Neither one of you is coming with me."


    "Why?" she demanded, marching toward him to stand in front of him as he stood as well. "I know you don't want us to get hurt, but we're past that now, don't you think? Even if you take off tomorrow morning without us, we'll just follow you like we did when you went to the airport."


    "Without the address, you can't follow me," Chad smirked.


    Nicky pursed her lips and shoved him back, making him laugh as he fell back onto the mattress and she glared down at him.


    "I'm serious, Chad," she replied. "I don't care if Jared goes with you or not, but I'm going with you whether you like it or not."


    "And I'm serious, Liza," he retorted, quickly standing again to loom over her as she stared at him with wide eyes at his tone. "You follow me, I'll lose you. It's for your own protection."


    "What exactly are you supposed to be protecting me from, Chad?" she murmured, making him frown in wonder.


    "What're you talkin' about, Nicky?"


    "I'm talking about you pushing me away every chance you get," she replied, making his frown deepen. "It's like…you're protecting me from you, not Nemo."


    Chad's frown slowly disappeared and he sighed as he sat back down on the edge of the bed. She sat next to him to lean her head on his shoulder as he didn't move.


    "I'm gettin' dark, Nicky," he murmured. "And I'm getting way too comfortable with it, too. You saw how I was talking to him out there. It was like I'd been talking like that all my life. I'm afraid…I'm gonna be the one to hurt you, not Nemo."


    He felt the weight of her head leave his shoulder as he stared at the floor, but he was soon looking at the wall at the head of the bed when his head suddenly whipped to the side, pain stinging his cheek. He slowly turned a burning glare to Nicky as she only stared back at him.


    "What…the hell, Nicky?" he ground out.


    "Hit me back, Chad, I dare you," she shot back.


    "You know I'm not gonna do that. Why the hell did you slap me?"


    She suddenly gave a small smile, making him frown in utter confusion as her tone softened when she explained, "To prove a point. You and Nemo are two different people. You're decent. You would never hurt anyone even if you were provoked. Nemo is a cold hearted killer. You're not. You would never hurt me and I know it. I just wish you'd realize it."


    Nicky lifted a hand to run it through his hair, soothingly as their eyes met and she smiled, lifting her other hand to smooth it down his cheek.


    "I'm sorry I slapped you," she murmured. "Telling you over and over wasn't getting to you. I had to get literal."


    "Yeah, well, that literally hurt," he retorted, lifting a hand to rub his cheek as it still stung. She pouted in guilt before moving his hand and pressing a lingering kiss to his cheek and when she pulled away he gave her a sideways look. "Thanks. That even works for big kids, too."


    Nicky couldn't help but giggle before leaning her head on his shoulder with a sigh and murmured, "I'm going with you. You know how stubborn I am. Middle-name me all you want, you're not gonna change my mind."


    "Yeah," Chad sighed, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "Just wish you'd listen to me once in a while, ya know?"


    "Maybe after we're married," she yawned, snuggling against him and he scoffed, nervously.


    "Right," he smirked. "Married. Like you'd want my ugly mug for the rest of your life."


    "Well, you make up for your looks with charm," she smiled and he smirked before spinning around and shoving her back onto the mattress, making her giggle as she looked up at him and he grinned down at her.


    "You want some charm now?" he smirked, leaning toward her to press his mouth to her neck, leaving sloppy kisses over her skin and making her wrinkle her nose slightly as she laughed, softly.


    "Not at the risk of being too tired to head out in the morning with you tomorrow," she laughed, pushing him away. "And you're drowning my skin! Control your spit!"


    "I can't help it," he chuckled, keeping her pinned as he tried nibbling at her ear. "You make my mouth water."


    "Ew! I'll admit, that's a good line, but stop drooling all over me, ya dog!"


    They both gave soft chuckles as he pulled away and he smiled down at her as she wiped her neck and ear with her sleeve and he sighed, "Don't tell Jared you're coming with me, ok?"


    Nicky gave a frown, asking, "You don't want him to come with us?"


    "He's been quiet," Chad replied. "I think it's starting to get to him. I'm gonna tell Villa to try sending him back home. Hopefully Jared'll just leave and not put up a fight…like you do every time I ask you to do something."


    "Want me to talk to him?" she asked. "He might respond better to a woman's touch."


    "Whoa, wait a second," Chad retorted. "You're not touching him anywhere."


    "I mean, he might find me less intimidating," Nicky corrected and Chad gave a smirk before nodding.


    "Fine," he smiled. "Maybe he'll listen to you, too. 'Cause no one seems to listen to me."


    "Oh, quit complaining," she muttered, pushing him off of her as they both sat up. "I'll go talk to him now, then."


    "Fine," Chad sighed, watching her stand and head toward the door. "Then come back so we can have some fun before bed tonight."


    "You're a dog," she sang, heading out the door and he smirked, leaning back on the bed.


    Nicky shut the door behind her and sauntered toward Jared as he typed at his laptop. She sat next to him as he quickly closed it, making her frown in wonder as he sat back to watch the TV.


    "Whatcha workin' on?" she smiled and he shrugged glancing at his laptop before turning back to the TV.


    "Nothing," he replied, hesitantly. "Just an…email to my parents."


    "Oh," she replied, nodding her head hugely. "Cool."


    "Yeah," Jared muttered, glancing to the bedroom door. "Happy couple?"


    "Yup," Nicky grinned with a huge nod before shifting to face him a little better. "We were talking and…we think it'd be better if you stay here when he heads out tomorrow."


    Jared turned a frown to her in wonder, asking, "Chad doesn't want me to go?"


    "He can tell it's starting to get to you," Nicky replied, setting a hand on his shoulder. "To be honest, I can kinda tell, too. You've been really quiet lately."


    "Oh," Jared murmured. "Well…I've been taking it all in, I guess. But I don't think I'm…letting it get to me."


    "Chad just wants to make sure," she smiled. "Why don't you sit this one out? You helped him out at the Gardens today, and that was pretty tiring."


    "I was running after Chad," Jared smirked. "Of course it was tiring."


    Nicky smiled and the two looked to the bedroom door when Chad stepped out and sighed, heading toward the phone for the room.


    "I am ordering room service," he announced as he lifted the phone from the receiver and waving it between them to ask, "What do you guys want?"


    "I think I'm going to bed," Nicky replied. "Nothing for me, thanks."


    "Alright, fine," Chad sighed, dialing room service. "I'm gettin' a big, fat, juicy steak. What do you want, Jare?"


    "Uh…just a burger, I guess," Jared shrugged. "I'm actually not that hungry either."


    "I tell you what," Chad smirked, holding the phone to his ear. "We'll split the steak. How 'bout it?"


    Jared only nodded before looking to his laptop and opening it to start typing at it again as Chad ordered their food. He glanced at Chad a few times when he thought he was looking at him and only when Chad hung up the phone after the order and headed toward the bedroom, telling the younger boy to help himself when room service came did Jared finally relax and type freely.


    He doesn't want me to go with him.


    That's fine. Just follow the detectives. Stall them. They'll follow Chad no matter what he told them to do.


    Yes, Sir


    * * *


    Meanwhile at the Holiday...


    "The kid's heading for trouble, you know that, right?" Kat questioned as she sat at the dining table in the hotel room, cleaning her standard issue nine millimeter handgun.


    "I know," Parker nodded, as he sat on the couch, doing the same with his own gun on the low main room table. "That's why we're gonna follow him tomorrow and make sure he doesn't do anything stupid."


    "Like try to kill somebody else?" she shot back before blowing sharply down the barrel of her disemboweled pistol.


    "He didn't kill his parents," he voiced, making Kat shoot a wide-eyed stare at him in disbelief, but he didn't look away from cleaning a piece of his gun with a small brush.


    "What makes you say that?" she wondered, setting her things down on the table, unmoving.


    "There were a couple of restricted calls made to the Stiles home a few days before the murders," Parker reported. "The calls were traced back to Seattle. It's not much, but it's something for Chad."


    "They could've been wrong numbers," Kat pointed out, her shock subsided.


    "Like I said, it's not much. But I don't believe in coincidence."


    "You really like this kid, don't you?"


    "He's a kid, Kat. A kid who loves his parents so much he wants to avenge their deaths and clear his name. Personally, I want answers, and he's too young to be part of this game. It's life or death here, and I think he knows that better than any of us right now…and that's the sad part."
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    A loud ring made Chad's eyes shoot open and he frowned with a groan as he shut his eyes again, rolling over to reach for his phone on the nightstand. Rubbing his eyes, he squinted at the bright screen in the dark room, realizing he had a text with an address. He looked to the clock on the nightstand next to him.


    6:30 am


    Setting his phone down again, he sat up and shoved the shoulder next to him. A groan came from the figure lying next to him, loud and irritable.


    "Nicky, wake up," he grumbled. "You wanted to come with me, right? Get your lazy ass up."


    "Nice good morning, jack ass," Nicky muttered from under the covers before slowly sitting up as well, rubbing her eyes. "What address did he send you?"


    "We'll find out when we get there," he replied, swinging his legs over the mattress to reach into his bag and pull out his wallet, looking through it. "I hope I have enough money for a cab."


    "I've got some money," she assured him in a raw voice as she stood to head toward the bathroom.


    "I just hope it's not too far," Chad muttered as he began to dress. "Meet me in the lobby when you're done primping, ok? You got ten minutes."


    "How generous of you," she called before shutting the door and he smirked as he pulled on his pants.


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Jared frowned in his sleep when he heard beeping coming from his phone. He sighed as he awoke, turning onto his side on the pull-out bed from the couch and rubbing his eyes. He sat up tiredly and glanced around the room before locating his phone and looking at it, not bothering with his glasses. A text message gave him the address Nemo had sent to Chad and the boy felt his heart clench.


    Hearing the click of the bedroom door lock, he quickly rolled over to pretend he was still asleep just as Chad stepped out of the room and quietly shut the door behind him. The blonde glanced to the younger boy and smirked before quietly heading toward the elevator. Once Jared heard the doors closed he looked up and around the room before sitting up, throwing on his glasses and hurriedly getting out the bed to get dressed. He'd just pulled on his socks when he heard the knob on the bedroom door again.


    He hurriedly climbed under the covers, lying down just in time for the door to open and Nicky peeked out of the door. She glanced around before tiptoeing out into the main room and toward the elevator, lifting her board next to the couch. She stopped just before going into the elevator, chewing on her lower lip as she glanced toward Jared in the bed. She wanted to tell him they were leaving, but Chad had told her not to. She hoped he'd make it up to him later.


    Giving up on her thoughts she hurried into the elevator and once Jared heard the doors again he sat up and pulled his shoes on, quickly grabbing his laptop from the stand next to the couch and setting it on the mattress to open it and turn it on. He waited impatiently as it warmed up then opened his internet instant messaging.


    Chad and Nicky just left.


    Good. Follow them, at a distance. Keep the police off their tail. I'll text you with your next instructions.


    Yes, Sir


    Jared shut his laptop and hurriedly gathered his thing to head toward the elevator. Just as he reached it he frowned in wonder, noticing the numbered lights above the door indicated the elevator was heading up, toward him. He stepped back as it reached him and he stared wide eyes at it when the doors slid open.


    "Jared," Parker nodded, stepping into the room, Kat right behind him. He passed the boy, looking around the room before he turned back to Jared. "Where's Chad?"


    "You…just missed him," Jared replied, hesitantly. "He just left with Nicky."


    "How long ago?" Kat demanded, coming up next to him, making Jared glance between the two detectives before looking back at Kat.


    "I dunno," he shrugged. "Maybe ten minutes ago?"


    "Do you know where he went?" Parker asked, stepping closer to the two.


    Jared swallowed before shaking his head, lying, "No. I think he got that text from Nemo and took off to find him."


    Parker nodded then waved them toward the elevator as he headed toward it, calling, "Come on you two. We've gotta find him."


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    "You sure this is where you two wanna be?" the cabby asked, his taxi stopped in a seedy part of town in front of an abandoned warehouse.


    "Yeah," Chad replied, staring out the window at the warehouse before he and Nicky rummaged through their pockets for the cab fare so Chad could hand it to him. "Thanks, buddy."


    "Look, this may not be any of my business, but I feel like I should warn you two anyway," the cabby began, taking the money as he turned to look at the teens through the divider window and they looked up at him in wonder. "I've heard that a lot of bad things have happened around here. Especially in that warehouse. I don't usually do this, but you kids look like you're not from around here. If you want, I can stay out here and wait for you. If anything goes wrong—"


    "Thanks for the offer, but we'll be alright," Chad cut in, shooing Nicky to head out of the cab with a wave of his hand. "Thanks for the warning too, bud. We'll be safe, I promise."


    The man nodded, hesitantly as Chad patted his shoulder and climbed out of the cab to stand with Nicky as the cab drove away and she looked at him with a slight glare.


    "You lied to him," she muttered as Chad pulled his phone from his pocket. "We don't know if we're gonna be fine, and we're not being safe by being here in the first place."


    "You wanted to come," he retorted, examining the address on his phone and looking around.


    "Only because I didn't want you to do anything stupid, like run after him again," she ground out, following him as he stepped around the warehouse, looking for the door. "Now I'm realizing this whole mess is stupid!"


    "You can always go back to the hotel," he replied, not looking at her.


    "Yeah, right," she scoffed, looking around to see if anyone was watching as Chad found a door and tried to pull it open. "What if those two detectives find us?"


    "I didn't send anything to Villa," Chad replied, jiggling the handle on the door before examining it. "He doesn't know where we are or if we left."


    "He wouldn't be much of a detective if he couldn't find us, Chad," Nicky retorted. "Besides, he found us once, he could find us again."


    Nicky jumped when Chad kicked in the door, making her shoot a wide-eyed stare at him and he held his hand out for her to take. She hesitated before gripping his hand and they stepped through the door and into the dark warehouse, cautiously. Chad glanced around the dark room, not blaming Nicky for the death grip she had on his hand as they stepped deeper into the warehouse.


    "Chad," she breathed, making him look at her, but she only stared ahead. "What's that?"


    He followed her gaze and as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he noticed a chair in the center of the huge deserted room, something on the seat. His grip tightened a bit on her hand as they stepped together toward the chair. It seemed ages when they finally reached it, and they finally got a clear look at the unknown object on the chair. He reached for it, but Nicky tugged on his hand, making him hesitate and glance at her. She shook her head when he looked at her, but when he looked away, he reached for it again, realizing it was a recorder of some kind. Chad swallowed, lifting the recorder and hitting play with a shaky hand.


    "Hello, Chad," Nemo's eerie voice came from the recorder. "I'm sorry I couldn't see you in person, but I couldn't risk you bringing your detective friends with you, despite my instructions. I told you I'd meet you halfway, so here it is: I killed your parents for my own reasons, which I won't share with you until we meet in person. If we meet in person, that is."


    "W-What does he mean by that?" Nicky shuddered, her eyes wide as she stared at Chad in terror.


    Her question went unanswered for the moment when they heard the door they'd entered through slam shut, making them both shoot wide eyes to it, and Chad ran toward the door, dragging Nicky with him. He tried opening the door as Nicky breathed heavily in panic. The door was somehow barred, and though he stepped back to kick the door out, as he'd done before, but it didn't budge.


    "I was going to tell you everything, Chad," the recorder went on as Chad struggled with the door. "But I thought better of it. You would just go back to your little friends and tell them all about it. I'd like to keep all of this between you and me…brother."


    Nicky gasped and Chad froze just as he was about to try breaking down the door again. He stared at the recorder with wide eyes filled with disbelief and confusion.


    "Chad…" Nicky breathed. "Aren't you an only child?"


    "I don't know," he replied, honestly. "I was…adopted."


    They both froze when they heard low growls at the far end of the room. Nicky gripped Chad's arm as they turned slowly toward the sound, and they both froze when they caught sight of two Doberman Pinchers bared their teeth, menacingly, their eyes wild and both teens could tell they hadn't been fed in who knew how long.


    "I hope you can run fast, Chad."


    Chad dropped the recorder, knowing there wouldn't be anything else on it, and one of the dogs barked, but neither they, nor the teens, moved from their spots as Chad gripped Nicky's hand.


    "We're gonna have to run, Nicky," he murmured, neither one of them looking away from the dogs. "They'll attack eventually. When I tell you, run for the door behind you as fast as you can. We'll find a way out."


    "What about you?" she shuddered, visibly trembling.


    "I'm keeping myself between you and the dogs," he replied. "Don't argue with me, just do what I tell you."


    He didn't fail to notice the dogs lowering their upper bodies, pawing lightly at the ground, and he knew they were getting ready to launch at them.


    "Go, Nicky! Now!"


    Chad let go of her hand to shove her away from him just as she turned to run, and he followed her, hearing the dogs growl and bark before he heard their claws tapping against the cement floor as they ran after the teens.


    "Chad, where the hell am I going?!" Nicky shouted, reaching the door and hurriedly opening it.


    He didn't answer her question as she felt herself being shoved past the door and it slammed shut behind her. She stood in the room, hearing only her heavy breathing and the growls and barks of the dogs on the other side of the door. Nicky slowly turned huge, terrified eyes at the door before jumping with a gasp when she heard slams and growls of pain…and they didn't sound like growls from the dogs.


    "Chad!" Nicky screamed and grabbed the handle of the door to open it, but it resisted, and she didn't have the strength to overpower whatever was keeping it closed. It didn't stop her from slamming her fists against the door. "Chad! Chad!"


    * * *


    Chad's back slammed against the door he'd shoved Nicky through, ignoring her cries as he growled in pain from one of the dogs jaws clamping down onto his forearm. The other Doberman was charging toward the two and Chad thought fast, grabbing the collar of the dog biting his arm to spin around, smacking the rump of the Doberman into its partner's face and swinging it off his arm at the same time.


    The dogs slid across the floor, hitting the chair and toppling it to the floor. He braced himself when the dogs carefully stood, shaking the rattling from their heads before growling at Chad. He only growled back defiantly at them before the Dobermans charged at him and he waited until they were nearly on him before moving quickly to dodge them, and they both ran into the wall behind Chad with yelps of pain.


    Chad ran to the door that he'd shoved Nicky through and swung it open to reveal Detective Parker with his gun drawn and aimed at him. The teen stumbled back, his eyes wide as his heart leapt into his throat at the sight of the barrel then looked up at Parker.


    "Out of the way!" he shouted.


