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Chapter One
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The den of evil appeared before me. My shoulders slumped, and my mouth went dry as I forced myself to take a step. One after another, I approached the senior lockers, my emotions whirling in my chest. I had to get a hold of myself. This was high school, not a war zone, but I knew what was to come and I hated it. Maybe they wouldn't be there yet, but with my luck? I doubted it. 

I had one job and, theoretically, it was simple. Give my ex-best friend his birthday present because my mother hated to have him wait. Plus, she likes to torture me. What she didn't grasp was the truth of how hard this was. Jaxson Beck, my best friend since we were born, was now the bane of my existence.

Tucking my hand into my pocket, I played with the box hidden there. The sharp corner sliced at my skin. I pressed the injury to my lips, the tang of iron pleasant on my tongue. Was this a premonition? Maybe.

"Hey, Reena!" Crissy, one of the girls from my group, called. Her perfect hair and makeup made her look like a doll.

"Hey, girl. I'll be right there. I just have to stop at my locker. You look totally adorbs, by the way." Inwardly, I grimaced. Adorbs. Really?

I smiled at the girl I barely tolerated. The girl who was supposed to be my friend, but in reality was just a pawn in my game to stay hidden in plain sight. It was all a show because there was no way I could be myself in this place. They'd destroy me. I'd learned that the hard way when the popular girls decided to make Jaxson and me their focus just over two years ago. In response, I'd ruined my longest friendship and changed myself completely, wiping away who I'd been before. 

My gait quickened as I glimpsed my reflection in the glass of the gymnasium door. My tall, athletic, yet a little-too-thin body glided over the glass in a vaguely uncoordinated grace that made me self-conscious. I shuddered and increased my pace.

I reached the ramada that housed the rows of senior lockers. The tall structure shading the space from the hot sun stood between the parking lot and the gymnasium and, this early, only a few people lingered below it. I reached the far aisle where Jaxson's locker was. The red metal was chipped in places, the gray beneath peeking through. 

Please let him be alone...

 "Oh, look, Jaxson, the beauty queen is here," a snarky voice rang out.     

Great. Just freaking great. I stood straighter and walked to the end of the aisle, Jaxson my only focus. You just need to give him the box.

"I need to talk to you for a second," I said.

Mike elbowed Sam in the side. "You know, I don't think dressing like that is acceptable under the dress code. I mean, what're you trying to do? Pick up a hot date off the corner?"

"Seriously, Jaxson? Can't you control your losers?" I said, feigning disinterest. I had to get out of here. If I stayed, I might just punch someone. That would be a definite no-no to my image.

"What, Reena? Can't handle hearing the truth? Or is it that the truth hurts?" Jaxson said.

As if we hadn't spoken at all, Sam said, "Naw, Mike, I don't think that would work for her. They'd probably just think she was a man in drag."

They laughed as if they were the funniest people in the world. Anger and hurt built within me. I fought to keep control. I fought to ignore the mean comments that brought out my deepest insecurities.

Jaxson smirked. "Shut it, Sam."

That was it? If this were two years ago, Jaxson would have hit Sam for a comment like that. Now? He was holding back a smile.

It's your fault, Reena. You did this to yourself.

Thanks, Conscious, you're super helpful...

"Oh, come on, Jaxson, she has to know. From what you've told us, she isn't a complete dimwit. Or maybe the years of hanging around with the popular crowd has made her stupider," Remus said.

"Stupider isn't a word." I glared at Jaxson.

"Errr, yes, it is," Remus said after a long pause.

"Well, it's not a very good one," I snapped. 

Don't hit the idiot. Don't hit the idiot.

I looked up to meet Jaxson's eyes. Maybe if I focused on him, my urge to kill the dumbass next to him would recede. My breath caught, and I pressed my hand to my chest. Holy crap, I had to look up. When the hell did that happen? I realize that doesn't seem like an accomplishment but, being over six feet myself, I promise it was.

"What's a giant like you doing over here anyway? Feel like destroying a few villages?" Remus asked.

I lunged at Remus as blood rushed in my ears. Jaxson's arm caught me, wrapping around my waist before I could reach him. I yelled, "I'm tall. Not Godzilla, you idiot. And if you aren't careful..."

"Reena," Jaxson snapped. "Calm down."

What? How could he use that tone with me? Like I was in the wrong? My anger turned on Jaxson. My eyes met his, and I stopped cold. He was so close. His well-trimmed mop of blond hair fell onto his forehead, and the blue of his eyes shone. Those eyes felt like home. I ground my teeth. 

"You know what? Nevermind," I said, swallowing the hurt. I spun and stalked back to my car. This day could go to hell.




[image: image-placeholder]My fingers ran hesitantly over the small box that lay on my belly. The rough, brown craft paper scratched my skin, contrasting with the smooth texture of the tape. I opened my eyes and stared up at my feet, propped against the pale green of my bedroom wall. The comforter underneath me was soft, the warm afternoon light filtering through my windows to caress my skin as if in an attempt to make me feel better. If only the images from the day would stop playing in my head. Each one made me want to shove a pillow over my face—either from embarrassment or rage, I wasn't sure. I had no idea how I'd failed so miserably. It had been such a tiny job, and I'd screwed it up.

I lifted the present so I could read the script on the front. The one word scrawled there made my chest swell with happiness one second before the wave of regret and loss wiped it out. Jaxson, it said. A name so familiar it was part of me. My best friend and confidant.

Not anymore. 

My gaze traveled toward the ceiling to the collage of pictures covering the wall. The faces of my family and friends were filled with love, drawing my attention against my will. You could track my life by these pictures. Jaxson and I, five years old, swinging on the monkey bars. Me and my sisters sneaking up on Jaxson and his brother, Eric, with handfuls of water balloons. Their retaliation had ended with us soaked. Jaxson and me, eleven years old, on our first hunting trip with our compound bows. Then, our combined family adventure to the beach two years ago. In that one, I sat on Jaxson's shoulders, laughing, while Eric made a face in the background.  Our smiles were so bright, and I couldn't help but think that was the last time I'd smiled with so much unfettered joy. It was, however, the last time I felt like myself.

Two years already? I huffed, closing my eyes. Two years since I lost my best friend. Two years since I'd ruined everything and made the biggest scene in our school's history. People still talk about that dance. And why wouldn't they? I mean, how often does someone manage to "trip" the sweetest girl in school—and Jaxson's crush—causing her to fall into the punch bowl and snacks, ruining her handmade dress. I'd hated to do it, but the mean girls had promised to spread some of Jaxson's secrets if I didn't. Secrets only I knew. Secrets that had slipped out after they'd cornered me in the bathroom just before to torture me first. They'd been so impressed by my display that they decided I was actually cool enough to bring me into their fold. 

I'd hated myself for weeks after that, and I'd never apologized. I decided it was easier to join them than be a target. I was just happy to have the teasing taunts stop. That's when the change started. So, to say the incident from earlier proved we were no longer friends? It was true enough, and I couldn't blame him.

"Reena?" my mother's voice called from somewhere down the hall. It shook me from my thoughts, for which I was grateful.

I jumped, grabbing the box and shoving it under the pillow beside me.

"In here," I called. I snatched the book sitting on the bed next to me, opened it, and pretended to read.

Yup, everything is totally normal. 

My mother's beautiful face appeared in the doorway. She wore a light cream shirt which looked amazing against the richness of her golden wheat skin. Her long, black hair was down, falling around her shoulders to frame her face. She had a beauty I only wish I had. Though I'd inherited a lot of my mother, I looked more like my dad. My skin tone was a lighter shade than hers and my frame significantly larger. My sisters, Lily and Kiera, resembled my mother more. Kiera, who was older, was a tiny, perfect replica of Mom. But Lily, who held the same face and eyes, looked like she'd be tall like my dad too. Never would I admit it to them, but I was jealous. 

"Hey, you packed?"

I put the book down and sat up. "Yeah. I got everything in one bag and my backpack, but have you seen my bow?"

She leaned against the doorway and nodded. "Yes, your father finished packing yours and the boys' after Kim dropped Jax and Eric's off this morning."

 Thanks for the reminder of what's to come. I grimaced.

"Well, my bags are ready."

"Good. Bring them out front and we'll get them loaded. Also, I wanted to let you know that plans have changed for dinner. Do one quick check that you have everything you need and then we'll head out."

"Head out where? We're leaving in like two hours anyway."

"That's true, but it's Jax's birthday. Kim managed to get off from work early so we're meeting them for a quick dinner. We'll head to the airport straight from there."

I shot to my feet. "What? No! You said we were celebrating when we got to the cabin." 

The family cabin we shared with the Becks, Jaxson's family, was just outside of Portland, Oregon. We were headed there for the next two weeks where, I was sure, the constant awkwardness would make both our lives hell as we were forced to stay under the same roof. 

Mom's expression went dark as she glared at me. She rested her hands on her hips. 

I should've known better than to say anything. With the fit I'd thrown this morning over taking Jaxson his present, it would have been safer to stay quiet. But going out to dinner for his birthday? And here? What if someone saw me with him, or more importantly, what if my presence ruined his birthday? 

"You've got to be kidding me," she said. 

"Mom, someone might see me." With him. The "loser." "I don't want to go."

Her eyes narrowed, and I knew she could see those thoughts on my face. This was going to be bad. When she spoke her next words, I flinched. 

"Did you give Jax his present this morning like I asked you?" 

I could feel the heat of her gaze as I averted my eyes. 

When I didn't answer, she threw her hands out, continuing, "Reena Novak! You didn't, did you? You didn't give your best friend his present on his birthday? Seriously? Did you even wish him a happy birthday?"

Straightening my shoulders, I took a deep breath. "You don't understand, Mom. We aren't friends anymore. We haven't been for a long time, and his cronies—"

She held up a hand. "No! I don't want to hear it. This has gone on long enough. We will be spending an entire vacation with the Becks, and I will not have you—and whatever this is—disrupting it." She stepped forward to place her hands on my shoulders.

I looked down at her, the distance my height provided doing nothing to protect against the anger radiating from her. Her back was tight, lips drawn in a line, and worry seeped from her touch. Chest expanding, she took a breath for patience and when she spoke, her voice was far kinder than I deserved.

"Jax is family. So, we're going to celebrate his birthday together, today. I don't know what's been going on, but you need to figure it out and soon. Reena, honey, you and I both know you haven't been the same since you two stopped hanging out. You were so much happier when he was around—"

It was my turn to interrupt. "Stop. I've told you before, things change. We grew up and we're different now. We grew apart." Liar, my entire being screamed. Each word was bitter in my mouth. They weren't wrong, but that didn't change the fact that I hated them. "Plus, my friends don't like him."

It's okay, Reena, they might not like him, but you're popular. You have friends, and admirers, and no one makes fun of you. They wouldn't dare. I turned my head away. And who cares if you hate everything you've become, and you have no idea who you are. It's worth it. Right?

Internally, I rolled my eyes. You have some serious skill lying to yourself.

"Well, maybe you need to choose better friends," she snapped. She released me and stepped back. "Get ready; it’s time to go." 

I swallowed hard, not missing the disappointment in her tone. I glanced down at my hands as I kneaded them together. 

Before she left, she turned and said, "Do you really think any of those prissy friends of yours could ever hold a candle up to that?" She gestured to the collage of memories, hundreds of them, brightening the room. With one last tilt of her head, she disappeared.

I collapsed back onto the bed, my hair flying out behind me. I blinked away the burn of tears and the thickness in my throat. She was right; I knew that. I'd believed that the choices I'd made had been the right ones, but there was no denying I was miserable. I hated everything about who I was now. It was exhausting faking who I was every day or forgetting the things I loved to do. It was worse pretending the people I hung out with were my friends. Eventually, it would destroy me. 

The only person who had made me feel whole was Jaxson, and ever since I'd pushed him away, I'd felt like something was missing. I shook my head, attempting to clear it.

Mom and Dad's voices echoed from the living room, a plan to leave in ten minutes reaching me. Pushing up, I went to the mirror over my dresser and checked my reflection. 

I held back my wince, that invisible weight planting itself on my chest. I even hated my new appearance—the image I'd created. All so that I'd fall into the shadows, removing myself from the focus of those who'd tortured me in previous years. I ran my hand through my perfectly coiffed curls. My golden-almond skin was the same as ever, but my round eyes were encircled by far too much eyeliner. And my outfit? Ugh. I straightened the sequined shirt that fell off one shoulder. Even after all this time, I missed my ripped jeans and plain T-shirts.

Whatever. Suck it up and let's get this over with. 

Before I took my bags out to the truck, I retrieved Jaxson's present from under the pillow. I shoved it into my purse and, before I let go, ran my finger over the paper. I hoped with everything I was that he loved it as much as I thought he would.

My dad was loading the SUV when I came out. Before he noticed me, I wrapped my arms around him from behind and squeezed. He grunted, then laughed.

"You okay, Bug?" he asked. His bright blue eyes met mine as he turned. "Ready for an adventure? For some hiking, hunting, and snow?"

Only a few inches taller than me, he was one of the only people I could look in the eye. I chuckled at the sight of his tanned ivory cheeks, pink from the exertion of packing so much into the truck. I doubted the sun beating down helped. For winter, it was an unseasonably warm year in Arizona. We had yet to pull out the heavy jackets here, which meant summer was going to be tough.

"Yup, to all of those questions. Especially hunting. It's been forever since we went deer hunting, and I've been itching to go," I said, stepping back so he could heft another into the back. "Do you need any help to get this train moving?"

"No, I got it, but I do have to ask, how can three women pack so much?" he asked. 

I snorted. "Yeah, yeah. You and I both know you packed more than Lily and I did together. I don't want to hear it." I pushed his shoulder, and he grinned.

Before I walked around to get in, he stopped me. "Hey, you have Jax's present, right? I feel like I should check; otherwise, I might be down a daughter." 

So, Mom had already told him about our argument. I rolled my eyes.

"Seriously though, Bug."

"Yes, I have it," I said, irritation in each word. I pulled the box out and showed it to him. He nodded, examining me and seeing more than I liked. I shifted uncomfortably before spinning and slipping into the car where Lily and Mom waited.

"Hey, Mom," I said. I placed a hand on her arm. "Listen, I'm sorry for not giving Jaxson his present this morning, okay? But think of it this way, now you can see his reaction when we give it to him. Isn't that better?"

Her shoulders relaxed, and the frustration in her expression melted away.

"I guess that's true. I'm still frustrated with you, but I can see your point. And either way, I can't wait to see his reaction!" