
        
            
                
            
        

    



Ellie watched Nate Naverly with narrowed eyes. She hadn’t paid much attention until he had turned his megawatt smile on Rose. 
He was sitting too close to Rose, whispering into her ear. As Ellie watched, Nate picked up Rose’s hand and began to trace a pattern across her palm. Ellie strained to hear what he was saying: something about predicting Rose’s future. He slowly rubbed his thumb across the wrist he was holding and Rose seemed to shiver.
Ellie frowned. That was not a good thing. Nate was a self-satisfied jerk, but dynamite with girls. Ellie had seen too many crying over him in the bathrooms to doubt it. There was no way on earth that Rose was a match for his charms if he had set his sights on her. 
***
Gently steering Alex, Nate managed to get himself seated between him and Rose at dinner that evening. He directed most of his conversation to Alex, but under the table he concentrated on pressing his leg, very slightly, against Rose’s. She moved away a little. He shifted a tiny bit and again his knee was touching hers. She shot her hand out for her water glass and knocked it over. 
“Alright there, Rose?” he asked innocently while refilling her glass. Again he placed his hand on her back, supposedly in a reassuring manner, but really just to test the effect his touch was having on her.
It was at that moment he really noticed Ellie Parkhurst for the first time. She was sat across the table from Rose and giving him a very speculative look.
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Chapter 1
 
Ellie Parkhurst was restless. She needed some excitement in her life. She’d only been back at Compass Court Boarding School for four weeks and it just wasn’t the same this year. She missed the company of Jack, her eldest brother. 
Jack was fun. He and his friends had been daring and a bit wild. In school he had often teased her but he spoilt her rotten and everyone knew he had her back. In her third year he had caught her kissing Bryn Dawes in the West Tower Common Room and had thrown poor Bryn against the wall and held him there by his neck, demanding to know what he thought he was doing. Jack was four years older than her and had left the school the year before, and she hadn’t realized how hard it would be here at boarding school without him and his friends livening it up. It was boring! 
She did have a fair amount of family here with her. Her other brother, Alex, was 16 and just two years above her. He was pretty decent, but he just wasn’t as fun as Jack. Rose and Toby Falcon were her cousins who were also at Compass Court. Rose was the same age as Alex, and Toby was 13 and in Year 3, a year younger than Ellie herself. 
She and Rose were friends as well as family, but Rose was so like Alex: just plain nice! Ellie was much more like Jack in personality. She liked things a bit more happening. 
She kicked her feet against the end of the bed, beating out a rhythm. What she needed was a new challenge, something to liven up the year.
She looked across at the empty beds in the dormitory room she shared with three other girls. On the far side were two neatly made beds that belonged to Jessica and Miranda Taylor-Thomas. Ellie glanced at the watch on her wrist. It was Saturday afternoon, nearly three o’clock. Both girls would be in the music room right now, she guessed. To her left was the more messy bed of the new girl, Flora Kincaid. 
So far she liked Flora. She was a bit quiet, or quieter than Ellie would have expected from an American, but then again it was very hard being new. Maybe she should make more of an effort to invite her to things.
At that moment there was a tentative tap on the bedroom door. Raising her head, Ellie saw her cousin Rose peering in. 
“Hiya, I’m going to down to the village to meet Alex and some of the others. Do you want to come?”
Ellie swung her legs off the bed. “Yeah, ok thanks.” Might as well, she thought. “Give me five minutes?” 
“Sure.” Rose smiled and turned to leave. “I’ll be in the Common Room.”
Ellie grimaced at her reflection in the mirror. Her fringe was sticking up all over the place. Hmm, not how she wanted to be seen. At nearly 15, you didn’t let boys see you going about looking like a scarecrow. 
She pulled a brush through her long dark hair and added some mascara to her lashes. She had finally been able to persuade her mother to let her buy some makeup this summer. She wasn’t really allowed to wear it in class, but she had been sneaking on mascara all term, it made her brown eyes seem brighter and gave them more impact. Of course, wearing a school uniform did no one any favors. But in Oakworth, the local village, she could dress how she liked, so she added some cherry lip-gloss too. Looking down she was happy with her outfit. Black top, with long trailing sleeves and tight black jeans with her favorite gray suede boots. She flicked her hair over her shoulder, leaned forward to kiss the mirror and decided she was ready.
***
Nathaniel Naverly smiled at himself in the mirror. He ran his hands through his blond hair and flexed his chest. His reflection pleased him. Five years of school sports had filled out his upper body: his shoulders were wide, his stomach tight and his arm muscles looked toned. He’d spent a lot of the summer swimming, as well as playing plenty of football and cricket.
Back at Compass Court for his sixth year and he reckoned he was ready to pull anyone he wanted. He knew girls liked him; they thought he was cool and good-looking and he’d spent the last few years learning how to impress them. 
Impress them, sleep with them and then dump them. 
And now, he wanted Rose Falcon. He’d been planning it since the start of term. It was not motivated by desire; it was the chase. 
This year Rose had returned from the summer holidays all grown up. All his friends had noticed too. Rose was suddenly extremely pretty and shapely, yet still very much the shy virgin. 
In fact, she was exactly his type. He thrived on the challenge of getting difficult girls into bed. Unfortunately, once he had succeeded they weren’t a challenge any longer and he lost interest. 
It would be depressing except that he didn’t much care for the company of girls anyway. He was a guy’s guy. He had a group of male friends who thought he was great and that was all he needed. It was almost amusing that half the girls in the school seemed to hate him, yet they never said no. Well maybe they did at first, but not for long.
He and Rose had so far had very little to do with each other for their first few years at Compass Court. She was in a different Schoolhouse. She was in West Tower, he was in North Tower. They had one or two classes together, but had different friends. Apart from the fact she got exceptionally high grades, he didn’t see anything particularly interesting about Rose. She was quiet, probably fairly boring, barely noticeable to a popular boy like himself.
He had honed his skills a lot in the last year. His usual game plan was to do his homework on each conquest like he was studying for an exam. He gathered information about her. It made it so much easier if the girl thought they had lots in common.
To get close to Rose he had befriended Alex Parkhurst. Alex wasn’t just Rose’s cousin; they were clearly close friends too, so he needed Alex to like him. 
Surprisingly, Nate had discovered he actually liked Alex. They were even becoming friends. He had thought Alex was as boring as Rose appeared to be. Alex was quiet and diligent. But as Nate made efforts to get to know Alex he had discovered he was very funny with a really clever dry sense of humor. 
It was good to be back at school. Back in his familiar room at Compass Court. He took one more look at himself, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans, and flexed his muscles at the mirror again. Yes, he was ready. He dragged a t-shirt over his head and fished his trainers out from under his bed, found his socks still stuffed inside, and pulled them both on.
He and Alex were going into Oakworth Village. They were meeting up with Rose in the Fox and Hounds pub. He grinned thinking the name of the pub was apt. He stuffed his wallet in his back pocket and headed out to meet Alex in the school courtyard.



Chapter 2
 
Ellie watched Nate Naverly with narrowed eyes. He had come in with Alex and joined their table. He had made everyone laugh and seemed to settle easily with the group who were mostly from West Tower House. She hadn’t paid much attention until he had turned his megawatt smile on Rose. 
He was sitting too close to Rose, whispering into her ear. As Ellie watched, Nate picked up Rose’s hand and began to trace a pattern across her palm. Ellie strained to hear what he was saying: something about predicting Rose’s future. He slowly rubbed his thumb across the wrist he was holding and Rose seemed to shiver.
Ellie could plainly see that Rose didn’t know what to do. Rose had never had such a good-looking guy single her out like that. She was blushing and nervous. Quite suddenly, Nate dropped her hand and turned away to talk to Alex, leaving Rose looking shell-shocked and a bit bereft.
Ellie frowned. That was not a good thing. Nate was a self-satisfied jerk, but dynamite with girls. Ellie had seen too many crying over him in the bathrooms to doubt it. There was no way on earth that Rose was a match for his charms if he had set his sights on her. 
Eyeing Nate suspiciously, Ellie wondered what he was playing at. Did he genuinely want Rose? Even if he did it was reason for concern. Rose was far too nice for him. Ellie was extremely fond of her cousin and didn’t want to see her get hurt. She had a very bad feeling that this was a game to Nate and not a genuine desire to be with Rose.
Ellie looked at Alex to see if he had noticed anything. Of course, he hadn’t. He was as naïve as Rose. She wished again that Jack was still at Compass Court; he would have stamped on any pretensions Nate might have. 
Mentally squaring her shoulders, Ellie decided she would have to keep an eye on the situation herself.
***
Nate felt smug. Stage One was a success. He wanted Rose to be aware of him and now she was. He had flattered her and he had touched her so she noticed him. He had been fully aware that the hairs on the back of her arm had gone up when he’d intimately stroked the inside of her wrist. Not too much to draw attention, just enough to confuse her. He concentrated on Alex and tried not to look too pleased with himself. A few more moments like that and he would have her where he wanted her.
His second opportunity was at the bar. Rose was helping carry out drinks. He put one hand on the small of her back, leaned in close behind her and curved his arm around her to reach for his drink. She jumped and came right up against him. He smiled at her and didn’t step back. She blushed yet again. It was quite endearing really. This was going to be easy.
At dinner that evening, Alex suggested that Nate join them on the West Tower table. There were assigned house tables, but students were free to sit anywhere. The Headmistress was a fan of house integration and tried to get them to all mix as much as possible. 
Nate accepted the invitation, much to the obvious confusion of his friends watching from the North Tower table as he walked in and went over to the West Tower table instead with Alex. 
He caught the eye of his best friend, Gabriel, who was staring at him with a look of disapproval. He gave a subtle wink and Gabe acknowledged it and nodded. They had been friends a long time and he didn’t need to do more than wink. He hadn’t told Gabe what he was doing, but his friend would know he was up to something. He watched as Gabe returned to his food reassured.
Gently steering Alex, Nate managed to get himself seated between Alex and Rose. At dinner he directed most of his conversation to Alex, but under the table he concentrated on pressing his leg, very slightly, against Rose’s. She moved away a little. He shifted a tiny bit and again his knee was touching hers. She shot her hand out for her water glass and knocked it over. He wanted to laugh, but instead he reached for a pile of paper napkins and helped her mop it up.
“Alright there, Rose?” he asked innocently while refilling her glass. 
She looked like a deer in headlights. Again he placed his hand on her back, supposedly in a reassuring manner, but really just to assert that it was his touch that was making her jumpy. 
It was at that moment he really noticed Ellie Parkhurst for the first time. She was sat across the table from Rose and giving him a very speculative look.
He quickly withdrew his hand and turned back to Alex, but his thoughts were on the look in Ellie’s face. He had the feeling that she might be on to him. The suspicious gleam in her eyes, coupled with the disdainful curve of her lip, suggested that she was questioning his motives and drawing conclusions he didn’t want her to.
He shrugged to himself. So what. She was two years below him, only a fourth year, beneath his notice. He didn’t doubt his own power to conquer Rose, and Ellie wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. Did Rose listen to Ellie? As far as he was aware they weren’t especially close. They were cousins, but he was confident that it was Alex he needed to get on side. Rose listened to Alex. Ellie Parkhurst didn’t figure in his plan.
***
Ellie had seen enough. Nate was definitely not to be trusted. He was clearly playing one of his games with Rose. If he genuinely liked Rose he would have been more attentive and if he didn’t then he wouldn’t have been so touchy-feely with her. She had briefly caught his eye at dinner and he had looked shifty; just for a split second, but she had seen it. The question now was what to do about it.
Ellie reasoned that she had a pretty good grasp on what motivated boys. She had two older brothers and she had learned plenty at the knee of Jack, one of the best players she had ever seen. Nate was over-confident; he needed taking down a peg or two. Yes, he was older than her and, yes, he was a pretty cold customer, but could she somehow take him on? 
She pushed away the doubt. Rose was so sweet, Nate would eat her for breakfast. She had to act. Would talking to Rose help? No, probably not. Rose would deny everything until it was too late. Ellie telling her that Nate wasn’t really interested might even hurt Rose. But Rose was going to get hurt no matter what unless somebody stopped this right now!
Maybe the key here was to take his focus off Rose. Ellie was objective enough to know that Nate had never even noticed her before. Plus she was two years below him, he was every girl’s dream and pretty full of himself. Girls threw themselves at him in obvious ways and they tried less obvious ways. He seemed to prefer doing his own chasing. So how could she get in under the radar? What was going to distract him?
Ellie lay awake in bed that night thinking about it. She wasn’t hugely vain, but boys did seem to like her. The fact he knew so little about her could perhaps work to her advantage by intriguing him. Should she go in with all guns blazing or in a more mysterious manner? Could she manage to entice him without appearing too interested?
She smiled in the darkness – Yes, she would try playing him at his own game.
 