    Chad ducked below his gun to run behind him and Nicky threw her arms around him as Kat rounded him, her own gun drawn. He gripped at Nicky when two shots rang out and the dogs yelped each before a pair of thuds sounded and silence followed. The detectives lowered their guns and Parker turned to the teens with a stern expression.


    "You could've been killed, Chad," Parker scolded, holstering his gun, as did Kat. "What were you thinking?!"


    "Chad?!" Nicky called with a start when he sunk in her arms. She lowered him to the floor when his legs gave way beneath him and she stared at his wide-eyed expression in growing concern. "Chad, say something!"


    "What's the matter with him now?" Kat demanded as Parker hurriedly knelt down next to him.


    Chad clutched Nicky's arm as she wrapped it around his chest, sitting behind him, his eyes staring through everyone and everything, his breaths coming in short, sporadic pants. Parker noticed the wound on Chad's arm and realized the dogs had gotten to him before he and Kat had and he looked to her.


    "Go get the first aid kit in my car," he ordered and Kat hurried to fulfill her orders as Parker looked back at the two teens to question Nicky. "What happened?"


    "When we got here there was only a recorder on a chair," Nicky explained, Chad unmoving and still clutching her arm. "Chad dropped it by the door over there. It's got Nemo's voice on it." Parker stood and headed into the room again as Nicky lifted her free hand to cradle Chad's head, lowering her mouth to his ear to whisper to him. "Chad, you have to breathe normally. You're gonna hyperventilate. Listen to me. Breathe with me, ok?"


    She started breathing deeply, soothingly encouraging him to do as she did. A few breaths later, he obeyed and soon calmed enough to loosen his grip on her arm. She bit her lower lip, fighting the tears coming to her eyes as she pressed a kiss to his head, hugging him close. She'd seen him like this before. A month after his parents' murders, he'd start having flashbacks during the day of finding their bodies. Hallucinations that they were standing in his room, covered in the wounds that had killed them and the blood they had shed. She'd gotten so many calls from his uncle asking her to come over because he couldn't handle the boy's chaotic behavior.


    Nicky's attention shot to Parker when he returned…empty handed.


    "It's not there, Nicky," he explained, making her eyes widen in disbelief. "Are you sure—?"


    "I'm positive!" she snapped. "I heard his voice! I saw Chad play the message! Go look again! Maybe one of the dogs ate it!"


    "They didn't have time…while they were chewing on my arm."


    The two looked to Chad as he stared a glazed look up at Parker and asked, "Where's Jared?"


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Kat hurried toward the rental car she and Parker were using and leaned into the driver's side to pop the trunk and tell Jared, who they'd left in the back seat, that Chad was hurt. She looked to the back seat…but Jared was gone. Frowning, she stood from the car after popping the trunk and looking around the street for the boy. She froze when she caught sight of him coming out from around the warehouse and ducked when he turned her way. She watched from the cover of the car frame as he stepped toward the car, not failing to notice that he shoved something into his pocket as he came closer.


    He noticed the trunk was up and the driver's side door on the car was open along with the back door he'd left open. His footsteps faltered, as he approached the car, Kat staying very still, wanting to see what it was he had in his other hand. It was black, and she could have sworn she recognized the shape. Realizing what it was when he stopped next to the car to examine it, she drew her handgun from its holster, keeping it out of view as she stood. Jared jumped when she suddenly appeared and she smiled, leaning on the roof of the car with one arm, hiding her armed hand.


    "Hey, kid," she smirked, noting that he moved his hand to hide the thing he was holding. "Whatcha doin'?"


    "Oh…" Jared replied, trailing off for a moment as he leaned on the other side of the car at the open back door. "I was…lookin' for a place to take a leak. That orange juice I had with breakfast caught up with me." He glanced over her before nodding, "What are you doing?"


    "Gettin' the first aid kit," she replied. "Chad got a nasty bite on his arm."


    "That's why I hate Dobermans," Jared replied, heading toward the trunk to get the first aid kit.


    Kat tried very hard to hide her smirk of triumph as she slammed her door shut and sauntered toward the trunk as he leaned into it.


    "How'd you know it was a Doberman that bit him?" she questioned, heading toward him slowly and she noticed him stop. "Or that there was more than one? You were in the car the whole time, right?"


    She didn't wait for an answer before she lifted her gun and aimed it at him as she stood next to the car.


    "Drop the tazor, Jared," she ordered, keeping a good distance away from him as she kept her gun trained on him. "Come with me, and you can explain everything to Detective Villa and Chad."


    "Detective," he sighed, slowly standing to face her, but kept his tazor in hand. "We're way past explanation, I'm sorry to say."


    "Come on, Jared," she urged sternly, not lowering her pistol. "I don't wanna shoot you. Drop the weapon and my boss might go easy on you if you cooperate."


    "Don't you get it?" he questioned, his voice cracking. "I'm going to jail for what I've done, and my parents are probably dead already because of this guy! If I stop now, he'll kill me too!"


    "Who, Jared?" Kat questioned. "This Nemo character? We can protect you, kid. Just drop the tazor, and come inside, and we'll explain everything to Detective Villa."


    "No," Jared shuddered, bowing his head as he shook it. "No one can help me now."


    Everything that had happened since that night Chad and Nicky spent at his house had been eating a little more out of him with every action. Now, he'd gone too far for redemption. It had been to protect his parents, but after everything they'd uncovered about this guy, Jared was sure his parents were already dead, and he was working for Nemo for nothing but his own life now.


    "I won't…" he ground out, tightening his hand on the tazor and making Kat stiffen a bit more at the tone of his voice. "I won't be…his puppet…anymore." He looked up at Kat, tears welling in his eyes. "Tell Chad and Nicky I'm sorry, ok?"


    "Don't do it—!"


    She cut herself off when she had no choice but to pull the trigger of her pistol as he charged at her.
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    The three sitting in the room of the warehouse stared at each other in wide eyes, all filled with confusion and terror at what might have happened outside when they heard the gunshot. Kat hadn't returned, and Jared was nowhere to be found. Parker instantly thought of her hatred for the teens, but he knew she wouldn't shoot one of them without provocation.


    Surprisingly, it was Chad to scramble to his feet first, as best he could, Nicky and Parker hurrying after him as he ran outside, seeing a car parked outside the warehouse they were in. Nicky and Parker skidded to a stop behind him when he stopped at the curb, seeing Kat aiming her gun at Jared, the barrel smoking, and Jared growling in pain as he cradled his right hand, the tazor on the ground next to him.


    "Jared—?!"


    "Don't, Nicky," Chad ordered, making her look up at him in disbelief.


    "He's bleeding, Chad!"


    "He wanted to be dead," Chad replied, making Nicky frown with wide eyes before turning her gaze to Jared as he turned around to face the three in the doorway as Chad continued, "That's how he's always a step ahead, isn't it, Jare? You've been working for him the whole time. You sicked those mutts on me in there too, didn't you?"


    He didn't wait for an answer as he marched toward the younger boy and gripping Jared's collar with his good hand to bring him close and look him in the eyes.


    "Nicky was in there with me, ya traitor!" Chad growled, shaking him by his collar then lifting his wounded and bleeding arm in front of his face. "You see this? This could've been Nicky's arm. Or her neck! And there is no measure to how fast I would've killed you if I had put two and two together when that happened."


    "Chad, stop it!" Nicky cried, hurrying toward him and trying to pull him away as Kat holstered her gun and Parker stepped toward the teens to take Jared from Chad's grip. "You're hurt! We have to get you to a hospital!"


    "We'd better get Jared there too, before he can't use his hand," Parker advised.


    * * *


    Seattle Grace Hospital...


    Chad examined his bandaged arm as he sat on the edge of his gurney in the open ward of the hospital, Nicky sitting next to him in a chair and Kat sitting in another chair on the other side of him, looking around the ward. Parker and Jared were in another ward, taking care of his gunshot wound. The three were silent for a moment as Chad stared at his arm, Nicky staring at him.


    "Chad?"


    "Yeah?"


    Nicky hesitated for a moment before taking in a breath and saying, "What are we gonna do about Jared?"


    The question caught Kat's attention, making her look up at Nicky, glancing at Chad's back as he lowered his arm to his lap with a sigh.


    "Well, now that he's been found out, Nemo won't wanna use him anymore," he theorized. "That gives us an advantage."


    He turned his head to look over his shoulder at Kat and asked, "Is he gonna be arrested?"


    "Aiding and abetting a murderer is a crime," Kat nodded, sitting forward in her chair to talk shop. "But, if it goes to trial, there's a good chance that because he felt his life and his parents' lives were in danger that he'll catch a break. If you're worried about him goin' to jail, that is. He might not even be tried as an adult, so there's another break."


    "That's good, right?" Nicky smiled, slightly as she looked to Chad, but he had turned his gaze ahead again to stare down at the floor under his dangling feet. She sighed hopelessly before standing and stepping toward him to take his hands, gently and he looked up at her with a slight frown. "I know he betrayed us, but he was afraid of this guy, just like us. He probably remembered what happened to your parents and didn't want the same to happen to his or himself. You can't blame him for wanting to protect his family can you?"


    "I'm not even thinking about Jared right now, Nicky," Chad groaned, lifting a hand to rub his face, feeling his eyes becoming heavy.


