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PROLOGUE
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Tears streamed down her cheeks as she tore across the desert, the cracks and shrieks of fireworks sounding in the sky behind her. 

Marianna Laster looked back at the last of the sparks and shimmers fading in a cloud of smoke that covered the splintered cabin beneath it. 

She came to a stop as her legs gave in. Doubled over and panting, she fixed her eyes on the site she had just fled. Only a small white fountain was still visible—everything else had been obscured by the smoke. Marianna fell to her knees, her face in her hands.

At first, she sobbed. Then she shook. And eventually, she just sat in silence, her wearied eyes watching the sun dip deeper into the horizon with every minute. 

She felt the muscles in her face decompress as her emotions gradually shifted from turmoil to frustration to spent acceptance.

After a few moments, she stood up, patted the dirt off her ripped jeans, and staring blankly into the distance, snapped her fingers and disappeared. 

When she landed in her front yard, she did her best to look as though she had not been through an ordeal. She fished a silver feather out of her tangled hair just as a woman whipped open the screen door and ran down the porch steps. The woman threw her arms up with a mix of concern and frustration. 

“Where’ve you been?” 

Marianna feigned a smile and looked down. “Sorry mom, I’d just—”

“If you tell me you were off on another ‘gallery run’ for more pictures, I swear—”

“Photographs...” Marianna corrected her quietly, as her mother went on.

“We’ve been over this. I have told you repeatedly if you’re going to do that you have to tell me in advance, just so I know you’re not dead somewhere. I thought we had an understanding.” Marianna nodded, continuing to look at her feet as casually as she could to hide the sorrow in her eyes. “I know this art show is important to you, I promise I get that. And I’m glad you’re doing it. But you also need to be focusing on other things. You don’t have a stable job yet and...”

Marianna had heard the speech a million times. She zoned out at “retirement plan,” but quickly realized her mom had stopped talking and looked up at her. 

“Honey, what’s wrong?” 

Marianna blinked. The tears had escaped her eyes and had been falling on her mother’s shoes. She squeaked as she tried to talk normally through the crying. “I’m sorry—long day—I’m just so sorry, mom.”

Her mother’s face softened, taking on the expression of a parent ridden with guilt. She pulled Marianna in and embraced her. 

“Shhh. It’s okay. It’s okay. I didn’t mean to come down so hard. You know that just...after your aunt...I won’t lose another family member. I can’t have you going off the radar without telling me, okay? At least then I’ll know whether to set three plates or four.” 

Marianna chuckled, wiping tears from her cheeks. 

“I know it’s a confusing time right now,” her mom contin-ued, “trying to figure it all out. But listen, you have your whole life ahead of you to get those photos. I just want you to be taken care of right now.” 

The gravity returned to Marianna again as she pondered the life she had ahead of her. She tried to remain calm as they headed back to the house. But panic shot through her once more when her mom asked, “Have you seen Hugo at all today?”

Marianna strained to fight back tears again and bunched up her mouth to look as though she was thinking, but really it was to wait until the choking sensation in her throat had passed. 

“I’m not sure...think he said he had to go to work...urgent call,” she barely got out.

“Urgent call at an ice cream shop?”

“Yeah, you know, um...short staffed.”

“Hmp, would’ve thought he’d have to come home to change first. Which reminds me! We have to pick out your dress for tomorrow. I’ve got a few options upstairs.” 

Marianna nodded and made for the front door, dying to es-cape to her room to be alone, but her mom stopped her once more. “Is this a new necklace?” 

Marianna grabbed the bauble around her neck. Hung on a chain of tiny dark blue rings was the thick, gold outline of a hexagon. Attached to the center of the hexagon was a blue hour-glass, the sand inside the top half almost gone. Her first instinct was to yank it off, to pull no matter how much it dug into her neck, until the thing was broken in two. But it would be a waste of precious time.

Her mom looked uneasy, almost like she recognized the foul thing. Marianna’s heart began to pound. There was no way she could have known what this was...

“You’re not planning on wearing this to the gala, are you? Because no offense, honey, it’s a little tacky. And definitely does not go with any of the choices.”

Marianna let out a small sigh of relief and sniffled. “Um, just for tonight.”

“You won’t wear it tomorrow?”

“I won’t.” 

And she did not. Not that day, nor any after. Marianna would never choose anything to wear again. 

For after she had finally made it to the harrowing stillness of her own bedroom, which provided a strange mix of relief and anxiety, and expelled the entirety of her despair so violently that her head pounded; after she had showered in a stupor, her mind blank, staring at the tile and embracing the feeling of water hitting her skin, of being clean; after she had tried on the pink sundress as a last favor to her mom and watched for the final time the colors of the sky fade to darkness, illuminated only by the glow of the moon; and after she had sifted through her camera’s many memory cards, which comprised among thousands of artistic shots and experimental images only about twenty candid shots of family and friends to reminisce, the clocked ticked midnight, she saw a flash of blinding azure, felt her throat constrict, and col-lapsed.

When her mother found her, she was still, her face purple, her hands up near her neck, surrounded by fragments of a shat-tered camera. And amid all the horror of the scene, lying neatly on the bed unclasped, was her tacky blue hourglass necklace. 

For its propinquity to her death, but primarily for its deemed crimes against fashion, the necklace was not kept as an heirloom or memento. It was donated, along with many of her clothes and personal items, to a thrift shop. Of her myriad photos, only a few survived that were not of family—most of them had been found ripped up. 

By happenstance and accident, the necklace traveled here and there, from yard sales to jewelry shops, from prop stores to the junkyard. For over two decades, the necklace was not wanted by any, and for that whole time, it posed a threat to none. 

At least, not to those who lacked curiosity. 

​
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CHAPTER 1

A BOY AND HIS QUEST
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Most of the students called him the classics. Reds. Ginger. Carrot Top. All except Freckles, which he lacked. He didn’t mind the nicknames. They were all in good fun. Most of the seventh grade saw him as a nice kid with a big imagination—even if he did have his quirks and the occasional, albeit accidental, spell of troublemaking. 

There were the few, however, who fixated more on his oddi-ties than anything else, and they developed an entirely different nickname for him: Gullible’s Travels, Gullible for short. The moniker was coined after his third “incident,” as it was labeled by teachers, when these students realized he would fall for just about anything, as long as it involved a vaguely intriguing clue or pos-sible mystery. 

Between the two types of nicknames, he barely ever an-swered to his real one. So, when he heard it announced on the intercom ten minutes before the dismissal bell—first and last—he knew it was bad news, even before it was followed by, “to the principal’s office.”  

Collin Azle sat in the familiar wooden chair facing the principal’s desk, which was currently vacant, staring at his own reflection in the window behind it. He was a scrawny kid with a thin face and hazel eyes, and even in the faint, transparent image, his light cherry red hair showed clearly. He had been here a num-ber of times before, so he wasn’t necessarily anxious about the coming conversation, but as always, he felt embarrassed. 

He bounced his knee mindlessly as he waited, scanning the various flyers tacked to the corkboard on the wall. There were new knickknacks strewn about the desk since his last visit. One in particular looked to be a kind of puzzle, an irregular shape made up of interlocking wooden tiles and rods. Looking on either side of him to make sure the principal wasn’t near, he picked it up and examined it. 

At the center of it all, slipped on to one of the rods, was a small metal ring. Clearly the goal was to free the ring from the rod and the puzzle as a whole. Collin fumbled the object around his fingers, looking at it from all angles, and within a few minutes, he understood the steps to solve it. He worked carefully, pushing this piece next to that, pulling rods apart, sliding others in deeper, and with just a few remaining moves left—

“What are you doing?”

Collin jumped, dropping the puzzle. It hit the floor and broke apart into its various pieces, one of the tiles landing directly at Principal Britmore’s foot. She looked up at him from the piece and sighed. Collin put on a coy smile. “Sorry.”

Principal Britmore stepped over the fragments. “I’d say it’s alright, but it’s kind of the whole reason you’re here. Again.” She was a tall woman with thin glasses and blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She was in her mid-thirties—which Collin knew wasn’t old, as he’d been told many times by his parents—and she looked the part professionally, wearing pantsuits almost exclusively. 

But she wasn’t like the previous principals Collin had en-countered. She was more relatable, and she didn’t talk down to him like a child, like other teachers used to, over their glasses disapprovingly. She listened to him. From the handful of times he had been sent to talk to her in the last month since she started, Collin came to see her as firm but friendly, although he was probably starting to test the limits of her leniency.  