Chapter 3
 
Flora Kincaid was horribly homesick. After California, England seemed so colorless. She was used to the vibrancy of the vineyard her mother owned. The bright sun and the blue sky. The deep orange sunsets and the sounds of home. It was too quiet in England. It was the end of September and she longed for the rich smells of autumn and the burgundy red of the ripe grapes.
England seemed endlessly green. Green grass. Green trees. Even the river running past the school was a shade of green.
She looked with disgust at the dark green stripe on her school tie that signaled she was in West Tower Schoolhouse. She preferred brighter colors. Colors that complemented her hair and skin tone.
Her hair was a honey blonde and she wore it neatly plaited down her back. When you lived on a farm you learned to keep long hair tied back and so she had been plaiting it for years. She had regular features, slightly freckled skin and large brown eyes. She knew she wasn’t exactly beautiful, but she hoped she might be considered pretty.
At 14, there was no way her mother would allow her to wear make-up, but as she had clear skin she hoped she was passable without it. Some mascara might be nice to make her eyelashes darker. Perhaps when she got to know Ellie a bit better she might be able to borrow some mascara from her.
She was really glad she was sharing a room with Ellie. Ellie seemed to know everyone and hanging around with her had made being the new girl a lot less lonely. It was so hard starting at a new school when everyone else in her year seemed to have been there since the first year and had now had over three years to bond and form cliques.
She supposed she could have gone to stay with her dad, but she hated his girlfriend. The woman who had once been his secretary and lived in their home. No way. She was glad her mom had gotten the vineyard; Dad had been shocked at that. But he’d put all of it in her mom’s name for tax reasons and didn’t have time to change it back again before he was caught having an affair with Sandra.
Her mom had remarried a year later to Travis, who owned the land bordering their own. Flora had been glad; Travis adored her mother. But then he had offered to take her mother on a year-long tour of the vineyards of Europe as a sort of honeymoon.
There was no question of Flora missing a year of school to go with them, so they had decided that a boarding school would be best if she didn’t want to stay with her dad. 
They had chosen Compass Court as it was in a part of the world that spoke English, but also very close to where her mom was going in Europe so she could regularly fly over and visit.
Her mom and Travis were starting their tour in Bordeaux, France, just over the Channel and it was good to know they were literally only an hour away.
So here she was, an American girl in an English boarding school. It was just like she imagined, but with less ghosts.
The girls she shared the room with all seemed nice, but Miranda and Jessica were kind of high achievers. Always off on some activity or studying in the library. Flora was a little intimidated by them. But Ellie was open and friendly and had made no secret of the fact that she sucked at Math and History, making her seem more approachable.
Flora felt that with Ellie as her friend it might not be so bad at Compass Court after all. 
***
Ellie began working on her strategy to get the attention of Nate Naverly carefully. She would have liked to spend longer on the details of the plan, but time was of the essence. She had to get him away from Rose before Rose got emotionally involved.
The first point of action was to get noticed. Noticed indirectly. She chose her location and her outfit with care. The location was the Games Room. The school provided a large room with sofa’s and pool tables and table tennis and other games, and a lot of people hung out there in the evenings. You didn’t have to wear uniform and you didn’t only mix with your own year. Ellie remembered that Nate and his friends often went there after prep for a few games of pool. Her outfit was deliberately provocative yet understated. A firm believer in the tenet that ‘less is more’, she hadn’t gone for a low cut top or a short skirt. Instead she had chosen a white floaty full covering shirt, but it was very slightly see-through and she had gone for a full-on cleavage black bra underneath, teamed it with a waist-cinching belt and then just normal jeans and trainers so she looked sexy, but not like she was trying too hard. She was slightly shocked by her own breasts. Sophie, one of the girls who shared a dorm-room with Rose, had lent her the push up bra and she couldn’t help looking down once or twice to make sure she stayed in it!
She decided she couldn’t go alone without looking a bit obvious so she invited Flora to go with her. As they walked into the games room, she was relieved to find Nate and his three usual friends there. Firstly she and Flora chatted with some boys from their year who were playing cards in one corner then she suggested to Flora that they play pool.
“I’m rubbish at pool.” Flora said candidly, “but I’ll come and watch”. Ellie was pleased; Flora was looking great too and was clearly an asset as a wingman.
As Ellie chalked her name up for a game, she chose her first combat partner with care. She went for one of Nate’s more stupid friends. An over muscled oaf by the name of Jerry Doury. As she leaned over the table to break, she deliberately let her shirt pull tight against her chest, gave him a bit of a pouty smile and slammed the white ball as hard as she could with the cue.
She didn’t know how good any of them were at pool, but as Jack had a table in the garage at home she had spent a lot of time playing and was feeling fairly confident. 
The game definitely suited her purpose: there was a lot of bending over and plenty of chances for a bit of bum wiggling for good measure as she lined up her shots. She watched Nate covertly, he was leaning against the wall with Gabriel Brenner. They didn’t really seem to be paying much attention to the game, they were just chatting quietly between themselves. On the other hand, Jerry Doury and Owen Lang were definitely engrossed with eyeing up her and Flora. In fact, Jerry wasn’t much competition and she cleared the table pretty quickly. She put a hand on his chest and batted her eyelashes at him.
“Sorry Jerry, better luck next time.”
As the winner she stayed on the table and this time it was Gabriel who stepped up. She discreetly undid the top button on her shirt to add a little cleavage to the mix. Okay, so it was a bit trashy and she didn’t like to stoop to that kind of flirting, but these were 17-year-old boys. If she had learned anything from having older brothers, it was the main weaknesses of 17-year-old boys. 
Unfortunately, Gabriel was a much tougher nut than Jerry. He showed very little interest in her at all and she only got two shots in before he cleanly potted the black and gave her a cold smirk.
Time to retreat and regroup, Ellie decided. She smiled in a carefree way and she and Flora immediately left the games room. 
Had he even noticed her? She was sure at least two of his friends had. This was definitely a case of softly softly catchee monkey.
***
Flora was completely awestruck by Gabriel Brenner. She chatted to Ellie about him all the way back to their room.
“Oh my goodness, did you see his cheekbones? And do you think his hair is naturally that blond? I mean, I can’t imagine him dyeing it, but it’s unnaturally fair, I’d kill for my hair to be that color. And his eyes, such a deep shade of blue, sorta like the sea, don’t you think?”
Ellie smiled at Flora. “If you say so. I didn’t really notice.”
“How could you not notice? I mean it’s like all the air gets sucked out of a room when he enters. The clocks stop ticking. He has such presence.”
“Well he’s clearly made an impact on you. Maybe you should try talking to him next time?” Ellie laughed at the look on Flora’s face.
“Talking to him? No way, never in a million. He’s terrifyingly perfect. What on earth would I say? He’s never ever going to notice someone like me. He’s two years older than me for a start and so incredibly handsome.” She paused for breath. “Do you think he has a girlfriend?”
“I think he does actually. Sorry.” Ellie looked at Flora’s crestfallen expression and racked her brains for what else she knew. “I think I heard a rumor that he’s dating a model and that she’s much older than him.”
Flora sighed. “Yeah, I can believe that. Not that it makes any difference. He didn’t even notice I existed.”
Ellie couldn’t disagree. “I don’t think he even noticed I existed and I was the one playing him at pool. I think I was just some girl who needed swatting like a bug.”
“Oh I wouldn’t be so sure. I can guarantee the other boys noticed you anyway. Nice moves by the way.” She jabbed Ellie in the ribs.
Ellie grinned back at her. “I know I came across like a dreadful flirt, but there was a good reason.”
“Yeah? I could see four good reasons. I love being at a school with boys!”
That night Flora sat at the desk by her bed and filled three pages of her journal describing Gabriel Brenner. His tall lean frame, his almost white blond hair, his chiseled cheekbones. She had been so homesick, but now she felt she never wanted to leave Compass Court. Now she felt lovesick. Gabriel-sick.