    Nicky glanced to Kat before leaning closer to him to murmur, "You're thinking about what he called you, aren't you?"


    Chad sighed with a nod as he lowered his hand again and Nicky stepped between his knees to slip her arms around his neck and hug him close. He wrapped his good arm around her to hug her in return, feeling her shudder as she buried her face into his shoulder.


    "How could such a demented man be your brother?" she whispered.


    "I don't know, babe," he replied, just as quietly. "I plan to find out though, I swear."


    Nicky glanced at Kat and shifted her face to whisper into his ear, "Please don't do anything stupid."


    "It's a bit late for that speech, Nicky," Chad chuckled, then looked up to see Parker heading toward them from across the ward.


    He released Nicky as she turned around, hearing the detective's footsteps and Kat stood to head toward him.


    "How's Jared?" Nicky asked, not leaving Chad's side.


    "He'll be fine," Parker replied, and the three noticed something in his hand. "It was a through and through. The doctor did some surgery on it so he'll be able to use it again, hopefully." He held up the recorder in his hand. "He gave me this."


    "That's the recorder he left for Chad," Nicky explained. "Did you listen to it?"


    "I did," Parker nodded before looking to Kat and saying, "Johnson, I think it's time we took these kids back to California. I'll stay here and catch this guy Nemo, and you take the kids home."


    "Whoa. Hang on. Time out," Chad replied, drawing everyone's attention to him, but he only looked to Parker. "I didn't come this far just to go back home without getting this guy. I'm not going anywhere without seeing him and talking to him myself."


    "Take a good look at your arm, Chad," Parker begged, nodding at him. "If he can do that, what do you think he's gonna do when you meet. I heard this tape. I know you want answers, and I promise, you'll get them, but I think it's time you let the professionals take care of this now."


    "I left it to the professionals for a year and you guys got nowhere," Chad retorted. "He called me. Not you guys, not the FBI, not the CIA…he called me, and I plan to find out what the hell possessed this psycho to do what he did. No one else. Me."


    "This isn't a negotiation anymore, Chad," Parker replied, sternly, pocketing the recorder and turning to Kat again. "As soon as these two are discharged I want the four of you on the next flight to California. I don't care if you have to drag them to the airport, get them home."


    "Yes, Sir," Kat nodded as Chad sent a burning glare at Parker as he stepped closer to Chad.


    "I don't blame you for being pissed off, but I'm doing this for your own good," Parker explained. "He killed your parents, and if given the chance, he'll kill you, too. I don't want another murder on my hands." He placed a hand on the boy's shoulder and pleading, "Trust me."


    "I don't trust anyone anymore, Villa," Chad replied in a low tone, sending Nicky's emerald gaze wide at him as Parker only nodded slightly in understanding, but Chad continued. "I trusted the cops to find this guy and they pegged me for the murder instead. I trusted Jared and look where that got me. I'm not gonna trust anyone else but myself and Nicky for a long time."


    "Chad…"


    "It's alright, Miss Verona," Parker interrupted her, lowering his hand from Chad's shoulder. "I understand where he's coming from. Still, you're going home, Chad, and I'll stay here to catch this guy and when I bring him back to California, you'll get your answers. I'll make sure of it."


    Chad said nothing as Nicky looked to him, saying nothing either as Parker pulled Kat aside to talk to her. Nicky caught Chad's eyes and he looked to her with a slight smirk.


    "You should be honored that I trust you over anyone else right now," he smirked. "Even Uncle Brandon."


    "Chad, I think he's right," she murmured, making his smirk disappear. "You've been hurt really bad. What if next time…you're not just hurt? What if next time—?"


    "I know, Nicky," he sighed, looking down at his arm again. "I know."


    Nicky sniffled before slipping her arms around his neck again and hugging him close and he felt something warm and wet smear over his neck as she buried her face into it.


    "Come on, babe," he murmured into her ear. "Don't cry. You're getting your wish. We're going home, and I won't be able to chase him."


    "But you've been hurt," she shuddered. "I never wanted you to get hurt."


    "Believe me, neither did I," Chad chuckled, and it earned him a light punch to his chest.


    "It's not funny," she muttered. "Stop making light of it."


    "I'm trying to make you laugh," he explained. "I hate seeing you cry."


    "Nicky?"


    The two teens looked up at Parker as he and Kat approached.


    "Would you like to see Jared?" he asked. "He's out of surgery."


    Nicky looked to Chad, not answering and he frowned back at her before saying, "Don't look at me. I'm your boyfriend, not your keeper. You wanna visit the traitor, go ahead."


    "Chad!" Nicky scolded in disbelief.


    "You wanna go, or not?"


    "Yes, but—!"


    "Then go ahead," Chad shrugged, gently shoving her away. "Don't let me keep you. You can tell me how he's doing."


    "And what do I tell him when he asks about you?" she wondered, making him slump a bit as he looked to the floor in thought and he sighed.


    "Tell him…" he replied trailing off for a moment before smirking up at her, "Tell him he really got me with this one."


    Nicky stared at him with wide eyes before nodding slightly and turning to Parker to tell him she would visit Jared, and Kat stepped around Chad's gurney to sit in her chair again. He watched Parker and Nicky walk away from him and sighed as he shifted to lay down in the gurney to stare at the ceiling. He gave a frown when he felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and he pulled it out of his pocket with a slight struggle, catching Kat's attention.


    "What's up, kid?" she wondered, then noticed him look at his phone for a moment and asked, "Is it him?"


    Chad hesitated a moment, still staring at his phone, emotionlessly before pressing a button and laying it at his side, replying, "Wrong number text."


    Kat gave a frown but shrugged inwardly as she settled a bit more into her seat as Chad stared up at the ceiling for another moment before sitting up again.


    "I gotta take a mean whiz," he explained as he sat up and jumped off the gurney, making Kat sit up in her chair, but he turned around to tell her, "I'll be back in a while. Gotta hit the head."


    "You're not back in ten, I'll be lookin' for you," she warned before he turned to walk away, waving his good arm as he did.


    Glancing around the ward he headed toward the bathroom, but made sure he was out of sight of Kat before turning to head toward the elevator. Hitting the down arrow he tapped in impatient foot as he waited, watching the lights above the doors until the dong of its arrival sounded and the doors opened. He rushed inside and hit the button to take him to the lobby and once there he went straight to the nurse's desk.


    "Hey," he greeted, catching her attention before glancing toward the front door, leading outside then leaned on the desk with his good arm. "I'm a patient here. I'm not going anywhere, I just needed some fresh air. Mind if I stand outside for a bit?"


    "If you haven't been discharged to leave—"


    "I'm not leaving," Chad insisted, lifting his bandaged arm and smirking, "The meds are too good. Just some fresh air. I'll be back here before you know it."


    The nurse gave him a narrow gaze before sighing in defeat with a smile and nodding, "Five minutes, max."


    "Thanks," Chad smiled, charmingly as he headed toward the door and winking, "You're a doll."


    He turned toward the door, his expression growing solemn as he stepped out the door, noticing a figure dressed in a black, hooded trench coat. His steps faltered before he become more sure of himself and nearly marched toward the figure a few feet away. He glanced around to make sure no one else was around. The night air was cold, but he didn't notice, and now he didn't care that he'd spent all day at the hospital. He stopped next to the figure and looked around as if he didn't know exactly who it was.


    "Alright, I'm here," Chad began, shoving his hands into his pockets and wincing at the slight pain in his right arm. "What do you want?"


    "I think the question is, what do you want, Chad," Nemo replied, his hood so far over his face that the coat reminded Chad of a Sith lord from Star Wars. "I'm sure you haven't stopped thinking about my message."


    "Wow, it's like you're in my mind," Chad retorted, still not looking at him.


    "I'll bet you're dying to know why I called you brother, aren't you?"


    "Well, I'd think you called me that because we're siblings. I dunno about you, but I was adopted, so it's possible I've got a brother…or even a sister floating around out there."


    "Just a brother. And I promise you, I'm the only family, biological or not, that you have left."


    "And Jared? Does he have any family left?"


    "As I promised him, his parents have been left unharmed. He's served his purpose, and though you found him out a little sooner than I would've liked, I'm finished with him."


    "Glad to hear it. Now, why don't you come on up and introduce yourself to my new friends. Parker and Kat would love to meet you."


    "I'll have to take another rain check, Chad," Nemo replied, and Chad could hear the smirk in his tone. "I came here to tell you that I'm going to be at the Space Needle tomorrow. Maybe you'd like to join me?"


    "That's where you take all your dates, or am I special?"


    "Oh, you've always been special, Chad, and you know that."


    "Why don't you send me a postcard, huh? I'm going back to California. Parker insists I give this traveling thing a rest."


    "That's too bad," Nemo sighed. "I was hoping to see the sights with you a bit. Make some more fond memories for us to look back on. Maybe finally kill you this time."


    "Sorry I gotta miss all the fun," Chad retorted before glancing over his shoulder at the doors. "Well, I'm on the clock. It's been fun, but I think this is good bye for now, ya crazy psycho."


    "If you change your mind, you know where to find me," Nemo replied as Chad turned to head back into the hospital. "And if you do change your mind, I'll be sure to answer all your questions before I kill you."


    "How generous of you," Chad retorted, heading toward the doors and trying very hard not to stumble as he did.


