Chapter 17
Playing the Game

The next morning, Jorge shook my shoulder as if intent on dislocating it.
Groaning, I flopped on my stomach.
He jerked the pillow from under my face and pulled back the covers with a force that should’ve catapulted me onto the bedroom floor. “Levántate. Tu padre espera.”
Mouth dry, I lay with my nose buried in the sheet. God, who didn’t exist, what was wrong with me? I was too young to feel so tired. “What time—”
Jorge grabbed the collar of my pajamas and dragged me onto my knees. “Tu padre espera.”
Let him wait. Let Christ himself wait. I flailed at Jorge’s hands.
“Carajo!” He dargged me off the bed and into the bathroom. He turned on the shower, and shoved me under the cold water. Icy needles hit me in the eyes.
“Jesus!” I bucked to slip from his hold.
“Jesus won’t help you if you keep your father waiting.” 
When he switched to English, the harsh consonants jangled in my head. I stopped trying to break away. “What-what’s going on?”
“Cállate.” He spat out the Spanish, turned off the water, and hauled me out of the shower.
Still more asleep than awake, I swayed, bumping the lavatory. He cursed and yanked my soaking pajama top over my head. When he reached for the bottoms, I shoved his hand away. 
“Get my clothes and shoes.”
“Rinse your mouth. You don’t have time to brush your teeth.” He pivoted into the bedroom.
Swishing water in my mouth, I stripped off my pajama bottoms. My reflection verified I’d risen from the dead. My eyes, always intimidating, would give even my father the creeps.
He’ll wish he let me sleep.
I dried my genitals and feet, wrapped the towel around my waist, and slouched into the bedroom. Something soft, then stinging, hit me between the eyes, bounced off, and fell at my feet.
“What the hell are you doing?” I glanced at the floor.
The knotted shoelace—calendar of my solitary confinement —lay there coiled like a small brown snake.
“What the hell were you doing?” Jorge swept up the shoelace before I thought of lunging for it.
“That’s my shoelace.” Some inner voice warned me to calm down. He couldn’t have the vaguest idea what I’d used it for.
“I noticed, Señorito Brillante. Your father is waiting.” He hurled underwear at my chest and turned his back.
“Are you going to show him the shoelace?” I dropped the towel. When are you going to show him?
Poker-faced, Tuxedo Boy turned. “How much will you pay me to keep our secret?”
Frowning, I hesitated, searching his flat facial expression for a tic, a tell. “You mean money?”
“No I mean fairy dust.” His lack of accent was unnerving. He tossed me a pair of socks. “Put on those shoes.”
Seated on the bed, I tugged on socks then shoes and stood, shoulders back—excited and fearless. My eyes bored into his. He’d never guess he was talking to someone who’d practically invented extortion. “What if I tell him myself?”
He laughed, then his gaze skittered away. “Go ahead. I won’t stop you.”
No muscles ticked around his eyes or mouth. No beads of sweat dotted his forehead. No wild throb of his carotid reflected internal turmoil. Except for his averted gaze, he appeared relaxed—as if he recognized we’d reached a stalemate. 
“All right.” I stood and slipped into my suit jacket. “I’ll pay you.” 
He snorted. “With what?”
“With money I have in Denmark.”
 “Why do you have money in Denmark?”
Arguments collided inside my skull. He’d never believe Dimitri and I owned a thriving porn business. Who would? “I inherited money from my mother.”
“You’re lying.” He shook his head and opened the door. “I hate liars.”
“I have money. Lots of money. Wait—at least until after I speak with my father—”
“Don’t give me orders, Señorito Brillante.” His voice softened to a raspy whisper. His eyes flashed, and he focused them on mine for a full second before looking away. 
Brave Tuxedo Boy.
“All right.” I opened my palms in a faux gesture of peace. “All I ask is that you wait.”
“For what? The Second Coming? Money to pour down on me from Heaven? For your father to find out I’ve kept information from him?”