She sat down at her desk, subtly pushing her other trinkets out of Collin’s reach. “So, weekly question. Can you please tell me,” she said like a worn-out line read of a play, “what you were doing under the bleachers in the gym?” 

Collin squinted as he decided how to answer this without coming off as utterly ridiculous. Of course, no matter what he ever said, it was always ridiculous. A little too curious when it came to most things, he often wandered where he shouldn’t, bringing his imagination with him. As a child, he was very adven-turous. Like most kids, he ran around his living room and backyard, pretending to go on dangerous journeys complete with his own explosion sound effects. 

His favorite childhood quest was Treasure Hunter. To any-one else watching, he had simply been running up and down seesaws, kicking off on swings, and diving to grab a plastic cup. But in Collin’s mind, he was scaling pyramids, piloting a plane low on fuel, and snatching up the Holy Grail just before the door to the cave it sat in closed forever. 

He also played Knight in Shining Armor, climbing up his tree house castle, rescuing the plastic doll princess, escaping the army of vicious stuffed animal soldiers, and riding away on his noble two-wheeled steed, raising his tree branch sword in the air triumphantly. 

But unlike most kids, his sense of adventure did not fade as he grew older but presented itself in a different way. Instead of role playing in fictional worlds, he now investigated the real one, making a career out of searching unopened boxes, sneaking into restricted rooms, and inspecting anything slightly out of the ordi-nary. Not that he meant to do anything wrong, he just couldn’t help it. 

His parents, especially his mother, and his teachers praised his outgoing spirit and exploratory mind, but they just wanted him to stop getting into trouble. Even the principal herself had applauded his imagination more than once, but at the moment she looked as though she wished he had none at all. 

Finally, Collin said, “Okay, I know this is going to sound stupid—”

“Oh, Collin...” The principal sat back in her chair, sighing in disappointment.

“No, I swear, I thought this was something real. You see, when I sat on the bleachers the other day, I noticed written on it in marker was a note that said, ‘start here,’ and then a line that went down behind and underneath it. So, during lunch today I went to the bathroom and when I was coming back I just kinda... slipped into the gym to see where the line led. Turns out,” he said excitedly as the principal leaned her head on her hand in clear boredom, “the line was an arrow. So, I followed it all the way down to the end of the bleachers where they met the wall.”

“And what did it lead to?”

Collin cleared his throat. “Uh...a message I can’t repeat here.”

Principal Britmore nodded. “Well, congratulations, you dis-covered vandalism.”

Of course, Collin knew it wasn’t just vandalism, but some-thing purposefully placed there to get him into trouble, and worse, to make him look stupid. But she didn’t need to know that, and she didn’t need to know about Gullible, either. 

It wasn’t the name itself that bothered him. Though most of his classmates didn’t go out of their way to hang out with him, they also didn’t go along with the teasing bit and scoffed at the ones who did. What bothered him was that he knew it was true. The name was a reminder that he couldn’t control his eagerness, and although he'd already made a name for himself with Principal Britmore, he wanted to keep the small shred of respect he figured she still had for him.  

“I really thought it was something this time,” Collin said. “Some colonial artifact in the walls from when it was built—”

“The school was built in 1984.”

“Or maybe it led to a hidden room no one knew about!”

“What, the Amber Room part two? We go through this eve-ry time, Collin. You act on things without thinking it through first.”

“That’s not true! I know what I’m doing, I just get excited.”

“What about the smashed window incident?”

“Uh, well...” Collin faltered. Once, when the window in the boys’ bathroom had been smashed, he imagined himself jumping through it, running across the rooftop, and tackling the perceived criminal, all while doing backflips. He had gotten halfway over top the remaining shards when a teacher found him and ordered him to come back inside. It turned out another student had just thrown a shoe into the window.

The principal sighed again. “I promise you, I am not putting down your sense of wonder or ingenuity. In fact, I love those things about you and encourage all our students to embrace them. All I’m saying is put those qualities to use in writing, or art class, or literally anything else other than—” She looked inside a folder. “—clearing an entire bookshelf of the library to find a trapdoor.”

“I know but...” Collin tried to find the right words. “Sitting down, quietly writing or painting, that might work for some peo-ple, but I want to be out there.” He gestured to the unspecific “world” as he said this. “Haven’t you ever seen something—a random door, an antique chest, anything—and had this desire to open it, pick it up, find out more about it? Your curiosity just gets the better of you?” 