Chapter 4
 
Nate sat in the North Tower Common Room with his friends. Gabriel was teasing Jerry about being beaten by a girl.
“Not just a girl, but a lowly fourth year!” Gabriel laughed.
Jerry’s eyes took on a dreamy look. “Yeah, but mature for her age. Did you notice her rack?” This last comment was made to much elbow nudging and more laughter.
“Definitely a fox” agreed Owen. “She can play me whenever she likes, especially if she’s going to bend over in that shirt.”
Nate privately agreed with them. The shirt, or what it hinted at, was certainly memorable. 
He was a little perplexed by Ellie; he had been positive she had come there to see him. He had sensed her watching him. But then she had totally ignored him and instead played with two of his friends, but not him. She could have put her name back up and then she would have been playing him next. But instead she had left. 
He got the feeling she didn’t like him. Did it bother him? Maybe it did a little. He changed the subject.
Gabriel tuned out as his friends talked about girls. He wished Vanessa would call him. He hated it when she was on a modeling shoot in some part of the world that didn’t have mobile reception. It made him insecure that she was going off him. It was a novel feeling for him – girls had always liked him – but he had a tendency to treat them badly if they were too nice. It wasn’t that he meant to, they were just always so keen it became irritating. But it wasn’t like that with Vanessa. He felt lucky to be with her. She was so glamorous.
He remembered how beautiful she’d looked when they first met. Laughing with her friends in a bar on the mountain. She was dressed in a bright red ski suit with matching hat. Her skin was flawless and the cold had made her blue eyes sparkle, and her lips were full and the same red as her outfit. She was the very image of perfection.
Vanessa had spotted him and come over. She’d assumed he was a model as well and been stunned to learn he was still at school. It was a bit of a contentious issue between them. After all, he was old enough to leave school if he wanted. She hadn’t wanted to be seen dating a schoolboy, but he’d persuaded her to meet him again.
That night he had taken her to dinner and pulled out all the stops to charm her. They stayed out drinking and talking till 2 am and then she invited him back to her chalet. It was a night he would never forget. They opened a bottle of red wine and lay on a sheepskin rug in front of a roaring log fire. He explored every inch of her amazing body and felt he could die happy right there.
It was six in the morning when he had rolled back into his family chalet, only to find his dad still up and furiously pacing. He’d been sorely tempted to leave school right then and there and forget about the education his father thought was so important. But the truth was it was important to him as well.
Vanessa kept trying to persuade him to leave school and become a model.
“Just think about how much money you could be making right now instead of wasting your time doing silly lessons.” She would argue.
But he didn’t just want to be a pretty face. He had a plan. He didn’t want to leave school with no qualifications for a career that was a few years at best. She thought he could use modeling as a platform into acting. That was his real dream, but he didn’t want to bypass the training, he wanted to prove himself and get a place at a decent stage school. He wished she understood, but she didn’t.
Jerry kicked his foot, dragging him back to the present. He was talking about the new girl Flora.
“She’s pretty. I like that wholesome look. How old do you think she is?” Jerry clearly had a bit of a crush.
“Jail-bait, that’s how old she is.” Nate said.
“Yeah, I suppose.” Jerry shrugged. “If only we could all have older girlfriends like Gabriel, then at least we could get laid regularly.”
Gabe smiled, but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He hadn’t heard from her in days. He hoped he still had a girlfriend.
After his friends went to bed, Nate pulled out the mobile phone he’d swiped earlier. Alex had left it on the table at dinner and Nate had seen the opportunity and stuffed it into his own back pocket. He would return it to Alex at breakfast in the morning. He couldn’t think of any other way to get Rose’s phone number. It was hard to get her alone and sending her a few cheeky texts or emails would be a good way to get some one on one banter going. Even the most shy of girls felt more relaxed being flirtatious when it wasn’t face to face. Scrolling through the contacts he made a note of Rose’s number and her email address which he also found there, and then for some reason he copied Ellie’s too.
***
Ellie took her breakfast tray over the West Tower table and sat down between Flora and Rose. Flora was doing some last minute homework and dropping marmalade on her text book and Rose was sketching. This was nothing unusual. Rose was passionate about art and always carried round a pad for doodling.
As she finished her cereal Ellie looked over to see what Rose was drawing.
“Oh for goodness sake!” She huffed when she saw the picture. It was a sketch of the North Tower table. Though it was incredibly good Ellie was not pleased by what she saw. Rose had captured the features and personalities of about 8 people all sitting in a row. Ellie could clearly distinguish the thin face of Owen Lang, thrown into relief by the large frame of Jerry Doury. Gabriel Brenner’s haughty expression was conveyed perfectly and there right in the middle, like Christ at the last supper, was Nate. Rose had been shading in his golden hair and had made him, if anything, even more handsome than real life.
Ellie resisted the urge to get cross. Her temper was shorter than ever first thing in the morning. But it wouldn’t help to tell Rose off, she was probably completely unaware that she was sat there drawing Nate with a dreamy expression on her face. Clearly he had gotten to Rose too much already.
“Can I have that?” Ellie took the page when Rose nodded.
“Good. Sorry Rose but he’s just not that angelic.” Ellie grabbed a black pencil and gave Nate evil eyebrows and a twirling black moustache, then for good measure she drew a pair of devils horns on top of his head.
“There.” She smiled “Much more accurate.”
She groaned inside when a shadow crossed the paper. She knew exactly who it was without looking up. Beside her Rose turned bright red and stared at the tablecloth.
Ellie looked up defiantly, but Nate had turned away to Alex.
“Hey Al, is this your phone?” Nate sounded relaxed.
“Oh brilliant, cheers mate, I thought I must have lost it.” Alex was totally unaware of her and Rose’s embarrassment.
Ellie slid out of her seat. She pushed the picture under her books, mumbled to Flora about seeing her in class and made a quick exit. She could feel Nate’s mocking gaze all the way down the room.



Chapter 5
 
On Sunday afternoon Rose went down to the river with her with her sketchpad. She sat on a wooden bench and watched the school rowing team out on the water.
Nate followed her at a distance. He had seen her leaving the school and had been keen not to miss an opportunity to catch her alone. He leaned back against a nearby oak tree and watched her with an indulgent smile. Now he knew who had drawn the picture of him. She was so absorbed that she jumped when she noticed him.
“Hi.” She said shyly. “I didn’t know you were interested in rowing?”
“I’m not.” He said it laced with meaning.
“Oh, then–” She stopped suddenly as Ellie came towards them walking swiftly.
“Rose, I think Ben is looking for you.” Ellie pulled Rose up and gave her a shove. “In the courtyard.”
“Really?” Rose looked delighted and hurried away. Ellie felt bad about lying to her, but needs must.
“I think they will finally get it together this year.” Ellie told Nate who was looking at her with barely-disguised annoyance. “They’ve liked each other for ages, but they are both too useless to do much about it.” 
Nate raised one eyebrow. “Is that so? We’ll see.”
Ellie clenched her fists, stepped right up to Nate and snapped, “Yes, it is so! Why the hell don’t you pick on someone your own size?”
Damn. She hadn’t meant to lose her temper and give the game away. Her short fuse was a curse indeed. So much for playing games with him.
Nate looked down at the angry little fourth year squaring up to him and smiled nastily. He slowly looked her up and down. 
“Someone my own size you say? And that would be you?”
Nate folded his arms and leaned back against the tree and laughed at her.
Ellie wanted to punch him, but she had to be smarter. She got her temper under control and stepped up so close they were almost nose to nose.
“You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Her voice dropped to a low and sultry level. She pressed her thigh gently and deliberately into his groin. 
“Come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough.” She murmured. She let her eyes trail down to where her thigh rested then turning on her heel and walking away.
Nate couldn’t move. Hard enough? He was quite suddenly hard enough to be pretty embarrassed if anyone looked too closely.
Who the hell did she think she was? No one had ever, ever challenged him in that way. In a way where he felt he might very well lose. She was a fourth year for goodness’ sake! Hardly worth his time. Extremely pretty, yes. Very popular, yes, but still surely she should be a bit more in awe of him? 
He went to bed that night thinking about Ellie Parkhurst.





***
Ellie lay in bed thinking about Nate. It had been a few days since she had attempted flirting with him by the river and she hadn’t properly seen him since. 
She was putting extra attention into her appearance each day, but wondering if it was a wasted effort. She saw him at meal times, sat at the North Tower table, and sometimes from the corner of her eye she was sure he was looking at her, but when she turned round he wasn’t.
Ellie had plenty to keep her occupied: her homework for a start and actually a rather good social life. She was enjoying getting to know Flora. Flora had quite a cheerful personality; she found the funny side in most situations and Ellie liked that a lot. It occurred to her that having had Jack as her best friend had perhaps prevented her from developing a close friendship with another girl she could discuss this stuff with. She had a feeling that Flora might turn out to be the best friend she had hadn’t realized she needed.
Ellie also had several ‘boyfriends’, or boys that she liked flirting with, though she kept them at arm’s length. She had never really felt enough for any of them to let it go much beyond flirting. A few kisses had been the extent of her actual experience. 
Most boys had been too scared of Jack to try to take it any further, but since he had left their levels of persistence had gone up. She had actually agreed to meet Joe Phillips in the common room at midnight a couple of weeks ago after some pressure and he had asked her to ‘go out with him exclusively’. Ellie had for some reason found it hilarious and then he had become offended and gone back to bed.
Liam Anderson had asked her out in the library just yesterday. She had been flattered – he was in Year 6 and a prefect – so it had come as a bit of a shock when he had then stuck his tongue down her throat and attempted to grope her in front of the Geography books. She let him for a good minute before cheekily telling him that she would go out with him if he learned to kiss better. The look on his face had afforded her no end of amusement. It hadn’t put him off though and she had promised to go with him the next time she went into Oakworth Village.
But she wasn’t thinking about him tonight. She tossed and turned in bed, wondering what to do next about Nate Naverly. She reached over to her bedside and checked her phone to see if Jack might have texted her. He hadn’t. It was nearly eleven; probably too late to text him. She looked over at Flora, but she was sleeping peacefully. She lay awake for another ten minutes. Perhaps she was hungry, she had a tuck box under her bed but she had a craving for ice-cream. Without really thinking about it, Ellie slipped out of bed, pulled her black silk dressing gown around herself and crept barefoot from the room.
She paused as she reached the West Tower Common Room. What was she doing? She had never been to the kitchens alone at night. But Jack wasn’t here any more and she needed some adventure in her life. 
She smiled in the darkness as a thought crossed her mind. She would bet good money that Nate would be daring enough for a midnight kitchen raid. She even kind of wished he was with her. She gave herself a mental slap. Why was she spending so much time thinking about Nate? She had a plan to keep him away from Rose, but it didn’t explain why she was wondering what he was doing right now. 
She tried to rationalize it in her mind. Nate was a skilled player and he could very possibly hurt Rose. Ellie had a duty to get in the way of that. 
But she knew she was kidding herself. She knew she got a kick from sparring with him. He was quick-witted and she enjoyed it more than was good for her.
She crept down to the first floor and had one foot on the stairs when a door opened on the landing right next to her and an arm shot out and pulled her through.
She screamed, but as there was a hand over her mouth, very little sound came out. It was dark on the first floor and all she could feel was a warm body behind her and the breathing of another person.
“Stop wriggling you idiot, it’s me.” A low voice sounded in her ear. She had no idea who ‘me’ was, but that wasn’t the way a teacher would speak so she stopped struggling. 
The tone of the voice and the hard chest at her back told her the assailant was male. Nate?
“The Deputy Head went past just before you and you know how much trouble we would be in if he spotted us.”
Yes, definitely Nate. Her heart continued to hammer as he moved his hand from over her mouth and pulled her deeper into the dark corner behind the door, his chest firm against her back. He kept her from moving away with a strong grip on her arm as she turned to look at him in the moonlight.
“Well well. Miss Eleanor Parkhurst out of bed. Bad girl! Come to see if I’m hard enough yet?”
She suddenly regretted saying that. Especially to a boy who was older than her and probably more than ready to take her challenge much further than she was willing to go. 
She pulled her dressing gown tighter around herself, feeling very underdressed.
“I was on my way to the kitchens if you must know,” she hissed. “And by the way, Rose is now going out with Ben, so you can leave her alone because you won’t get anywhere.” It wasn’t true, but she hoped he didn’t know that.
“Is that a retreat Parkhurst? I thought you were made of more than that?” His white teeth flashed in the dim light as she tried to move back away from him.
Her quick temper flared, but she fought it. There was nothing for it but to keep being sassy and fight fire with fire. If she backed down now she would definitely look like an idiot.
“Not at all,” she said sweetly, though through a gritted smile. “But if you want to impress me you’re going to have to try harder than this.” She looked pointedly downwards. She hoped the dig at his manhood would make him back off a little.
Unfortunately, he seemed to rather enjoy the interaction. His smile widened and he pulled her closer again. 
“How would you know from over there?” He said in a voice loaded with intent.
Ellie wondered again if she had got in over her head. 
She forced herself to not pull away and instead allowed him to pull her back in against him. This time her breasts were pressed against his chest. She heard him take a deep breath in and a feeling of power swept through her. His hormones were definitely his greatest weakness.
“I said you have to impress me.” She deliberately blew softly in his ear and he swayed slightly. 
She slid her knee between his legs. “And what I meant,” she continued in that same sweet tone, “was mentally!” 
With that she kneed him sharply in the groin and stepped quickly away as he gasped and doubled over.
Pulling open the door behind her, she legged it back out onto the staircase and ran all the way up to her dormitory, so high on success that she didn’t even feel out of breath.