“For me to pay you. I swear—”
Dimitri’s door opened as we stepped into the hallway. He raised one eyebrow. I said nothing. I had nothing to say. Tuxedo Boy had only to talk privately to Dimitri and he’d learn I’d lied about inheriting money. 
Jorge shoved me toward the stairs. Teeth clenched, I placed my foot carefully on the top step. My thoughts ran together. Why my father isolated Dimitri and me, I had no idea. Tuxedo Boy’s job description included being my father’s spy. He must understand holding information over me increased his power. But a shoelace? My father would laugh his head off.
Sweat slicked my hand on the uneven wall. I was being too logical. My gut said the tuxedo boys did not operate independently in my father’s house. Something far more sinister made sense. Otherwise, after all these weeks, why did my father wake up and release us into the world like captive birds?
With no hope of getting answers to any of the questions swirling in my head, I followed Dimitri down to breakfast. A minute. He and I needed only a minute to talk … 
Winter gloom shrouded the house in shadows, but birds in the garden sang as if sunlight filled their small world. Involuntarily, I shivered. The night before, I’d fought against falling asleep in the over-heated glitter of the dining room. Twelve hours later, we skirted that room with its closed doors.  We trooped down a hallway lined with floor-to-ceiling windows. Half a dozen gold-framed portraits of men in armor and coats of arms lined the opposite wall. 
Each man seemed to smirk as we passed. 
A new question teased my thoughts. Why, after all of De la Vega’s mind-numbing lessons, did Dimitri and I have so little knowledge of the mansion’s former occupants? Why did we know so little about the layout of the place?
Dimitri’s tuxedo boy turned a corner and stopped. A Turkish runner began at the entry to a glass room filled with tropical plants. Museum-sized sculpture loomed among the greenery. A marble fountain bubbled at the far end. A round table, set with the same sparkle as the formal dining room, dominated the center of the room. My father sat drinking orange juice.
“God morgen,” Dimitri and I said in unison, falling back on Danish. So much for our Spanish and English indoctrination. So much for my defiance.
“Siéntense,” my father said, his tone hard—devoid of any Spanish softness.
Dimitri and I each took a chair on opposite sides of my father. An ankle-thick carpet required effort on our part to lift the chairs’ legs and revived the memory of my first breakfast in this house. No sign of a buffet gave me hope I’d avoid repeating history. 
My father raised a silver bell. It tinkled once.
A young maid—not one of the regulars at breakfast—appeared with three individual plates. Papaya, prosciutto, cheese, half a hard-boiled egg, and a hard roll lay on the china in an elegant arrangement. After filling our cups with coffee for my father and hot chocolate for Dimitri and me, the maid left through a glass door hidden by a medieval tapestry.
My father picked up his fork and knife. Dimitri and I waited until he took his first bite before we deposited food into our mouths.
He swallowed, patted his mouth, and announced, “People read a lot into another person’s table manners.” 
Dimitri and I nodded like Tivoli puppets. Was the statement a test? If not, why such an obvious statement? My father hated small talk. He gazed at me over the rim of his coffee cup. More curious than afraid, I sliced a bit of papaya and slid the fruit into my mouth.
“The Duchess of Cadsbury commented on your impeccable manners last night.” He swiveled his head slightly toward Dimitri. “She thought your knowledge of polo quite impressive. She’s invited you to attend a match with her this afternoon.”
Sitting straighter, Dimitri asked, “Are you going too?”
“She didn’t invite me.” My father paused and refocused his hooded eyes on me. “Or Michael. Of course I told her you’d be delighted.”
Jaw locked, I let his displeasure bore into the spot between my eyes like a viper’s venom-filled fangs. I fought the instinct to whip my head to one side. The spot burned so hot that sweat dribbled down the sides of my nose. 
Do not wipe your face. I gripped the napkin in my lap and stared straight ahead.
“Are you curious why the duchess excluded you, Michael?”
“Not at all. Rude people never pique my interest.”
“In your realm of superiority, is there anyone who interests you?” Ice tinkled in his voice.
“You are one of the few, For.” The flattery congealed on my tongue, and I fought the urge to gag.
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