Principal Britmore shrugged. “Of course. That’s what school is all about.”

“That’s the feeling I have almost all the time.” 

The principal considered this. Then, with some hesitation, she asked, “Have your parents ever had you evaluated for some-thing like ADHD?”

Collin moaned. “No, I promise that’s not it. Trust me, I’ve already been through all that.” He paused, and then frustratedly added, “I mean do I have to have some sort of problem with me to be able to be excited about things? Is it a crime to be curious?”

“No, of course not. But it could become one if you’re not careful.” 

Collin sank in his chair, downcast. 

Principal Britmore flipped to another section in the folder containing report cards and pointed to one. “I don’t have to sit here and tell you how good of a student you are in and out of the classroom. This says it all in just the first couple of weeks alone. But if you continue to do these things, at a certain point I won’t be able to give any more warnings. It’ll be a suspension next time. And when it comes to the real world, if you’re not careful, a suspension would be the least of your worries. You could end up in the hospital. You understand?”

Collin nodded, his brow furrowed. The dismissal bell rang, and Principal Britmore added with a smile, “Now go enjoy your weekend, prudently.” 

But for the rest of the night, despite the fun of pizza for dinner and family board game night, Collin couldn’t fully relax. For some reason, Principal Britmore’s words stuck with him more than usual. 

It’ll be a suspension next time...you could end up in the hospital...

They spun around his brain like a carousel. His parents said things like, “you’re going get yourself hurt,” so much the phrases had lost all meaning. So, hearing it from another adult made it more intimidating. It made the possibility real. Then again, the looming prospect of a suspension seemed almost more fright-ening. With how many times his parents had to be notified of his trips to the principal’s office, he couldn’t say for sure if going to the hospital would be worse.

The next morning, having finally gotten some sleep, he re-solved to put it out of his mind. After all, these things were hypothetical. As long as he stayed out of trouble, there would be no reason to worry. Today would be a normal day—no clues, no hunts, no wild fantasies. Just him, his two best friends, and the zoo. 

He had woken up earlier than he needed to before heading out, so to kill the time, he grabbed a red plastic bin from the closet and sprawled out on his bed, resting it on his lap. The case con-tained various-sized compartments holding all forms of rocks, stones, and gems. Collin held a separate cloth bag that clinked with the sound of additional gems and stones as he pulled them out and categorized them in the case. 

By the time he had reached middle school, and his ventures had transitioned from the backyard to the rest of the world, his parents had kindly insisted that he find a hobby that would fulfill his curious yearnings but was also harmless to himself and public property. 

So, he took up collecting rocks and gems. Not only did it give him an excuse to go out and do daring things, even if it was just jumping over a fence, but eventually he began to enjoy it. Each rock and gem he discovered, polished, and labeled had a story behind it, somewhere it had been. Each was a souvenir of whatever small cave, woodsy area, or random ditch he’d spon-taneously explored. 

This passion even led to weekly rock-climbing sessions. It was perfect for getting his adventurousness out, the combination of mental and physical gymnastics exerting all his energy. It was like a puzzle, finding just the right pathways and footholds to make it to the top (or as close to the top as he could come.) It was fun to imagine the climbs as real-life adventures on perilous yet colorful cliffsides. Still, it didn’t compare to the real world.

At the moment, Collin was absorbed in one of his geodes when his mom walked in. She was a cheerful-looking woman with long strawberry blonde-highlighted hair and dark square glasses. Most of the kids at school were above talking about or even to their parents, but Collin didn’t care. They were close, and it was stupid to pretend otherwise. 

“Wait a second, it’s still in the single digits on a Saturday morning and you’re up? What’s the occasion?” she asked.

Collin gave a little sarcastic “ha” and said, “It’s Zoo day.”

“Oh, right! These schedules, I can’t keep anything straight anymore.”

“Will’s so excited. He hasn’t been to the zoo in a while,” Collin said, wiping a spot off a granite rock and putting it back in its velvet slot. “So, like four days.”

“He’ll probably turn out to be the next Steve Irwen.” She chuckled. “Do you need money?”

“Nope, got it covered.”

“Okay, don’t be home any later than eight. I don’t want you out there late at night.”