Chapter 6 
 
The following evening after his unexpected meeting with Ellie, Nate sat in the North Tower Common Room and stared unseeing at the Chemistry book in his lap. 
The girl was like his father’s brandy. Heady to smell. Noxious at the first taste. Brandy made him cough, but always left him rolling his tongue round his mouth wanting to taste a bit more. Being around her was like being a bit drunk. 
How had he never noticed her before this year?
He had been at a secret birthday party in South Tower and was sneaking back to North Tower when he’d seen her coming up the stairs. Her feet had been bare and she’d been wearing a dark silky dressing gown over her pajamas. 
She had looked innocent and sexy all at the same time. 
She smelled a bit like his mother’s Lily of the Valley. Was it a perfume? Or her natural smell? He decided it came off her hair, so it was probably her shampoo.
This was mad. Why was he even thinking about her? It certainly wasn’t the plan. But if she was right about Rose and Ben then maybe the plan was out the window anyway.
Mind you, he reminded himself, if Rose had been with Ben before it wouldn’t have stopped him. He’d prised girls he really wanted away from their darling boyfriends quite easily before. So why had he lost the taste for it? He just couldn’t find the motivation to carry on with his plan. Rose was nice; she didn’t deserve it. 
He tried to find a rationale for switching the seduction to Ellie. Could it still work? No. She wouldn’t be sixteen for over a year and he didn’t sleep with underage girls. 
The only reason he could think of to date her was to suck that too big for her boots brat into his lair and spit her out again. Teach her a lesson. 
His balls still hurt where she had kneed him the night before. 
But he’d never felt anything like the desire she caused when she blew in his ear. He’d never have thought that would turn him on. But bloody hell it did. He would ‘impress’ her because he wanted his own back. This was personal. She was playing with fire and she was going to get burned, badly. 
A smile curved his lips. He had a plan again. Now he just needed to work out how to execute it.
He turned to Gabriel who was sitting next to him swearing over his Math homework. For some reason Gabe usually knew all the gossip.
“What do you know about Ellie Parkhurst?”
Gabe looked suspicious. “Why? You got a thing for her?”
“No.” Nate thought quickly and decided the truth was better. “But I want her to have a thing for me.”
Gabe frowned at him, clearly confused. “You know, I thought I saw you looking over there a lot at dinner recently and what was with eating at their table the other day?”
“It’s a plan Gabe, one I don’t want to share right now, but I haven’t got a thing for her.”
“Jack Parkhurst will knock you into next week if you touch her.” Gabe chucked his calculator on to the table.
“In case you haven't noticed, Jack Parkhurst isn’t here any more and do you think I’m scared of him?”
“You should be. I would be.” Gabe smiled and held up his hand in mock apology. “Okay, okay, what do I know about your latest? She has no shortage of boyfriends, but none serious and there’s no gossip about her actually doing anything.”
“So what does that mean? She’s all mouth but no action?” Nate looked thoughtful.
“Or maybe that she’s just clever about who she’s doing it with?”
“Hmmm,” Nate pondered. “Will you see if you can dig anything up on that? Who are her closest friends?”
“Good question. Everyone seems to be good friends with her, but no one particularly close. Not unless you count her big brother. She seems to be spending quite a bit of time with the new girl in her year. But I don’t think her friends are the way to go. I think you’re going to have to go straight in with this one. Got a bit of a mind of her own.” Gabe leaned forward. “Why are you bothering?”
“She’s a challenge.” Nate admitted.
“Ah ha.” Gabe leaned back again, comprehension dawning in his face. “Then I will find out what I can and wish you luck mate. Not that I think you’ll need it, except maybe when Parkhurst finds out you corrupted his sister.” 
Gabe began to laugh until Nate threw a book at him.
Gabriel was right, he decided. He needed to go straight in, get her hooked and quickly before her attention was diverted. He wanted to get even with her. He usually played a long game, the softly softly approach, but that wouldn’t work with her. 
He chuckled as another idea came to him. Let the games continue!
***
That weekend, Ellie was sitting next to Alex in the library arguing over whether she should spend her Saturday doing homework or whether she should spend it doing whatever she liked. 
The School had arranged it so that the library was the only place in the building where any of the pupils could get Internet access. There were several banks of computers as well as connection points for laptops.
Ellie had gone to the library after lunch to check her email, when Alex and Rose had joined her.
“I really don’t see that it’s any of your business what…” Her voice trailed off as an email popped up on her screen from Nate. How on earth did he know her email address?
Opening the email, she found a scanned copy of Nate’s last report card.
Nearly all his results were A’s, bar one, and his House Master had written “Very impressive” in the comment card at the top. At the bottom of the page Nate had put:





Not just a pretty face
Ellie laughed, her eyes instantly lifting to scan the room. Nate was looking at her from the far corner with one eyebrow raised.
She quickly pulled the keyboard towards her and typed:





Tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me
Let’s see just how clever he was; it was unlikely he would work out that it was Mr Darcy’s first snooty comment on Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice.
Alex turned back to her. “Who was that from?” He leaned over to look at her screen and frowned. 
“Why is Nate sending you messages Ellie? What’s going on?”
“None of your business.” She said without even looking at him. She was too busy watching Nate who had clearly opened her email and was looking like he was thinking.
“Ellie, I get that he’s good-looking to girls, but he’s bad news!” Alex persisted.
Ellie gave him a look that clearly said, “So what.” 
Nate was typing something again, something that was taking a while.
“Seriously Ellie, it’s not just that he’s a sixth year and too old for you, but he’s not boyfriend material. I like Nate, we’re friends, but I would never date him!”
“I’d be surprised if you did Al.” Ellie grinned. “Especially as I’m pretty sure you’re not into boys.” She turned away from him as her computer binged to indicate another email.
Clicking it open, she read his reply. A different quote from the same book:
It is happy for you that you possess the talent of flattering with delicacy. May I ask whether these pleasing attentions proceed from the impulse of the moment, or are the result of previous study?





(You clearly didn’t notice I got an A in English)
She couldn’t help it; she laughed out loud again, getting funny looks from up and down the library. She definitely was impressed. 
Now what? She couldn’t think of anything to top that. Maybe it was better not to say anything at all; leave him wanting more. 
Ellie desperately wanted to look over at Nate, but restrained herself and instead began talking to Bryn who was sitting on the other side of her.
***
What a cool customer! Nate thought, looking at her with admiration. How many girls would have been able to resist keeping it going? None he was aware of. Now he wanted to break her even more than ever.
That guy Bryn, sat beside her. He clearly fancied her. Did she have to be so tactile with him? She was brushing crumbs off his chest, and he was looking all goofy and loved up. She wouldn’t want an idiot like that surely?
His attention was brought back to his friends at the table. They knew he was trying to get Ellie’s attention; he hadn’t made a secret of it, especially now he’d obviously sent her emails. But they were all laughing at him. Something had just been said and he hadn’t even heard it; he’d been too distracted. It would be bad for his reputation if he spent too long staring at Ellie Parkhurst. 
He rejoined the conversation with them, but his mind was busily turning over his next move. Or should it be her move next? He didn’t want to come on strong; he would rather she chased him really. But would she? He needed to engineer something that didn’t seem to come from him. He needed to know more about her to do it. He had a feeling that Alex wasn’t going to be quite so accommodating about inviting him into their circle any more. He needed to plot carefully from here.