    He'd kept his composure just fine, but inside, he'd been terrified. He wasn't sure what this guy would do next. He was unpredictable, but Chad didn't care. He had to have the answers to his questions, and it was then that he changed his mind. He'd just have to find a way to get past Kat and Parker while leaving Nicky behind. He couldn't drag her into this any further.


    * * *


    SEA-TAC The Next Morning...


    Chad and Nicky pulled their bags from the trunk of Kat and Parker's rental car, Kat carrying hers and Jared's bags as Parker remained in the car at the wheel.


    "Make sure you call me when your plane lands," Parker told Kat as the four stood on the curb, facing him. "Take these three home and have watches posted for them in case Nemo follows you. If he does, I won't be far behind."


    "Yes, Sir," Kat nodded and Parker nodded in return before driving off to leave them in front of the airport. Kat sighed and lifted the bags, saying, "Our flight leaves in an hour. Plenty of time for breakfast. It'll be on me."


    She nodded her head toward the doors and the four turned, Jared's arm in a sling as he followed her in, his head bowed, Nicky following after him and Chad gave a slight groan as he tried lifting his bag to pull it over his shoulder with his bad arm. Nicky stopped and looked at him with wide, concerned eyes. She gave a small smile and took his bag to sling it over her shoulder so he was only left with his skateboard.


    "You shouldn't be using your arm anyway," she smiled, and turned to head after Jared and Kat, Chad following behind her. As they reached the doors leading into the airport he glanced around before stopping.


    "Hey…Nicky?"


    She turned to him with a frown as Kat and Jared continued inside, not noticing that they had stopped. He stepped toward her and pressed his lips to hers, making her eyes shoot wide in shock, but she didn't move as she stared at him, his eyes shut tightly before he slowly pulled away.


    "W-What was that for?" she breathed.


    "Don't worry about it, babe," he smirked, gently urging her toward the door as she still held their bags and he stopped her inside the doors. "I gotta tell you something."


    "Yeah?" she frowned in wonder, her frown deepening when he took a few steps back outside.


    "My middle name is Mercutio," he smiled as the automatic doors started closing between them.


    Nicky's eyes widened as she realized why he had just told her that and a moment later, he was on his board and rolling away from the doors to head away from the airport.


    "Detective Johnson!" she nearly screamed, making Kat and Jared stop ahead of her and turn to her with frowns when she looked back at them. "Chad's gone after Nemo!"


    * * *


    Meanwhile...


    Chad knew as soon as he slapped his board to the sidewalk that Nicky was going to have Kat go after him if she didn't go after him herself. He didn't dare look back as he shoved himself faster and faster down the side walk, dodging people as he got closer and closer to the open street. He heard Kat calling him, but he still didn't look back. He turned a corner then shot down an alley and slowed himself to glide down the alley and finally look behind him to see if Kat was following.


    He stopped at the end to stare down the alley and sighed when he didn't see Kat coming after him. Having a second thought he lifted his board and shoved his back against the wall to peek around the corner. She wasn't coming that way either. He slumped to the ground and sat in the alley for a moment before frowning when his phone started vibrating. He pulled his phone from his pocket to find Nicky's number displayed on the caller ID. He should've seen that coming. Unable to deny her, he answered his phone, pressing it to his ear.


    "Hey, Nicky—"


    "What the hell are you thinking, you stupid, selfish jack ass!" she screamed from the other end of the line, making Chad wince and hold the phone a bit away from his ear. He couldn't be mad at her yelling at him. He deserved it. "How could you do this?! You're supposed to come back with me, not take off and get yourself killed, you bastard! You've cleared your name! What more do you want?!"


    "I'm sorry, babe," Chad murmured, calmly into the phone. "I need answers before he clams up when the cops take him in. This is my last chance to get the answers I need, then maybe…maybe I won't have so many nightmares anymore, ya know? I know you hate me right now, but I promise, your knight in shining armor is gonna come back to you. I…I love you, Nicky."


    He glanced around the alley as he stood, not failing to notice the silence on the other end, but he could hear the background noise from the airport over the speaker.


    "I gotta go, babe," he said, letting his board fall so that he could glide back down the alley toward the street. "Tell Detective Johnson I'm sorry, but I have to do this on my own. Call me when you land in California, ok? See ya, my Skater Fox."


    He didn't wait for her response, knowing she was in shock by his confession and hung up, shoving his phone into his pocket as he reached the street and hailed a cab. He was about to climb into the back when a horn honked from the car behind the cab, making him jump and stare wide gray eyes at the now familiar car. He swallowed when Parker leaned out the driver's side window.


    "Save your money, kid," he called and waved him over. "Get in."


    Chad stared at him for a moment in shock before he looked to the cabby and apologized for the mistake and sent him on his way. The teen stepped toward the car and climbed into the front seat as Parker leaned back into the car and drove into the street.


    "You gonna take me back to the airport?" Chad guessed in disdain.


    "Nope," Parker replied, shaking his head as Chad shot a wide-eyed stare at the detective. "Kat called me and told me you took off, but I wasn't surprised. I had already figured that if you ran, I'd help you out." He stopped at a red light and looked at the boy. "So, we'll play this the way you wanna play this. Where're we headed, Chad?"


    The car started rolling again, and Chad shook away his shock before replying, "The Space Needle. He's gonna meet me there…somewhere."


    "Alright," Parker nodded.


    They grew silent as Chad tried to think of what he was going to do when they got there, but he frowned in wonder when his phone started vibrating and he pulled his phone from his pocket.


    "Is that him?" Parker wondered as Chad looked at his phone.


    "No," Chad replied, deftly, not looking up from the phone. "It's a text from Nicky."


    Parker said nothing else as Chad opened the text and felt his heart skip when he read it.


    Plz be careful, Chad. I love you.


    * * *


    Back at the Airport...


    Nicky pocketed her phone, not expecting Chad to answer as she sat with Kat and Jared at their waiting area at their gate. Jared watched her for a moment, as Kat slumped in her seat on the other side of him and after another moment of silence he lifted his good hand and tapped Nicky's arm gently, making her look up at him in wonder.


    "Everything…ok?" he murmured, and Nicky smiled, warmly as tears started to well in her eyes.


    "Yeah," she whispered, nodding and wiping away a tear that escaped her eye. "I'm just worried about Chad."


    Jared felt guilt stab at his heart and tears pricking his eyes as their gazes met and he whispered, "I'm so sorry, Nicky. If it wasn't for me—"


    "Don't, Jare," she cut in, shaking her head. "He would've done all of this even if he didn't ask you for help. I'd be crying anyway."


    Jared only nodded solemnly then jumped when she leaned her head on his shoulder, but he didn't move. She frowned when her phone went off and moved to sit up to look at her phone. Her frown deepened when she realized it was a text from Chad and opened it.


    Want a souvenir from the Space Needle?


    Nicky stared at the phone for a moment before she gave a giggle and started typing at the keyboard of her phone.


    Yeah…something sparkly like you promised.
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    The car was parked a few blocks from the Space Needle as Parker and Chad sat in it, the detective waiting for Chad to tell him what he wanted him to do. Chad chewed on his lower lip in thought before sitting back in the passenger seat and looking to Parker with a sigh.


    "Ok," Chad finally nodded. "I'll go in the front, you pull rank to go in around the back entrance to cover me. You gotta stay out of sight though."


    "We'll have to get the place evacuated," Parker advised, but Chad shook his head.


    "You do that and he'll know I brought help," the teen replied. "I want my answers before you take him in, and he'll take off if he even catches a whiff of cop odor." He glanced at Parker's holster under at his belt then looked back up at him to tell him, "I need a gun."


    "No, you don't."


    "What happened to playing this my way, huh? Recall what he did to my arm?" Chad waved his bandaged arm in front of the man. "I'm not goin' in without a way to protect myself."


    "You won't get through the doors with a gun. Do you even know how to use one?"


    Chad held out his good hand and beckoned with his fingers that Parker give him a gun to demonstrate with. With a sigh of defeat, Parker pulled his pistol and handed it to him. He watched in amazement as Chad pulled the magazine to examine how many rounds were inside, then reloaded and cocked it, loading a round into the chamber before aiming it at the floor between his feet to check the sights, then handed it back to Parker.


    "I'm a pretty good shot, too," Chad smirked as Parker took his gun back and holstered it.


    Parker nodded, "Alright. I've got an extra gun in the glove compartment. You take that one and I'll be sure to tell security you've got it so they don't take you down. I'll tell them you're under cover."


    "You think they'll buy it? I mean, you don't think they'll want in on this?"


    "You leave that to me and you worry about getting to Nemo."


    Chad nodded before feeling his phone go off and he pulled it from his pocket to look at the screen. A text from Nemo. He leaned over to show the text to Parker as well.


    When you get your ticket, go straight to the top. I'll be waiting on the west end wearing the black coat I wore at the hospital. Don't keep me waiting, brother.


    Chad's grip tightened on the phone before he shoved it back into his pocket and leaned forward to snatch the small revolver from the glove compartment and rolled the cylinder into view to find the gun fully loaded. Without another word he opened the door and climbed out of the car, slamming the door behind him as Parker climbed out after him.


    "Chad," he called, warningly as he hurriedly caught up to the teen who shoved the revolver into his belt behind his back and pulled his shirts down to cover it. "I know you're pissed, but you have to keep a clear head."