Collin looked confused. “In Hawxel? Delaware? There’s no way there’s anything in this town that dangerous.”

“Either way, home by eight. And take a picture of the mon-keys for me.”

“I’m sure Will’ll have that covered.” 

“Oh, and not like I have to say this again, but stay out of trouble, okay? No wandering off, no ‘just testing something,’ and certainly no breaking in through locked doors—”

“Okay, I didn’t break in,” Collin said. “The door was just... loose. And there was a weird red light coming from under it.”

“It was a dark room, Collin. All the lights are red. You almost ruined that poor girl’s photos for her assignment.” Collin squinted, trying to think of a good excuse and coming up short. “All I’m saying is if I hear you’ve been sent to the principal’s of-fice one more time because you’re taking tiles off the ‘mysterious-looking’ bathroom wall—”

“—never did that—”

“—then the zoo is not the only place you will be done visit-ing for a long time, hear me?”

Collin clicked his tongue. “You know, normally I require a hug before this much criticizing.”

“Yeah?” His mom walked over to his collection, pulled out a quartz, and examined it. “Well fourteen years ago I required a calm, quiet child and look where that got me.”

“It got you lots of exciting moments in life. Look at all the fun we’re having right now.”

“Mhmm,” she said sarcastically and chuckled. She gave him a side hug over the bed.

Collin took on a more serious tone. “But honestly, I promise no funny business today.”

“Good. Have fun and tell Will and Rose I said hi.” 

“Will do!”  

Collin shut his case and placed it back in his closet as his mom left the room. He grabbed a dark green hoodie that said, Rock On! above a picture of a stone wearing sunglasses and threw it overtop his striped shirt. He slipped on his sneakers and grabbed his backpack.

He trekked through the pile of junk in the garage to rescue his bike, but it was too deep in the mound to reach. The pile had gotten to the point where, if he bumped anything out of place, the whole thing might come crashing down, resulting in a casualty of two good crockpots. 

Collin searched for anything he could use to extricate the bike, and his eyes landed on a loose jump rope dangling off a shelf. He tied the jump rope into a loop, swung it around, and lassoed it onto the bike handle. He closed his eyes, sheltered, the crockpots, and yanked. The sound of boxes, sports equipment, and a large rocking chair crashing down on the floor echoed around him. 

He opened his eyes. His bike was laying on its side at his feet.

“All things considered, I’d say that was pretty successf—ahh!” 

He turned around to his black labrador, Quest, sitting non-chalantly in front of him.

“Did you see all that?” Collin pointed to the wreckage. Quest wagged his tail in response. Collin chuckled and patted his dog on the head. “Don’t tell mom. You’re a good boy. I’ll see you later.”

He sped off towards Will’s house, leaving Quest to stare at the destruction he left behind.
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CHAPTER 2

THE ORB IN THE STREAM
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Collin glided into the driveway of a pale blue, single-story house, and almost smacked right into Will, who was sit-ting on his own bike, eagerly waiting for his friend. He may have been on the shorter side, but he stood tall this morning. Collin swerved left and skidded to a halt. 

“What are you doing in the middle of the driveway?”

“Waiting for you!” Will said. “Come on, we’ve got animals to see!” His bright blue eyes, which were already naturally wide, were now even bigger with excitement. He was wearing a tur-quoise T-shirt with a dolphin on it, jeans, and tattered blue boat shoes. A baseball hat that had HAWXEL ZOO stitched on the front pushed down on his wavy dirty blonde hair. “Where’s Rose?”

“Meeting us there,” Collin said. “What’s in the backpack? We’re only going for a few hours.”

“Just my camera and some...food.” Will fidgeted with the bell on his bike.

Collin sighed. “They already have things for you to feed the lions. Remember last time?”

“I don’t think they’re giving them enough! Lions need an average of eleven to sixteen pounds of meat a day. It’s just a little extra.”

“If this was the other way around, you’d be telling me it wasn’t a good idea.”

“Yeah, but I’m just feeding an animal, not crawling into a random hole in the woods or trying to swing from vines that were definitely poisonous.”

Collin put his hand on Will’s shoulder. “We can always ask for more, okay?”

Will looked down. “Fine.” He unzipped his backpack. Even knowing what Will was like, Collin was still shocked when he took out three full packs of roast beef lunchmeat and ran them back in the house.