Chapter 7
 
Flora was looking for Ellie. She’d tried the library and wondered whether to go alone into the games room. Ellie was probably in their bedroom, but she wanted to check the ground floor before she trudged all the way up the stairs to their dorm room in West Tower.
She felt an idiot for being nervous about entering the Games Room, but people always seemed to look at you when you were new. Taking a deep breath, she pushed through the door and then turned into a puddle of doubt as she saw it was empty except for Gabriel Brenner.
He wasn’t playing any of the games; just sat on a bench texting on his phone.
She gulped and started to back out.
“Flora? It is Flora isn’t it?”
He knew her name? She wavered with indecision; part of her just wanted to run. But her legs wouldn’t work. She tried to say “Yes” but her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and all she managed to come out with was, “Ung.”
He smiled at her, a nice welcoming smile. 
“Come on in.” He stuck his phone in his pocket and waited expectantly.
Flora cast a helpless look back at the corridor, but the heavy fire door was slowly closing behind her and she would look twice as stupid if she ran for it now.
“Hi,” she managed. “Have you seen Ellie Parkhurst?”
“Not recently.” He patted the seat beside him. “Come and chat to me instead.”
Flora wondered if she was dreaming. Gorgeous Gabriel Brenner was inviting her to come and sit beside him.
She walked over, every step feeling like she was clumping through mud, and sat gingerly on the bench.
He leaned back, apparently completely at ease. “So how are you settling in?”
“Okay. Good I think.” She began to gabble nervously. “Everyone has been super nice and it seems like a really good school.”
“Really? I think it’s pretty crap. Standards seem to go down every year. I think the teachers are pissed half the time.” He looked irritated.
“Pissed? Like angry?” Flora asked.
He laughed. “No, it’s an English expression. It means drunk.”
Flora wasn’t at all sure if he was joking or not so she said, “Oh.”
“So you’re happy here? You’re sharing a room with Ellie aren’t you? Do the two of you get up to much?”
“Umm, well Ellie does. She has a lot of other friends and does lots of activities and stuff, but I don’t really know many people yet and there are a lot of lessons here that are different to my last school. You don’t cover half the subjects we did, but you’re all way ahead in other subjects, so I’ve been trying to catch up.”
He nodded. “So what does Ellie do that you can’t tag along to?”
She shifted a little on the bench beside him and began to tell him. They talked for another twenty minutes. She was just starting to get really comfortable when he checked his watch and rose to his feet.
“Cool. Anyway, it was nice talking to you. I’ve got to go, but I’ll see you around.” He sauntered out of the room.
Flora sat where she was for a couple minutes more. Feeling the glow his presence had left. She looked at the spot where he’d sat, remembering the way he pushed his hair off his face. The way he crossed his feet when he was relaxed. He really was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
She rose slowly and floated back up the stairs on a cloud. Entering her dorm, she found Ellie sat at her desk, frowning over a History book.
“Hi,” Ellie said without looking up. “Any idea why Ethelred the Unready was called that? Do you think he took hours to get dressed for a night out and when his friends came to pick him up they would say, ‘Forsooth Ethelred you are never ready; all the buxom wenches will be taken!’ No, of course you don’t know. You’re probably worse at British history than I am.”
Flora gave her a dreamy smile. “Yeah, not a clue, though I could tell you the entire life of Benjamin Franklin if that would help?” She paused. “You will never guess who just spoke to me.” She threw her school bag on to her bed and then sat beside it, bouncing up and down.
Ellie turned away from her books, looking interested. “The Holy Spirit?” she joked.
“Gabriel.” Flora spoke his name with reverence, stringing it out into three clear syllables.
“So almost the Holy Spirit then.” Ellie gave her a wry look.
“We talked. He actually took an interest in…” Flora broke off, a look of horror coming over her face. 
“Oh my goodness! I’ve just realized: all that time I thought we were talking about me, we were talking about you!”
She flopped backwards on to the bed, her arms wide. 
“I don’t believe this,” she wailed. “I finally fall in love, for the first time in my life, and he was just pumping me for information about you!”
Ellie moved to sit beside her and patted her arm. “I’m sure that’s not true. Gabriel has no interest in me whatsoever.”
“He does.” Flora shut her eyes against the pain. “Everything he asked me was indirectly about you. Why is every boy in this school in love with you? Everywhere we go it’s all, ‘Hey Ellie’, ‘Hi Ellie’, ‘Cute shoes, Ellie’. Gabriel is just another victim of the Ellie magic!” Flora knew she was being unfair, but she pulled away.
“Seriously Flora, you should pay more attention. It’s never actually about me. None of them care about me. It’s because I’m Jack’s sister. If you think about it the comments are more like, ‘Hi Ellie, how’s Jack?’, ‘Hey Ellie, what’s Jack doing now?’ I’m known just for being his sister. It’s not really that flattering.”
Flora opened her eyes. Thinking back, she realized Ellie had a point. People were always asking after Jack. Ellie saw the comprehension dawning in Flora’s eyes and nodded.
“Jack was such a legend at this school, even the teachers are always asking me how he’s getting on. He was Captain of everything. Half the trophies in the hallway have his name on them and he boxed for the County. He’s even famous for having punch-ups. That’s the only reason everyone knows who I am.”
Flora sat up. “It’s not the only reason. Boys ask you out because you’re pretty.”
Ellie smiled. “I hope so. But it’s not easy living in Jack’s shadow. I’ve often wondered if that’s why Alex is so different from Jack.” She looked thoughtful. “You know, he’s actually much smarter than Jack. At science anyway, Alex is very clever. Maybe he purposely doesn’t compete with Jack.”
Flora flopped back again. “Gabriel wouldn’t care about Jack. He never mentioned him.”
“Hmmm, I wonder.” Ellie was still smiling. “Do you think maybe Nate put him up to questioning you?”
Flora once more jerked back up. 
“Of course! He was asking for Nate. He’s Nate’s best friend and Nate clearly has a total crush on you.” Relief swept through her.
Ellie went back to her desk. 
“Well, I don’t know about the total crush, but it makes more sense.” She bent her head back down to her book, wanting to avoid Flora’s eye. She was sure that Gabriel had been asking for Nate. But why? She couldn’t help but feel a furl of excitement in her chest that Nate had obviously talked about her to Gabriel. Was Nate genuinely interested in her? Or was this part of some flirty point-scoring game she felt they were playing with each other? 
Either way, it was a pretty big compliment.
***
Later that evening, Gabriel waited till Jerry and Owen went to bed before brandishing his list triumphantly.
“Uh hum – I now present the full low-down on one Eleanor Parkhurst: she likes cats. She watches school sport most Saturday mornings; likes watching the First Fifteen play rugby this time of year or the cricket in the summer. She is good friends with the school chef, Rene, and has tea with him every Sunday around 6 pm, sometimes with Rose or Alex or both. She is fond of Chinese food. On Mondays she sometimes plays at the chess club; she is long-standing champion. Her other evenings are generally free. She is very good at English and French, but failing Math and History. Current boyfriend is Liam Anderson; at least he says he is. His friends confirm they are going into Oakworth together on Halloween, which is also her 15 birthday. Because of her brothers and cousins she has friends in almost every school year. She emails her parents every week and talks to her brother just as often. Do I need to remind you who he is?”
“Good grief, Gabe! You got all that in a few hours? You should join MI5.” 
Nate took the list from Gabe, who sat back looking smug. “So now you have it, what will you do with it?” 
“I’m not sure; there must be something useful here. Chess club? That’s a bit geeky; I’ll give that a miss. Tea with Rene, yes, maybe that could be useful. Failing History, yes, I’m sure I can use that.” He skirted over the Liam Anderson bit. “Thanks Gabe, I totally owe you one.”
***
The following afternoon was a Sunday and at around four o’clock Nate went to visit Rene. 
He said he wanted to chat about the history of bread for a school project. The school had an old-fashioned bread oven, said to date back to 1730, and Rene was enthusiastic about explaining to him how it all worked. They continued to chat about the different baking methods in Tudor times until nearly six, when Rene commented that Ellie and Rose would be coming down to visit shortly and Nate said he really ought to be off. 
He passed them in the long corridor to the kitchen. He smiled a hello, but didn’t stop.
Rose nudged Ellie. “Gosh he’s good looking, isn’t he?”
Ellie shrugged. “I suppose so. You don’t fancy him, do you?”
Rose smiled. “No, he’s definitely not my type: far too confident, but I can still look! Anyway, Alex tells me that Nate seems to have set his sights on you?”
Ellie’s insides jumped. Was that really true? Personally she had thought Nate was just playing a cat and mouse game because she had got in his way and annoyed him. She should have backed off as soon as Rose stopped being his target, but she couldn’t help feeling a little thrilled by his attention. 
Trying not to give anything away, she shrugged again. “Nah, it’s just a bit of harmless flirting. He’s not interested in me.”
Rose looked concerned. “Are you sure Ellie, because he’s a bit of a heart-breaker. Not that I think you couldn’t handle him,” she hastened to add. “I’ve always admired how blasé you are with boys, but I figured it was because you had just never fallen in love. It would be awful if you finally did and it was Nate!”
Ellie gave Rose a look that quickly shut her up. She didn’t want to have this conversation. Rose was more right than she realized when it came to Ellie’s feelings about boys: she was searching for that elusive amazing guy who made her feel something more. But she didn’t want it to be Nate either. 
Unfortunately, the more Alex or Rose told her to stay away from him the more appealing he became. She seemed to see him everywhere suddenly and she wished people would stop mentioning him at all!
Rene waved from the stove, indicating that they should sit at the table.
“What a shame,” he said. “You’ve just missed Nathaniel Naverly. I’ve not spoken much with him before, but he seems a very intelligent boy.”
Ellie sighed. It was all a great big plot to make her think about him constantly and everyone was in on it.
***
Nate was pleased: as plotting went this one was going well. So far he had ignored her leaving the kitchens, but hopefully left Rene talking about him. He had overlooked her in the Games Room, chatted to his friends while she had been there with hers. He had passed her alone in the courtyard and pretended to be talking on his phone. He had sent Owen to chess club and got him to mention him a lot. He had even let Pamela McBride sit on his knee at dinner one night, even though she bored him, aware he was in full view of Ellie over at the West Tower table.
He had given Ellie too much attention and now he wanted her to miss it. She was a clever girl, but she was out of her league at game playing. Right now she should be feeling a bit neglected. 
The next stage of his plan was to somehow get their History teacher, Mrs Marsh, to invite Ellie to join him for some extra History lessons and if he’d got it right Ellie ought to jump at it.
***
Ellie was feeling rather neglected. Nate had openly made a spectacle of them both by sending her emails and talking to her friends, and now he seemed to be avoiding her. 
Was he saying he wasn’t interested? Because that was just fine. Neither was she. She didn’t know what he was playing at – it rather looked like he had forgotten about her – but if it was still a game then she was determined to figure out the rules before she got played. She felt he had taken it too far when he let Pam McBride slobber all over him. Maybe she was supposed to get jealous? If that was the case then two could play at that.
On Halloween it was her fifteenth birthday and she went into Oakworth Village, as arranged, with Liam. She hadn’t seen much of Liam in the last few days; she had stayed in the West Tower Common Room studying most evenings rather than in the library where he often cornered her. But now she decided to be as nice as possible. She linked her arm through his to walk to the village, laughed at his jokes and didn’t duck when he gave her a quick kiss. They found a table to themselves in the Fox and Hounds pub, and he bought her a Diet Coke.
It was a visiting weekend at the school and Ellie reckoned that most of the pupils from the Upper School who didn’t have family coming to visit would be going into Oakworth Village. In fact she was counting on it…



Chapter 8
 
Jack Parkhurst was glad he had decided to drive over to his old school and drop in on Alex and Ellie. Their parents normally tried to do a Saturday visit once every couple of months, but as a recent ex-pupil it was a great feeling to come up the driveway and know that he wasn’t going back to his old room. 
He smiled fondly at the grand old building. Compass Court Boarding School had been his second home for seven years and he’d been happy there. 
It was an old manor house built around the first ever proper fixed compass in Britain. It was built in a square and the huge iron compass itself still stood in the center of the large courtyard in the middle. A tower had been built at each corner making up the four schoolhouses. The towers were each at the corner they were named after: North, East, South and West. He’d been in West Tower House. He could see his old window from the front drive.
Looking round the driveway, he watched as various parents collected their children for a day out. He waved at a couple of people he knew from the year below him. 
You always got a funny mix at boarding school. Kids were sent here for so many different reasons. His own father was an army captain, in charge of training, and was sent all over the country as needed, and his mother preferred to rent a house in barracks rather than stay at home so they could be together. She hadn’t wanted the children to get moved around all the time so they shut up the family house during term time, which was why he and his brother and sister had all attended boarding school.
Jack wandered into the main hall looking for his brother and sister. Alex was in the courtyard with their cousins, Rose and Toby. 
Alex and Rose were both 16 and had been born only days apart, and so they’d always been close. Toby was only 13 and Jack hadn’t ever really had much time for him as the age gap between them was so large, he himself having turned eighteen last January.
He was more interested in finding Ellie. As younger sisters went, Ellie was pretty cool. She was full of mischief and sharp as a tack. He’d actually really enjoyed having her around when she finally joined him and Alex at Compass Court. She was cheeky with his friends, up for any dares and perfectly capable of charming her way out of trouble with the teachers. Plus it was her birthday this weekend, and he was looking forward to surprising her. 
Alex saw him and made his way to Jack, letting him know that Ellie was in the village pub.
Rose looked up and gave Jack a wave. He waved back, but didn’t bother to go over. Rose and Toby had spent 3 weeks of the summer holiday at his parents’ house while their own parents had been abroad working, so he didn’t feel the need to chat to her again so soon. Not that he’d seen a huge amount of her during that time. She had spent most of it on her phone gassing away to her friends. 
Rose seemed to have changed this summer; she had blossomed from a kid into a teenager. She seemed far more interested in fashion magazines and boys than she had been before. 
Poor Alex, Jack smiled to himself, he was getting left behind. He hoped Alex grew up a bit this year; he was too skinny by half. It was such a shame that Alex preferred science to sport.
There were other faces he recognized. Quite a lot of people nudging each other and pointing him out. He tried not to feel gratified by it.
He was still smiling as he got back into his car to drive into the local village. Maybe school days really were the best days of your life…
***
Sophie Jones had been watching Jack out of the corner of her eye from the moment he’d arrived to talk to Alex, until the moment he drove away. Her stomach was clenched with longing. Jack was just the most perfect guy she’d ever met. He was bright, funny, charming and unfairly good-looking. Tall and broad-shouldered, not to mention the rippling stomach muscles she’d been lucky enough to once get her hands on. He had floppy dark brown hair, an infectious grin and eyes that twinkled pure golden brown when he laughed. He was friends with everybody; everybody except her. She wondered if he was avoiding her now. She felt like an idiot for throwing herself at him. She guessed he didn’t respect her any more. Not that he’d said so. But he had said he would call her and then he never did.
She wished she could talk to Rose about it. But she couldn’t tell Rose. Rose would be outraged on her behalf and probably try to force Jack to ring her. It would be really embarrassing. Especially as her friends thought she was the authority on flirting. It was true she wore her skirts short and, yes, she liked chatting up boys; she thought she had gotten quite good at it. So why hadn’t she played the game better with Jack? Could she have done anything different to get him to like her more? The trouble was she had run out of time. It had taken her five years just to get him to notice her as a girl, and then he had been leaving Compass Court and there was no guarantee she would ever see him again. 
She had known that the end of year dance for the Upper School was her last chance. She’d had a few alcoholic drinks for Dutch courage and then she’d flirted outrageously with him till he took her up on it. It was just supposed to have been a bit of kissing in the woods behind the school. But it had been far more. She had wanted him so much and it had been amazing. Right up until the last moment. 
He’d stroked her face and told her she was beautiful. He’d walked her back to her dormitory door and then he had shattered her illusions by apologizing and saying it shouldn’t have happened. 
***
As Jack steered the car down the curving driveway, he glanced back at the school. It was then that he noticed Sophie Jones standing near Rose.
He felt guilt lance through him at the sight of her. She had cut her blonde hair since he’d seen her last; she now wore it in a bob just above her shoulders. It suited her, though he’d liked it long. 
He remembered only too clearly how he’d unclipped the piled-up style she had worn at the end of term ball last year. He could still recall how silky it felt when he’d run his fingers through it before they kissed.
Damn, he should have stopped it right there.
He’d known how much she liked him. But it was the last day of his final year and he’d had a fair bit to drink that night.
She’d been flirting with him outside the front door and he’d practically hauled her into the woods by the river to kiss her. He’d never meant it to go any further.
He’d tried to apologize, but that seemed to upset her. He liked her a lot and he really did fancy her, but he didn’t want a long distance relationship and he didn’t want to start University with a girlfriend to think about, especially one who still had another two years at school. 
He wouldn’t have minded having a girl in the background just for a bit of fun, but he didn’t think Sophie was that kind of girl. She liked him too much; he’d just end up hurting her even more.
He still had her number in his phone. He wondered if he should call her or maybe he could just text her.
He shook his head and put the car into third gear. He needed to bring his concentration back to the road ahead. The metaphorical road ahead as well as the real one.