    "My head's clear, trust me," Chad replied, marching down the street and not looking at him. "I'm sick of this shit. The taunts and riddles end…now."


    "Look, Chad," Parker tried again, this time gripping his arm and stepping in front of him, bringing them both to a halt. "This isn't a storyline from a movie or a TV thriller. You go in there to face this guy, even if you get the answers you want, he could kill you. Think of your parents—"


    "I am, Detective," Chad snapped. "I've got a lot on my mind, my parents are a part of it, but right now, I'm thinking of wringing that bastard waiting for me up there and maybe even killing him, if you let me."


    "You know I can't let you, Chad," Parker replied in a low voice. "Much as I'd like to, I can't."


    "Then get out of my way and stop telling me to clear my head," Chad shot back with a glare. "I've always met this guy with my anger. It gives me an edge, and it's worked so far. My way, Villa, remember?"


    With that he yanked his arm from Parker's grip and marched around him to head down the street to the Space Needle. As he marched, he thought of the day his parents told him he was adopted. He'd been ten years old, and they'd made it a point to be together when they picked him up after school. They had dinner at his favorite fast food restaurant, and when they got home, they sat him down and told him. No sugar coating. Just flat and honest. Of course, he had questions, and they'd answered them honestly, as much as they knew.


    They told him he was only ten months old when they'd adopted him, and they never asked about his real parents. Where they were or who they were. It didn't matter to them, and even at that age, he realized, he didn't care either. They would always be his parents, no matter what. But since this guy called him his brother, he suddenly had an urge to know why. Why did he end up adopted at ten months old and why didn't he get to stay with this brother he apparently had, and why this brother of his had turned out so demented?


    He took in a breath as he stepped to the window to buy his ticket. His eyes nearly popped when he heard the cost of a single ticket.


    "Thirty-two bucks?!" he hissed. "Kiddin' me?!"


    "One student and one adult, please."


    Chad shot his wide-eyed gray gaze at Parker as he stepped up next to him and slid his credit card to the man behind the glass. He glanced around as Parker got their tickets and they turned to walk away as the detective handed Chad his ticket, which the teen snatched away from him, still looking around as they walked.


    "If he sees us together—"


    "He won't," Parker interrupted and then he was gone.


    Chad frowned in wonder as he watched him walk away before heading toward the entrance to get to the top of the space needle. No time to shop for Nicky, though he had to admit, he wasn't sure if there would be time later, either. He headed toward the elevator with a group of people, keeping an eye out for Nemo before he entered.


    He looked out of the glass wall, his hands shaking in anticipation. Or was it fear? Maybe anger? He couldn't tell anymore. All he knew was that he was heading for something he knew he wasn't prepared for. Did he really want to hear what Nemo had to say, or was this just a way to get to him and finally do what he'd threatened over the phone back in the Tunnel in California?


    The elevator stopped and he shuffled out with the crowd and into the observation room where there were places to buy more souvenirs and food and drinks. Chad headed straight to the doors leading to the observation deck and looked over the city for a moment before glancing around. He had to get to the west side of the deck, but he didn't know anything about navigation. Time to wander.


    His gaze shot around at every person in black, but when he realized it wasn't the man he was looking for he quickly moved on. He was surprised he didn't spot Parker anywhere, though he was glad he was staying out of sight. The last thing he needed was Nemo getting spooked and running again like he did in the Gardens.


    He was just about to pass by a man in black, leaning on the gated railing to look over the city but he soon realized that it was Nemo. He froze mid-step behind him and glanced around before stepping next to him to lean on the railing as well.


    "I'm glad you made it, Chad," Nemo began, noticing the teen next to him. "I have to admit, I thought for sure that you were going to leave for California, but I had to send you that message…just in case."


    "Getting sloppy, Nemo," Chad replied, casually. "You're not so sure of my actions anymore, are you?"


    "It's nice to be surprised once in a while. You've been the challenge I thought you'd be, however."


    "I'm thrilled," Chad muttered before standing tall and shifting on his feet to face him, only seeing his hood, and not his face. "I think we can skip the rest of the chit-chat and get straight to the part where you tell me why you killed my parents, stalked me and why the hell you keep calling me your brother."


    "It's because I am your brother, Chad," Nemo replied, and stood tall as well to face the blonde, lifting his hands to pull his hood down.


    Chad's eyes widened to an impossible roundness, his face going pale as his heart thumped in his chest. He couldn't breathe as he stared wide, gray eyes into almost identical gray eyes in front of him, and he felt his knees start to shake. He couldn't think of anything to say, or do, or how to react to this mirror image in front of him.


    "We're twins, Chad," he smirked. "Oh sure, my hair color is a little too old for my age. Silver is the new blonde."


    "H-How…?" Chad couldn't even finish his question, not that he was completely sure he had one for him.


    "Let me do the talking, little brother," he smirked a little wider. "You're obviously in shock. My name isn't Nemo. It's Dax Harland. I'm the oldest of the two of us by one minute. I ended up staying with mom while you ended up with an aunt and uncle of ours on dad's side of the family. That was the most he did for any of us."


    "W-What are you talking about?" Chad shuddered, still in shock and trying to recover, but he knew he wouldn't have a chance to. "They said…they didn't know my real parents."


    "Well, they lied, Chadworth," Dax replied, sarcastically as he stepped next to him to slap an arm around Chad's shoulders. "See, dad was a senator, and the scandal of him having a mistress alone would've ruined him during the election he was running in, let alone getting her knocked up and having twins. So – and this is how mom told it – he dumped her like a hot rock only five weeks into her pregnancy. She kept him updated, but he didn't wanna have anything to do with her, or us.


    "But, after she gave birth to us, she went crying to him, saying she couldn't afford trying to feed three mouths that included hers unless he helped her. He gave in and took you off her hands to put you in the lap of luxury with his sister and brother-in-law while I stayed with mom. We were so poor, it wasn't even funny, Chad.


    "You don't know what it's like, scrounging for your next meal, not knowing if you can even keep a roof over your head. Mom had to work three jobs just to keep us both fed, with no help from our deadbeat dad. Well, ya know what Chad, I got so fed up, and now, I'm sixteen and livin' footloose and fancy free. Wanna know how?"


    Chad swallowed in terror, staring at Dax for a moment before breathing, "H-How?"


    Dax glanced around as if suspicious of everyone around him before leaning toward Chad to murmur in his ear, "I killed our mom."


    Chad felt his stomach turn but willed himself not to hurl right then and there. He'd always figured the person that murdered his parents had killed before, but this was too much. To find out this psycho wasn't only his brother but his twin, and that he killed their mother and his adopted parents was way too much for his mind and stomach to handle.


    "She was drifting, Chad," Dax continued, now trying to either justify his actions or explain himself. "She was miserable living the life that we did. I had to do something to put her out of her misery. I was fourteen when I did it. Shot her, right between the eyes while she slept. She was so peaceful, and she'll be that way forever now."


    Chad's rage suddenly got the better of him then, and gripped the collar of Dax's coat to shove him back against the railing, making him grunt as his back hit the rail. Chad gritted his teeth and burned a seething glare into Dax's eyes as his twin only chuckled in amusement, as if it were a game.


    "Give me one good reason why I shouldn't kill you myself right now," Chad growled, still glaring at him.


    "I have a good one," Dax assured him through a smirk. "Because you want to know why I went after you and yours."


    "Oh, I know why you did it now," Chad ground out, making Dax's smirk fall slightly as he gave a frown. "It's because you were jealous that I got the so-called good life and you didn't. Well guess what, Dax, you're not gonna get any sympathy from me, or the cops when they arrest you for the murder of my parents. I dunno how you ended up so twisted, or smart enough to pull off all the crap you did, but I don't care anymore, 'cause I gotcha now, bastard."


    "You should care, Chad," Dax replied, calmly. "You should wonder how I ended up the way I am. You know what I found out about our genes, brother? We had four serial killers in our family…on both sides. The perfect storm to make one…or both of us killers. Maybe you should go check yourself into the loony bin, Chad, before it's too late?"


    "I am nothing like you," Chad shot back. "As I see it, you're the evil twin, and I'm the twin that got caught in the middle of that perfect storm you were talkin' about."


    "I can see it in your eyes, Chad," Dax smirked. "You wanna kill me. That's the same look I get when I make a kill. Wild and insatiable. Like a hungry wolf, looking for blood."


    "You have know idea how badly I wanna throw you off this deck and watch you go splat on the concrete down there," Chad growled. "The difference is I'm in control of my hate. You're the psycho, not me. I got the better genes in our family."


    "We'll see about that, dear little brother. I haven't finished my game yet."


    Chad suddenly jerked, his eyes shooting wide as pain filled his every nerve, centering from his abdomen. He slowly looked down between them to see a knife in Dax's hand, both covered in blood. His blood. And it wouldn't stop flowing. Chad looked back up at Dax's sadistic grin in pain and horror, his grip loosening on Dax's coat collar. Dax took the opportunity to grip Chad's arm, still holding the knife in Chad's side, and he stood tall to shove the blonde back across the walkway and slammed his back into the glass partition between the deck and the gallery inside.