For the few blocks they rode to the zoo, Collin took a few more daring bursts through intersections than Will, who at one point hung back so long that Collin had to stop and wait five minutes for him to catch up. But he was used to that.

They’d known each other since kindergarten. Will was one of the first kids to talk to Collin, and the only one to not tease him about his hair. Throughout elementary school, they went over each other’s houses to watch movies, ride around on their bikes, look at Collin’s rock collection, and play with Quest, during which Will would rattle off every fact he knew about dogs. But no matter what they did, Collin never felt like Will didn’t genu-inely want to be his friend. 

But over those couple of years, Collin began to realize—without knowing specifically what anxiety was then—that for as outgoing and adventurous as he himself was, Will was equally reserved and routine. 

Sometimes it annoyed Collin, especially when he pulled Will into some of his “adventures,” which mostly consisted of running around the backyard and neighboring woods. Many times, the mission would be cut short or the story go awry because of Will’s apprehension, whether it was stopping Collin from sledding down a huge hill at the park, not jumping off the swing at the last second, or refusing to swordfight with the perfectly shaped, but fairly sharp stick. And of course, all of this would always result in their “ultimate peril.” 

One time, when faced with the prospect of having to climb over a fallen tree trunk and cross through a few inches of water, Will walked ten minutes down the length of the stream until he found a bridge. He claimed it was because he didn’t want to get his shoes dirty, but Collin knew he’d worn his old tennis shoes for exactly that reason.

Now that they were older and had left the pretend adven-tures behind, the anxiety presented itself in other ways. Collin noticed it got worse after Will’s dad left, just before he turned nine. Except for school and the semi-frequent Zoo trip, he didn’t leave the house for much else, always saying he needed to help his mom with something. And ever since then, anything out of his comfort zone, any change to his life, and he fell to pieces. 

So, they tried to plan a lot of their hangouts within Will’s wheelhouse. It may not always have been exciting, but it was un-complicated.

They pulled into the entrance of the zoo, a large turnstile station with a sign that matched Will’s hat. A girl with shoulder-length brown hair was lying face up on the concrete wall surrounding the entrance garden. Collin and Will stashed their bi-cycles in the bike rack and put locks on them. When the clanging of the metal had not caused the girl to sit up, Collin figured she was asleep. He rolled his eyes and walked over to her.

Her sunglasses barely sat on her small button nose. She sported a long-sleeved charcoal shirt that read, “Chance of Caring: 30%.” The strap of a purple belt bag dangled from her hand hanging over the side of the wall. Collin waved his hand over her eyes to make sure she was asleep, and then said to Will in a voice loud enough to wake her, “I guess we’ll just have to go in without her.”

Will looked confused. Collin gestured to him that he was joking, and Will caught on with a silent laugh. “Oh, man. That sucks.” 

“Yeah, where will we find all that sarcasm to make up for it?” Collin stifled a laugh.

“Where your comedic talent is,” a third voice answered. Collin looked down—Rose’s head was turned toward him, her piercing almond eyes glaring at him over top her sunglasses. They were dark brown to match her hair, and they never failed to convey what she was feeling, which often was some form of irritation at Collin or Will. At the moment, it was toleration. She sat up and stretched. “Very funny, you two.”

“Hey, it could’ve been worse,” Collin said. “I almost went for a joke about your favorite food.”

Rose shot him a dirty look. “The minute you joke about mac ‘n’ cheese is the minute your life is over.”

“Come on, let’s get in there!” Will said. 

Rose yawned as she slung the belt bag over one shoulder so that it came across her chest. “Why are we here at nine in the morning again? Isn’t it open until like ten tonight?”

“Yeah, but we want to avoid lines!” Will ushered them toward the turnstiles. “I didn’t get to see all the exhibits last time, so I want to beat the crowd.” 

Rose looked at the total of eight people who were in the line to get in. “Oh yeah, we got here just in time. Phew.”

Will didn’t register the sarcasm, speeding to the back of the entrance line. Rose rolled her eyes as she and Collin followed him.

There were times Collin still wasn’t quite sure how he and Will came to be friends with Rose. Or rather, why she befriended them. She wasn’t outgoing like Collin, and she was much more cool-and-collected than Will. The only activity she ever took part in was volleyball, and neither of them were into sports. But she was caring, even if she wouldn’t admit it. 
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