Chapter 9
 
Ellie had her back to the door, but could hear people coming and going, when suddenly she heard Nate enter with his friends. She could hear their voices at the bar, which meant they must have a clear view right to her table. Sliding over on to Liam’s lap, she wound her arms round his neck and began to kiss him. After his initial surprise, he seemed pleased and kissed her back in earnest, his arms around her waist. She thought she had been doing it long enough to make a statement and was just about to move away when a voice made her freeze.
“Eleanor Parkhurst! I swear you are so in trouble!”
“Jack!” She jumped up, nearly knocking over the table. Blushing from head to toe, she hugged him. “What are you doing here? Sit down, umm, this is Liam Anderson.” She winced, waiting for the explosion.
Jack sat down, laughing at her. He shook hands with Liam who looked completely terrified at meeting the famous older Parkhurst. “I remember you. You’re in South Tower?” Liam nodded dumbly. 
“I did tell you I would try to drop by for your birthday,” Jack explained, his eyes still twinkling on an uncomfortable Ellie. “Alex told me you were here.”
“I’ll get some more drinks,” Liam said, standing quickly. “Let you see your brother properly.”
“He seems alright,” Jack commented, watching Liam walk away. “I guess I don’t need to worry about Alex’s last email full of angst that you were getting involved with Nate Naverly?” 
Ellie shook her head, unsure what to say.
“That’s him at the bar isn’t it?” Jack continued and Ellie nodded.
“And that would be Brenner beside him? You know the girls in my year used to call them ‘Hell’s Angels’. Apparently because they have both the names and the faces of Angels, but the souls of Devils.” He smiled at the joke. “He must be 16 or 17 now?”
“Yes, I suppose so.” Ellie got a stubborn look on her face. “I don’t know what Alex told you, but if you think you have any right…” Her voice trailed off as Jack held his hands up in mock surrender.
“Don’t look so worried, Ellie, it was just a social call. Anyway you look like you have your hands full of Liam Anderson. Let’s have a birthday drink and then I should be on my way; I’ve got a long drive up to Manchester this afternoon.”
Ellie looked downcast that he was leaving so soon.
“Cheer up brat. I’ll be back here for Christmas, don’t forget. It’s only a short term.”
Poor little Ellie, he thought. Actually not so little Ellie; she was 15 now. He wondered if he ought to say something sensible about boys. Not that she would listen, he thought; she’d already had a few boyfriends. He hadn’t approved, but at least it had all seemed fairly innocent. Until now. Openly kissing in the pub! He wondered whether to threaten Anderson about not taking it any further than that.
He looked at her, trying to assess how boys her age saw her. She had inherited the same Parkhurst good looks that he had. Her eyes were the same golden brown, framed by thick dark lashes, but she wore her chestnut hair long, with a straight fringe over her eyebrows. Her bow mouth was also just like his, but much more feminine. 
Alex could be quite good-looking too, he mused, but his looks were less obvious as he wore glasses and kept his hair far too neat. 
“Try to stay out of trouble, won’t you?” he said, sounding like their dad.
Ellie attempted a smile. “There isn’t nearly as much trouble to find without you here to cause it,” she countered.
“Pleased to hear it.” He chucked her under the chin.
Ellie was really glad to see Jack and for some reason it mattered that he hadn’t tried to forbid her to date Nate. Not that there was any chance she was going to, but his reaction had crossed her mind late at night when she had briefly considered it and knowing he didn’t seem to mind somehow made her feel lighter and happier.
After Jack left, Ellie and Liam went back up to the school. She wanted plenty of time to get dressed up for the school Halloween dinner; after all, it was also her birthday, so she had a good excuse for making a special effort. It wasn’t remotely because she was hoping to impress anyone with her sexy black dress; at least, that’s what she kept telling herself.
***
Nate sat at the West Tower table and watched Ellie walk in for dinner. She was wearing a long black dress. He wasn’t sure he had ever seen her in a dress before, though he supposed he must have as the girls often wore dresses for the Halloween dinner every year. It gave her some curves that her school uniform didn’t. She was also wearing lipstick and her chestnut hair seemed to glow in the candlelight that the school had laid on for the occasion. 
He found he was cracking his knuckles under the table like a cave man.
That scene in the pub today had thrown him. She hadn’t even seen him; she had been too busy sucking face with that idiot Anderson. She wasn’t pining for his attention; she hadn’t even noticed him. Then her brother had come in and he had hoped Jack Parkhurst was going to be angry at her public display of affection. In fact, he’d expected Jack to put Anderson through the wall, but no luck there. Still, he was glad it wasn’t him that had been caught kissing her though; Jack might have left Compass Court, but you still wouldn’t want to get found compromising his sister.
On the plus side, Alex was being friendly again and had persuaded Nate to come and sit at their table for dinner. He wasn’t sure why he had agreed. It was masochistic if Ellie was bringing Anderson and it was against his plan to be aloof until the right time. But then the plan was clearly not working, which stumped him a little; it always worked.
Ellie had indeed invited Liam Anderson to join the West Tower table. Alex called her over and she sat down opposite him. With a polite smile at Nate she pulled Liam down next to her so he was sat directly in front of Nate.
As dinner unfolded, Nate began to rethink his notion that it wasn’t working. 
He watched from the corner of his eye for all the small signs. Ellie wasn’t looking at him, but she was deliberately not looking at him. She let Liam whisper in her ear, and laughed and smiled up at him, but Nate noticed that when he tried to put his hand on her knee she shoved him away without really noticing. 
Nate began to smile to himself. 
It was for his benefit; it was all for his benefit! She didn’t have strong feelings for Anderson at all. What a player! She had very nearly fooled him into thinking she was just as indifferent to him. He had to give her credit for matching him in the game. 
But it had made him jealous just the same and it wasn’t a game he wanted to continue any more. Somewhere along the way his feelings had become involved. He couldn’t remember that ever happening before. He didn’t want her to be with anyone else.
Maybe the time had come for a change of tactics. Maybe it was time to get more up front and personal.