    "I've been waiting a whole year for this, Chad," Dax ground out, turning the knife in Chad's side and making him gasp in more pain, his face losing color, fast. "You have no idea how many times I imagined this moment. Now I'll get to see the life drain out of your eyes and take your place back in California. It won't be too hard once I die my hair and change into your clothes. Then I'll have the life I always wanted. I'll bet Nicky won't know the difference either, huh little brother?"


    That sent Chad's glare at his twin, making Dax frown in wonder at why he wasn't in pain anymore. He twisted the knife again and Chad cringed again, making Dax chuckle in amusement, but it didn't last long. Dax didn't see Chad's hand move behind his back, but heard a slight scrapping sound come from the glass behind Chad just for a split second. Before Dax knew it, he felt a the barrel of a gun pressed to his stomach, making his eyes widen as Chad only gave a weak, triumphant smirk before the shot rang out.


    Somebody screamed, and both twins fell to the floor as Chad lost the support of Dax's grip, and Dax lost the support of his own legs, blood draining from the new gunshot wound in his stomach. Chad slid down to the floor, leaning back against the glass as people ran frantically around the deck, screaming when they saw Dax and Chad all bloodied, facing each other, one on his knees and the other with a knife in his belly and a gun in his hand.


    "You…You shot me," Dax shuddered, giving a cough as Chad lifted a hand to his stab wound, but found himself too weak to move as his hand fell to his thigh. "You said…you weren't like me. You've just killed me."


    "Never said I wouldn't defend myself, idiot," Chad shot back, weakly. "Come at me again and the next bullet's…goin' between your eyes."


    "Chad!" Parker shouted, shoving past the last of the people running in a panic and he knelt next to the blonde.


    "What took you so long, Villa?" Chad demanded through a groan then cringed when he moved only slightly. "This psycho could've killed me."


    "Chad…"


    He and Parker looked to Dax as he tried crawling toward the blonde, but ended up coughing up blood as he sat on all fours. He slowly looked back up at Chad, a trail of blood at the corner of his mouth.


    "That was a…good play," he smirked through a raw voice. "Never took you for a…gunslinger."


    "I'm not," Chad replied, weakly. "I just knew you'd try something today. Guess it's true what they say about that…twin intuition, huh?"


    "Y-Yeah…"


    Dax's eyes glazed over, and his smirk slowly fell before he breathed, "Mom…I'm coming…mom."


    He fell forward at Chad's feet, his face on the floor and Chad stared at his body, tears welling in his eyes. He wasn't sure if it was what he'd said, or the fact that his brother was now dead, by his hand. He didn't have time to think about it because he could feel the life starting to drain out of his own body and he looked to Parker.


    "There's an ambulance coming, Chad," Parker assured him. "I ran as fast as I could when I saw him back you against the glass. I didn't realize I was too late. I'm sorry, Chad. We'll get you to the hospital and they'll fix you up."


    "Parker…" Chad breathed, drawing the detective's attention from the wound to Chad's face. "Tell Nicky I'm sorry."


    "You'll tell her yourself when we get back home, Chad," Parker replied sternly, but Chad only continued.


    "Tell her I wasn't the knight she thought I was," he muttered, feeling weaker by the second. "The dragon…slew me."


    "No it didn't," Parker insisted, frantically. "It's only a flesh wound ok? Chad? Chad!"


    * * *


    LAX Airport...


    Nicky pulled out her phone as she, Kat and Jared stepped out of the airport doors and quickly dialed Chad's number. She frowned when it rang several times before going to voice mail but let the message play before speaking.


    "Chad, it's me, Nicky. We're leaving the airport now. We landed a few minutes ago and I'm calling like you asked me to, so…call me back and let me know you're ok, ok? Bye."


    She hung up and sighed, staring at her phone as Jared watched her for a moment, then placed a hand on her shoulder but she didn't move.


    "I'm sure he's ok, Nick," he murmured, reassuringly. "He probably left his phone so Nemo couldn't get to him through it. He'll call back soon."


    "I hope so," she whispered, making him frown at her in wonder. "I have a really bad feeling."
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    Parker paced outside the OR of Seattle Grace Hospital, praying that Chad would be alright. He blamed himself for not getting there sooner. For not realizing that he was in trouble when he was leaning over his twin on the railing. He had watched from inside the observation hall as he was slammed against the partition, but by the time he'd moved it was too late. The bastard had stabbed Chad and Parker had to maneuver through a panicking crowd when Chad shot him.


    He sat on a bench sitting against the wall, sighing as he leaned his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees but frowned in wonder when his cell phone went off. He quickly pulled it from his pocket to see Kat calling him and answered.


    "Nicky can't get a hold of Chad, Sir," Kat instantly explained when he answered his phone. "Is everything alright?"


    "Where are you?" Parker asked first.


    "I'm with her and Chad's uncle at his house," Kat replied. "She wouldn't go home, but I told her parents she was safe and what's happened."


    "Don't let her hear me, Kat," he requested. "Go into the other room or something."


    He waited as he heard her excuse herself from their presence and heard faint footsteps on the phone before she replied, "Alright, Sir. I'm in the kitchen."


    "What I'm about to tell you is not to be told to his uncle, or her, or the other kid…Jared, understand?" he ordered and she gave him an affirmative answer. He explained everything that had happened that day from the time he found Chad until now. He sighed when he was finished, running a hand through his hair as he said, "I need you to get statements from Nicky and Jared. When Chad gets out of surgery I'll call you, but don't tell them anything until I get confirmation of his condition. The last thing we need is anyone flying out here just yet."


    "Yes, Sir," Kat replied, then said, "What should I tell Nicky, though? She's going to ask me why Chad isn't answering his phone."


    "Tell her he'll call her when he can," he replied. "It's the truth, anyway."


    "Do you need anything else, Sir?"


    "No. There's nothing to be done until we get back to California anyway. We'll be bringing Nemo's body with us, and hopefully that'll be the only body I bring with me."


    "I hope so too, Sir."


    Parker looked up to see a doctor coming through the doors of the OR and stood, telling Kat he had to go and hanging up as the doctor stopped in front of him.


    "Well, doctor?" he began. "How bad is it?"


    "We managed to stop the bleeding and stitch him up quickly," the doctor explained. "Thankfully the knife didn't pierce any of his vital organs, and though it's a little too soon to tell, we're confident he'll pull through this. You got to him just in time, detective."


    "Yeah…" Parker nodded.


    "We're moving him to a room now," the doctor continued. "He's still asleep from the anesthetic, but you can sit with him if you'd like."


    "Thanks doctor," Parker nodded and the doctor turned to head back into the room as he pulled his phone again and decided to text Kat instead of call her.


    Tell them Chad's gonna be fine.


    He sighed as he sat back on the bench again, leaning his head back against the wall, a slight smile on his face as he thanked God he would be alright.


    

    Chad's gaze darted around the darkness.


    "Hello?!" he called, desperately. "Jared?! Nicky?!"


    He swallowed in panic before hesitantly calling, "Mom? Dad?"


    A scream erupted from him when Dax's pale and pained face came into view in the darkness.


    "You…killed me…" Dax groaned. "You're no better…than me."


    "That…That's not true!" Chad replied. "I was defending myself!"


    "And you enjoyed it…just like me."


    "No!"


    * * *


    Chad's eyes shot open, only to be shut again to shield them against the harsh lights of the hospital room. He gave a groan from the pain in his head, turning his head to the side on his pillow and keeping his eyes closed.


    "Chad?"


    A frown wrinkled his brow before he slowly opened his eyes to find wide, emerald greens staring at him in wonder.


    "Nicky?" he replied in a raw voice, his frown deepening as he lifted his head a little more to get a better look at her. "W-Wha…?"


    "You're in the hospital in Seattle," Nicky murmured, not wanting to overwhelm him as she shifted closer to him in the chair she was sitting in. "Brandon's here, too. He went to get something to drink. You've been asleep for a while."


    "How long?" Chad asked.


    "Your surgery was a few days ago," Nicky smiled warmly as she leaned forward to brush some of his hair from his face. "The doctor said it was normal after what you'd been through. You have no idea how happy I am to see you open your eyes."


    "Why did you come?"


    Nicky's eyes went wide as her hand fell from his face and he only frowned up at her, waiting for the answer to his question.


    "Chad…you got stabbed and shot somebody. Why wouldn't I come back? I came because I wanted to be the first one you saw when you woke up. To tell you that everything was gonna be ok. To get you through this. But if you don't want me here then I guess I'll leave. Maybe Brandon will be more of a comfort to you than me."


    She moved to stand but a hand clamped down on her wrist and she froze, looking to Chad in wonder as he only stared back at her.


    "Got that out of your system?" he asked, letting go of her wrist with a wince at having to move and nodded to her seat. "Sit down, Liza."


    Nicky swallowed and sat as she still stared at him and placed her hands in her lap, pouting only slightly.


    "What did Villa say about the case?" he questioned, making her give a frown of wonder, but he continued. "My parents' murder case, I mean. Am I fully cleared?"


    "Brandon asked," she nodded. "He said now that they have Nemo's…Dax's recorded confession, you're no longer a suspect. There may be a trial for Dax's murder, but the detective is confident you'll get off."


    "So I have to stand trial anyway," Chad sighed, looking up at the ceiling. "Well, at least it's for something I know I did. I'll just have to plead guilty I guess. No other way around it. Maybe I can plead insanity."


    "Brandon called his lawyer," Nicky reported. "He stepped outside, but I heard him. He asked if he could represent you in the trial when you get well enough. Detective Villa said you'd probably be tried here, but there's a good possibility they could try you back home."


    "It doesn't matter," he whispered and Nicky frowned but felt her heart clench when she saw a tear roll down the side of his face before he turned his head to look at her again. "I killed someone, Nicky. I'm no better than him, am I?"


    Her eyes widened before she stood from her chair and turned to sit next to him on the edge of the bed, taking his hands.


    "If you weren't lying in a hospital bed I would slap you for saying that," she shot back. "I told you before, you are nothing like him. You defended yourself. End of story. A jury will believe it, and so will a judge. You know why? Because it's the truth. The police have the murder weapon, Dax's body and his recorded confession that he gave to you. Not to mention, Jared's testimony. We're gonna show them that Dax was a sick son of a bitch and you're not." She leaned toward him and he saw tears welling in her own eyes. "You're my knight in shining armor. No matter what happens, I'll be here to remind you of that, got it?"


    Chad could only nod as the lump in his throat wouldn't let him speak and Nicky pressed her lips to his before carefully hugging him as he lifted his hands to settle them on her waist. Nicky sniffled as Chad shut his eyes tightly, trying to stop more tears from falling.


    "Look who's awake."


    Nicky pulled back at the sound of Brandon's voice and she quickly lifted the sleeve of her sweater to wipe away Chad's tears before wiping hers away as Brandon approached.


    "Oh," he blurted, stopping in his tracks with two cans of soda in his hands. "Did I interrupt something?"


    "No," Nicky replied, quickly standing from the bed to face him with a grin and a sniffle that made him frown. "Tears of joy Brandon. Chad's awake!"


    "So I see," Brandon smiled, handing her soda to her as he approached again and sat in the chair she'd been sitting in. "How ya feelin'?"


    "Like shit," Chad groaned and winced when he tried to sit up. "Nicky filled me in about the murder case and the trial for Dax's murder."


    "Chad, don't strain yourself," Nicky scolded, gently as she moved to help him sit up and helped him get comfortable.


    "Call your lawyer back and tell him I don't want anybody brought in for my defense as witnesses, and if anyone's gonna be testifying, it's gonna be me alone," Chad ordered, making Brandon's and Nicky's eyes widen at him in disbelief. "Jared doesn't need to live through it again, neither does Nicky. If the two detectives wanna go up there it's their decision, but I don't want you guys apart of it."


    "That's our decision, Chad," Nicky reminded him. "You can't expect us to not help you."


    "Let me tell you what's gonna happen, Nicky," Chad shot back, looking back at her as she stared at him in shock at his tone. "You're gonna get up there and do just fine when my lawyer asks you questions, you might cry a bit, but not much, at first. Then they're gonna go to cross examination and they're gonna rip you apart. I don't wanna see you like that, Nicole! It's not worth it!"


    Chad gave a growl of pain and gripped his wound, making Brandon jump up to see what he could do and Chad shook his head.


    "I told you not to strain him when he woke up," one of the nurses scolded as she walked in, having caught the sight before passing the door.


    "He riled himself up," Brandon defended as the nurse saw to Chad and tried to make him comfortable. "Chad, we'll talk about this later. I'm gonna make that call though. Nicky, why don't you come with me?"


    "I'm not leaving Chad," she replied and he pressed his lips to the side before shrugging and heading out of the room as he pulled out his cell phone.


    "If he needs anything else, call me," the nurse informed Nicky as she started toward the door as well. "The doctor will be in to see you in a few minutes."


    "Thanks," Nicky called before looking at Chad as he only glared up at her, the painkillers the nurse had put into his IV kicking in immediately. "Look, Chad, I'm your girlfriend, not your wife. You don't tell me what to do like that. If I can handle what we've already been through, I think I can handle a little cross-examination in a courtroom."


    "Nicole, I love you, but you can be really stupid sometimes."


    Nicky's eyes widened in disbelief, but she was speechless.


    "I tell you not to do something because you're gonna be hurt or possibly killed, and you do it anyway. What's it gonna take for you to see that I'm only ever trying to protect you, huh? Do you have to lose an arm? A leg? Get stabbed?"


    "Chad, stop it."


    "Why?"


    "Because you'll pop a stitch and I don't want that nurse coming back in to scold me over your attitude."


    "You deserve it."


    "Go to sleep. You're slurring your words."


    "This not…over."


    Nicky only smiled and leaned over to stroke his hair, soothingly as his eyes started closing and when his head fell slightly to the side, her smile widened. She realized he was right, but even if she balled on the witness stand, she didn't care. She was going to help him win his case, whether he liked it or not.


    * * *


    Back in California...


    Kat hurried into Parker's open office door and he looked up from his paperwork over his desk as she shut the door behind her.


    "Please let it be good news," he thought out loud.


    "The Stiles kid is awake, and he's ok," she grinned, making Parker grin as well as he sighed and lean back in his chair.


    "That is good news," he nodded.


    "There's…more news," Kat continued, hesitantly as she stepped forward to lean on his desk. "Not so good. The state's pressing charges."


    "Of course they are," Parker sighed, leaning forward again to grab his hard line phone and dial a number. "I'll take care of it."


    Kat leaned forward and held the hang-up button on the phone, making him look up at her with a frown.


    "The state of Washington is pressing charges," she explained, not sure if he understood and her assumption was right because he instantly settled the phone back into its cradle. "Chad's uncle called his lawyer to represent the kid and he's gonna go there to try to smooth things over. Make a deal or…something."


    "What did Chad say to all this?" Parker asked. "Have they talked to him about it yet?"


    "First thing," Kat nodded. "He's expecting a trial. He plans to plead guilty but doesn't want his friends to testify. Just you and me if we're asked."


    "We'll see what happens with the lawyer first," he mused. "Then we'll go from there."
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    Chad Stiles, seventeen years old, sat in a Seattle courtroom, leaning sideways in his chair at the defendant table, his lawyer sitting to his left as he held his chin in his hand. It hadn't taken the jury very long to deliberate. He wasn't sure if that was good or bad, but at this point, he couldn't help but worry. He chanced to look over his shoulder at the spectators in the courtroom and caught Nicky's eye as she and Brandon sat in the front row behind him. She gave a small, nervous smile that made him smile in return and he gave her a wink before turning around quickly when his lawyer tapped his arm.


    "All rise," the bailiff announced as the judge entered and took his seat at the bench. Chad shot to his feet, straightening out his suit jacket, then adjusting his tie which was suddenly stifling. The judge told the audience to sit, but Chad, his lawyer and the prosecution remained standing.


    "Mister foreman, you've made your decision?" he addressed the jury and the foreman announced that they had. "What say you?"


    Chad clapped his dry mouth before taking in a deep breath as he watched the foreman stand and look at a paper in his hands. His own hands started sweating as his heart thumped in his ears. Throughout the whole case he'd felt like this, and it had been worse when he'd taken the stand.


    He couldn't help but wonder what would happen. Would they deem him responsible for Dax's murder or would they not? If they did, what would the judge have as sentencing for him? He hoped he wouldn't go to jail, having been tried as an adult. His mind was reeling so fast, he almost didn't hear the foreman read their decision.


    "We the jury find the defendant, Chad Stiles, not responsible for the death of Dax Harland, having been provoked to defend himself."


    Nicky nearly screamed before slapping her hands over her mouth to quiet herself, as Brandon ground out a yes while jerking his fist backward and Chad stared into space in shock as he struggled to remain standing, supporting himself on the desk in front of him, his lawyer next to him for support as well. Had he heard right? Did they just let him off the hook…for everything?


    "This court is so adjourned," the judge announced, slamming his gavel onto its wooden setting before standing and heading back to his chambers.


    Chad managed to stand again just in time to turn and catch Nicky when she threw herself into his arms. His lawyer slapped him on the back in congratulations and Brandon shook the man's hand, thanking him before joining the hug with Nicky and Chad.


    "Oh, Chad!" Nicky nearly sobbed as she and Brandon stood away and she stared up at him. "Now we can go home! Jared will be so happy when we tell him!"


    "Yeah…" Chad breathed, staring through her and making her frown in wonder, but Brandon only chuckled, patting his back.


    "He's in shock," his uncle noticed then tugged him toward the courtroom exit. "Come on, kid. Let's go have dinner to celebrate. I'm buying. My last painting sold for a fortune."


    "Great…" Chad murmured, making Brandon chuckle again as the three headed out of the courtroom and through the halls to the entrance where reporters were waiting for him. His story had gone national and though he wasn't sure how he felt about it, he never really wanted to talk to reporters.


    They shoved microphones with symbols from their stations – TV and radio – into his face as photographers snapped pictures of him when the three reached the middle step of the courthouse, all chanting his name for attention.


    "Chad! How does it feel to be let off the hook for this?!"


    "What's going through your mind right now?!"


    "What do you plan to do now that you've been cleared?!"


    That was the question that caught his attention and he looked that reporter in the eye, glancing only once at the logo on his mic before leaning into it with a smirk.


    "I'll tell you what I plan to do," he began. "As soon as my plane lands in LA, I'm driving straight to Disneyland."


    


    


    


    
      
    


    


    * * * *
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