Chapter 10
 
On Wednesday afternoon Ellie had History. It was half past three when the lesson ended and she felt completely confused. She couldn’t seem to get the kings and queens in any kind of order. She turned, sighing, to put her book back in her bag and found Mrs Marsh at her elbow. 
“Still struggling, Ellie?” her teacher asked kindly. Ellie nodded; she liked Mrs Marsh, but really didn’t enjoy the class much. She had been fine with the War of the Roses, but now she was lost.
“You know if it carries on this way you won’t even get a C grade,” the teacher continued. Ellie nodded again dejectedly. 
“Did you know that Nathaniel Naverly recently sat the entrance exam for Oxford University? A whole year early. They’ve offered him an unconditional place to study History regardless of how well he does in his A levels.” 
Ellie looked suspicious. Was Mrs Marsh part of the conspiracy that everyone seemed to be in on to talk about how wonderful Nate was all the time?
“So how about a little extra tutoring?” the teacher continued. “Nathaniel mentioned that the two of you were friends and that he would be happy to give you some tutoring if you could join him on Thursday evenings?”
Ellie was dumbfounded. Nate had suggested it? How did he even know she was failing History? He had told the teacher they were friends? Why? 
Ellie found herself nodding to Mrs Marsh’s suggestion. 
The teacher smiled. “Well that’s great, Ellie. I have no doubt Nathaniel could help you scrape your grade up to at least a B. He has special access to the History books in my classroom after Prep time. I’ll add your name for a late pass on Thursday evenings for the next few weeks and you can let me know how it goes, alright?” 
Ellie nodded again, still too surprised to know how to take it.
On Thursday at breakfast, lunch and dinner she had tried to catch his eye, but he seemed oblivious to her. She had even tried to stop him for a quick word in the hall, but he hadn’t seemed to even hear her and had carried on talking and laughing with his friends as they swept out of the door.
That evening, as she stood once again in front of the mirror, she looked at her own confused reflection and tried to work out what his game was. Why would he want to tutor her? He was smart and had probably worked out what her game was, and he was a total player himself so he was probably playing it back. That would make sense. Yet Nate had pretty much ignored her for the past couple of weeks. He had stopped taking any interest in her or playing any games. He had seemed to forget she even existed, which was fine, as until this year she hadn’t existed as far as he was concerned.
But this year she had exerted herself to come to his attention. Not because she had a crush on him, she reiterated to herself firmly! But because she didn’t trust him and didn’t want him near Rose. 
Is that really the reason you don’t want him near Rose? her inner voice whispered. 
“He’s bad news!” she said out loud to her reflection. Why didn’t she seem to care about that? 
He’s so gorgeous, whispered the annoying inner voice. 
Yes, but so is Liam and several other people who are much nicer! her sensible mind answered back. 
 So why don’t you want them? Why don’t they make you feel like he does? 
Shut up!! she almost shouted in her head. 
Who was she fooling? Only herself. She was clearly a sucker for a bad boy. When had she fallen for him? How had it happened without her noticing? The whole point had been to make him fall for her, not the other way round. No, the point had been to get his focus off Rose and it had worked. But he was clearly much better at matters of the heart than her; she had ended up being the one who had fallen for him. In a big way. 
Now she admitted it to herself, she realized she wanted him badly and only him. There had been moments when she had felt like she was winning their flirting game. When she had turned up at the Halloween dinner, she really thought she was getting under his skin for real, but now she accepted she was probably the loser. 
But at least he didn’t know; she could never let him know! She still had her pride and she could hide her heart beneath it forever if necessary. Oh well, might as well make the most of getting some time alone with him.
She applied her make-up with particular care that night. She was getting rather good at perfecting the ‘I look great, but I don’t look like I’ve made an effort’ style of subtle make-up. Although it was officially a History lesson, she also decided that as it was after hours she would dispense with school uniform and instead went in jeans, trainers and a long sweater which constantly slipped off one shoulder, giving that ‘I didn’t mean to look sexy it just keeps slipping’ sort of skin appeal.
***
Ellie was bending over, looking at the books on the lower shelves when Nate came in to the History classroom. He stopped in the dark doorway for a few moments to admire her bottom before coughing to making his presence known.
“Nate! You made me jump.” Ellie began to edge behind a table. “I don’t understand why you told Mrs Marsh we were friends. Why have you invited me here? What’s really going on here?”
“History is what is going on here,” Nate replied smoothly. “And I thought we were friends? We’ve chatted a few times, even sent the odd email; what a swamp of a mind you must have to think it’s anything more.”
His eyes were full of humor as he teased her and she began to smile back, relaxing slightly. Though not too much; it was not going to be a good idea to let her guard down.
“I’m quite serious about History, though, and I really am going to teach you,” he continued. “Put your books away. What you really need is to be familiar with the real people.”
Ellie watched as he pulled up two chairs side-by-side at a table and laid out a huge Royal family tree; each important name had a portrait illustration beside it.
“Sit down. You can’t see anything properly from over there.” Ellie looked at the chair next to Nate and her heart thumped in her chest. She sat down, shifting slightly away from him, but Nate just laughed and dragged her chair a little closer.
“I’m not going to bite you! Well, not yet anyway,” he said suggestively. “But you do need to be able to see. Come on, snuggle in.” She elbowed him hard in the ribs in response, but leaned closer. They sat side-by-side, looking at each other for a few moments before Nate began to speak.
“You need to know every king and queen personally. They all have a story of their own. You need to know each of them like an old friend so you can spot their face in a crowded room.” As they both looked at the family tree, he began to tell her the story of Edward II. How he had spent lots of money on pleasure and paid no attention to the country. How Robert the Bruce had defeated him at Bannockburn and how in desperation his own wife, Isabella of France, had successfully led an invading force against him to put their son on the throne instead. 
He was full of humorous anecdotes about each king and Ellie soon found that she could pick them out much more clearly the longer she looked; she could remember which was which by the stories. 
“Do you know,” Ellie said at last, stretching and surreptitiously moving a little closer. “I’ve learned more in the last couple of hours than I have in four years of History classes!”
“Last couple of hours?” Nate waved his wrist at her. “It’s past midnight.”
“You’re joking? How did the time go so fast? We only had a pass from nine until ten-thirty.” But she still didn’t move.
He rolled up the large document in front of them and leaned on his elbow, looking directly at her. 
“The old adage about time flying when you’re having fun might apply here?” he suggested. 
“Are you having fun, Ellie?” He traced his finger across her cheek and it seemed to pleasantly burn where he touched her. She looked back at him, eyes wide, and was lost for words.
They continued to look at each other for several seconds and she was sure he was about to kiss her.
At that moment he froze and lifted his head to listen to the sound of someone coming along the dark corridor. 
“Shit! It’s probably the caretaker,” he whispered, looking frantically round for somewhere to hide. 
Grabbing her hand, he pulled her swiftly away from the desk and over to the stationery cupboard in the corner. He tried the handle and was surprised when it opened.
Bundling her in, he pulled it almost shut, careful not to let it lock closed behind them, and they stood silent in the darkness with just a crack of light showing through the gap in the doorway.
She was acutely aware of his closeness. They had very little room and their breathing seemed suddenly very loud.
It was the caretaker. He moved into the History room, mumbling to himself, “Was sure there was something, someone, bloody kids.” They heard him moving around and then suddenly the light went out in the room, plunging the stationery cupboard into almost pitch black. They heard that sound of the door to the room closing again and then a key being turned in the lock.
Ellie made a move to get out of the cupboard, panicked that they might be locked in the room for the night, but Nate kept a firm grip on her arm.
“Don’t worry, Mrs Marsh gave me a key,” he said, reading her thoughts.
The sounds of the caretaker’s footsteps receded down the corridor and Ellie again pushed at Nate. He let the cupboard door swing open and moonlight streamed in from the long windows of the room that looked out onto the courtyard.
“I think we should wait for a minute,” he said, keeping his voice low. “You know how sneaky he is; he might have suspected we were here and just hoped to give us a scare before coming back.”
Ellie nodded. She didn’t care; all she was aware of was her hand now on his chest, his whole body pressed against the side of hers. They didn’t have an awful lot of room in the cupboard and even if she backed up there was nowhere to go, just rows of shelves behind her. He pressed a little closer and she could feel something hard nudging her hip as he smiled wickedly down at her.
They both looked up as a shooting star crossed the sky outside the windows. So close it blazed a trail of gold.
“Make a wish,” instructed Nate. Ellie closed her eyes and wished silently inside her head.
“Granted,” he whispered, as he bent his head and brushed his lips across hers. Then he lifted his head, giving her a chance to escape if she wanted. 
She didn’t want to. She didn’t move; just continued to look at him, waiting.
“God, Ellie,” he groaned. “You have no idea what you do to me.” He put his arms around her and bent his head again. She opened her mouth and he kissed her deeply. 
She felt like she had been waiting forever for his kiss. All those weeks of flirting and games, all leading to this one moment.
Her heart beat wildly, her brain turned to mush and every bone in her body was yearning to get even closer to him.
His hands snaked under her jumper and explored the bare flesh it found there. She murmured in pleasure and her own hands sought out the belt of his jeans. She began to tug it open, still kissing him passionately. She wanted, needed, more. Abruptly Nate pushed away from her.
“No, love,” he said gently. “Not like this; not for you and me.” 
Ellie was completely lost. Dazed by lust and confused by emotion. Didn’t he want her? Wasn’t he trying to seduce her? Had he just called her his love?
Nate leaned against the wall and did his jeans and belt back up. Then he put one finger under her chin, tilting her head up to look him in the eye.
“You and me, we’re going to take it slow, okay?” he said firmly. She nodded. 
“But you’re my girl from now on. No dating other boys, got it?”
He did want her! Ellie felt giddy with relief and flushed with confidence.
“I’ll think about it,” she said cheekily.
He growled from deep in his chest as he pinned her back against the wall.
“You wretch. You’ve been leading me a merry dance for weeks. You are the most annoying, disrespectful, irritating little minx, but lord help me I love every maddening inch of you!”
“You love me?” She was shocked.
“Yes I do! And I’ll pummel to bits any other man you touch, is that clear Miss Parkhurst?”
Her eyes filled with happiness. She would have plenty of time later to enjoy testing that statement as well as his patience levels, but first she had to kiss him a whole lot more. 
Telling him she loved him back could wait a little while too, she giggled to herself. And as her arms snaked back around his neck, Ellie and Nate locked together in a kiss that said more than any words.



Epilogue
 
It was the first day of the Christmas Holidays and the front drive was full of cars as parents arrived to pick up their children.
Flora stepped out of the front door and then quickly darted behind a pillar as she noticed Gabriel standing over to her left talking on his phone. She crept round the pillar to get a bit closer and overhear what he was saying.
“But Vanessa, we only had three days together as it was.” He spoke crossly. “I’m flying out to you in Paris and it was supposed to be just the two of us for New Year’s Eve. In the most romantic city in the world and now you want us to go to a party with your friends?” He paused for a few moments, listening. “Yes, actually, I do mind. So in fact I’m coming all the way there for just one proper night together?” He paused again. “No, I do not want you to pay for my flights!” He sounded outraged.
He started to pace away from the door and, though Flora longed to hear more, she knew he would see her if she tried to follow. Instead she hugged herself with the thought that it sounded as though Gabriel and Vanessa were having problems. She hoped it didn’t make her a bad person, but how was she ever going to get Gabriel unless he broke up with his girlfriend?
Flora looked around for Ellie. She would love her feedback on what she had heard. Ellie had been trying to help her get noticed by Gabriel, but so far there hadn’t been much opportunity. She finally spotted Ellie in the courtyard and rolled her eyes. Nate Naverly was wrapped around her friend as usual and they were totally oblivious to the rest of the world. It seemed to Flora like Ellie and Nate had spent most of the last month kissing non-stop. She decided to leave them to set the world on fire by themselves; after all, Nate was supposed to be leaving at three and her own mother wasn’t due to collect her until five.
Her mom and Travis were catching a taxi from the airport to get her and then they were going straight back there and getting a plane to Bordeaux, where they were all going to stay in a massive chateau with some friends of Travis for Christmas. She couldn’t wait to see her mom again and tell her all about Compass Court.
Though she was already looking forward to coming back after the Christmas break and starting her campaign to become the next girlfriend of the hottest guy in the whole school.
***
Jack Parkhurst parked his car at the front of the school and pulled his suitcase off the back seat. It felt weird to be coming back to Compass Court to stay for two weeks over the Christmas holidays. 
Rose and Toby’s parents were working undercover somewhere in Brazil and so his cousins had been going to come to their house over the holidays, but his own dad was also apparently unable to leave work except on Christmas Day. As a Captain in the Army he was preparing some soldiers who were reporting to The Middle East just after New Year and now it seemed that he was going over there with them for their first month.
Jack’s mother had of course said she didn’t mind having all five children to stay over the holidays on her own and that she would lay on Christmas, but it was Jack who put his foot down. He knew that she wouldn’t want to be apart from his dad for his last two weeks in this country.
Compass Court allowed pupils to stay over the holidays. It was generally for the pupils who had come to the school from other countries and couldn’t always go back and forth, but people stayed for a variety of reasons. Usually other family members had to put up in the large hotel in Oakworth Village down the road, but the school had made an exception for Jack as an ex-pupil.
Though his mother had never said anything, Jack knew she was scared and worried about his father going back to The Middle East, so he had informed her that he had discussed it with the others and they were all happy to stay at school over the holidays and that he would be staying there too, but that he expected both her and their father to join them at the school for Christmas Dinner.
His mother was such a gentle person that she had been quite overwhelmed by Jack taking charge and had given in after only a small fight. Jack was sure that he and Alex, Ellie, Rose and Toby would have a great time wherever they were.
He stopped to watch the ebb and flow of parents; it was a scene that never really changed. There was young Jasper Clements, looking embarrassed as his mother openly cried and hugged him. Next along was Brenner climbing in to the mud-spattered ancient Vauxhall Corsa, looking moody and embarrassed for a different reason. His father was chatting up some of the mothers and wearing a dirty torn jacket held together with black masking tape. You would never guess to look at him that he was actually Lord Wentworth and owned half of Gloucestershire.
Then his eyes stopped to rest on the shiny blonde hair of Sophie Jones. She seemed lit up by the sunshine, wearing a short dress that showed far too much leg as usual and her large blue eyes were looking straight at him. He found his feet starting in her direction.
Sophie looked skittish, like she might bolt off at any moment. Jack walked over slowly; half of him wanted her to disappear in the other direction, save him from having to make this effort. He felt awkward. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to. He told himself that he needed to apologize again. That he needed to get back on friendly terms with her because she was a close friend of Rose. He was also painfully aware that he really should have called her after what happened between them. He wasn’t the type to shy away from something that needed doing, but in truth he had no idea how to handle Sophie.
He found her to be a bundle of contradiction. She was loud and confident in a group, yet quiet and sensitive on her own with him. She came across as cynical and experienced in the ways of the world, but he had learned first hand that she was as innocent and naïve as a baby bird learning to fly. She merrily jumped without looking first, then seemed terrified by the drop.
“Hi.” He stopped in front of her.
“Hello, Jack. How nice to see you.” She sounded over polite and strained, yet her eyes were full of hope. He felt his stomach dip. She still had feelings for him. How did he tell her to move on? Did he even really want her to? He told himself that he a selfish pig because deep down he wanted her to wait for him. To stay just as she was for a few years until maybe one day… No, he wanted her to stop thinking about him and have a great time. But perhaps she could do it in a longer skirt so that other guys would stop looking at her legs!
“Sophie…” He had no idea what to say. “I think I should apologize again.”
Her eyes flashed with a hint of anger, but she didn’t say anything. He ran his hand through his hair. 
“I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you.”
“You didn’t. I mean I wanted you to.” She didn’t voice the thought that she still wanted him to.
She had sensed him before she had even seen him. It was like a radar inside her when he was near. She had known he would be here today, but despite lying awake half the night coming up with clever things to say, now that he was here she could barely stop herself from throwing her arms around him and begging him to hold her once again.
“Are you seeing anyone?” Jack mentally slapped himself. Why on earth had he asked that?
She shook her head. “Are you?”
“Umm, yeah, two or three girls at Uni. Nothing serious, you know. I don’t want a steady girlfriend.” There, he’d said it. So why did he feel like it was the wrong thing?
“Do you still have my number?” Sophie couldn’t believe she had so little pride as to ask, but she had wondered every day for six long months.
“Yes.”
“Then call me some time. Or text me. I’ve got to go. Goodbye, Jack.” She forced herself away and over to her parents’ car that had just pulled up. She didn’t look back. She leaned in the car window to kiss her mother and then climbed into the back seat.
They were about a mile down the road when her phone beeped.
I like your new hairstyle
That was all it said. But she could hardly restrain herself from bursting into tears of happiness. It was Jack’s way of giving her his phone number. She re-read it a hundred times on the long journey home. Now if only she could think up the perfect witty reply…
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More Flirting Games
Book Two in The Flirting Series
 
Rose Falcon is staying at Boarding School over the Christmas holidays whilst her parents are working abroad. The only problem: Leo Flanagan is also staying. There’s some bad history between her family and his, and her parents told her to keep her distance from him. The trouble is that after he kisses her she can’t stay away. The attraction between them seems to be spiraling out of control. Can they keep their relationship a secret? Can they even make it work with so many obstacles? And what is the deal between Leo and the beautiful Diana? Rose battles with both her conscience and her desire.
 
Also more of your favorite characters from Book One.
 
Sneak Preview of More Flirting Games
 
Boys, boys, boys! That’s all Sophie and Grace seemed to talk about this year. Maybe throw in a little gossip, clothes, magazines and make-up. But otherwise it was boys. Boys they might like and the boy band they definitely liked, boys they knew and boys they wanted to know. School came a very poor second.
Rose Falcon was really enjoying being back at school this year. The summer had been great but her parents were always working and she had missed the girls. She and her younger brother Toby had spent three weeks of the holidays with her cousins, Jack, Alex and Ellie, but she had been on the phone almost every day to Sophie or Grace or both.
She supposed that officially Alex was her best friend. Even though they were cousins, they had been born only days apart and had been close their whole lives, but at 16 she had found that she and Alex had started to drift apart slightly. They were both in the same year at Compass Court Boarding School and both in the same Schoolhouse, West Tower, but this year she just seemed to be hanging out a lot more with Sophie and Grace and seeing less of Alex.
At a certain age you just needed good girlfriends, and Alex certainly didn’t want to talk about boys.
Rose, Sophie and Grace had shared a dormitory at Compass Court since they all started over five years ago and though the three of them were very different they had bonded instantly.
The fourth girl in their room, Diana, had never really been their friend.
Diana didn’t seem to have or want female friends. She was thin and had perfect porcelain white skin, with an oval face, dark eyes and naturally red lips. There were a few girls in the year below who hung on her every word and tried to copy her waist length long dark hair, but she seemed hardly to notice them. Rose thought Diana was very beautiful but very cold.
The only person Diana was close to was Leo Flanagan. Both Diana and Leo were originally Irish, though both their families now lived in England, only about half a mile away from each other by all accounts. Rose thought that Diana and Leo might be related, but as neither of them spoke much to her or her friends she didn’t really know.
“Who are you looking at?” Sophie nudged Rose out of her reverie.
“No one.” Rose shook her head. “What were we talking about?” 
“I was just saying what a dry term it’s been for boyfriends. It’s Christmas already and we’re all still single.” Said Grace
It was the 20 of December on the last day of their first term in Year Six. It was dark now by five o’clock and the Common Rooms were the coziest place to be in the evenings. The three of them were sitting in the West Tower Common Room enjoying the fact that as it was the end of term and they didn’t have to do any studying. They had a low coffee table at one end of the room with a sofa and a leather armchair that they always tried to get to before anyone else. It was comfortable and intimate. There were no other seats close by so no one could overhear their conversations. Across the room in an alcove under a tall lamp, Leo and Diana had a little table for two and looked like they were actually doing homework.
“And I was wondering what’s going on with you and Ben Castle this year?” Grace continued as she swiveled sideways on the sofa to rest her feet against the radiator on the wall.
Rose shrugged. “You know how it is with me and Ben, he asks me out, eventually we kiss and then it just seems to fizzle out.”
“So are you going out or not?” Grace furrowed her brow in confusion.
“Beats me. I would say probably not seeing as we haven’t spoken in over a month. We had that snog at Halloween and we spent most of the evening talking. But we’ve hardly had time to speak since. He’s always got sporting commitments and I’ve been working on my English coursework most nights. It all just seems a bit of an effort to find the time and I’m not going to chase after him.”
“I think you should just dump him once and for all” said Sophie. “You two have been on-again off-again since the first year, you’ve never done more than kiss and neither of you is getting the chance to date anyone else.”
“That’s true.” Rose thought back to her first year. It was Alex who had befriended Ben, they were in the same biology class and had introduced him to her.
Ben was considered very attractive, though not traditionally handsome. He stood at over six feet, his large frame was reassuringly solid but his gentle personality made you feel you would be safe with him He had brown hair with a tendency to curl, big brown eyes and a friendly wide smile. There was something very appealing about his open countenance. So it was all the more confusing that he blew hot and cold with their relationship.
“The thing is” Rose continued, “there isn’t really anyone else I want to date anyway.”
“No. The talent has totally dropped off now that Jack’s gone.” Sophie pouted. Rose laughed, as Sophie’s crush on Jack had been extreme and unrequited for several years.
“But I don’t want to date Jack.” Rose joked “That would be gross as he’s my cousin.”
Sophie kicked Rose’s foot off the table to show how little she thought of the joke.
“Sorry Soph.” Her face softened at her friend’s down-turned mouth. “One day Jack will notice how lovely you are.”
Sophie glanced at Grace. They both knew that Jack had already noticed Sophie, but had decided not to tell Rose as she would only rail at Jack about it. Grace saw the look and nodded imperceptibly to show she still knew not to say anything.
Sophie and Jack had gotten together at the end of year dance for the Upper School at the beginning of the summer. More than gotten together. The trouble was that they had both gone home the next day and although Sophie had given Jack her phone number, he had never called. She was too embarrassed to tell Rose. Rose had spent some of the summer holidays with Jack’s family and she would have forced him to call Sophie. After discussing it with Grace, Sophie had decided this would be worse than Jack just not calling. Unfortunately Jack had now left Compass Court for University and Sophie was despairing of when she might get another chance to speak to him without looking obvious.
“Anyway,” said Rose “Didn’t you have a bit of a thing going this term with Danny Barnett in Year 5?”
“Barely.” Sophie snorted. “At first I thought he was so cute, with his boy band looks and that fab hair.”
“His hair is only like that because he puts so much gel in it.” Grace said.
“Totally. Anyway, cute or not, he turned out to be really vain and immature. It lasted what? Only two or three weeks before he got on my nerves. I think he thought because I was in Year six I would be easy or something. I’m not going to date anyone younger than me again.” Sophie stated.
“We were in Year 5 only a few months ago.” Grace reminded her with humor.
“Yes but we’re girls, we mature a lot faster. Danny was not decent boyfriend material. He actually seemed to think I would be impressed if he could guess my bra size correctly.” She rolled her eyes and then rounded on Grace. “Lets not forget about you. What’s your tally been this term? Even worse than us, the only action you’ve seen is that you spent the North Tower Christmas Party in a corner with Jerry! What were you thinking? He’s hardly brain of the year.”
“I wasn’t interested in his brain” Grace smirked. “I just like my men big.”
“I’ll bet you do. And just how big is Jerry?” Sophie waggled her eyebrows suggestively.
“Not like that!” Grace laughed and threw a cushion at her. “You know what I mean. I like a bit of muscle on a man. I can’t stand skinny bony boys.”
“Maybe you should date Ben then instead of me.” Rose joked. 
“Yes because that’s what friends do to each other.” Grace said sarcastically.
“Tell me again what your doing this Christmas?” Sophie asked Rose.
“Well, as you know it doesn’t look like my parents will be able to leave South America until early next year,” Rose chewed her lip “and Uncle John is training troops right up until Christmas day. So Jack’s organized it that we all stay at school during the holidays and his parents are coming just for Christmas lunch.” By ‘all’ Rose meant herself, her brother Toby, and her three cousins, Jack, Alex and Ellie.
“You’re so lucky.” Sighed Grace. “No parents, no schoolwork, just total freedom.” Her own parents were pretty strict and made her study several hours a day even during the holidays.
And two weeks with Jack, thought Sophie, though she didn’t say it aloud. “I can’t believe the school are just letting Jack come and stay.” She said.
“Yeah, well, it is Jack. You know how much the Head Mistress thinks of him. I think she probably cried when he left last term.” Rose rolled her eyes.
She wasn’t the only one, thought Sophie. “When is he arriving?”
“Sometime tomorrow, you might see him before you leave, do you want me to ring and ask him?” Rose said.
Sophie shook her head. She didn’t want Jack to know she was bothered.
“So who else is staying?” She asked.
“I’m not sure.” Rose’s eyes traveled back to where Leo and Diana were sitting. She had heard a rumor that they were both staying, though she couldn’t think why.
“Definitely Anne-Marie the Head Girl, and I think a boy in Toby’s year, which will be nice for him.” Toby was thirteen and had not taken the news of his parent’s absence this coming Christmas at all well.
“So no one particularly interesting. No cute boys?” Said Grace.
Rose let her gaze linger on Leo for a second more. “No. No-one interesting.” She confirmed.
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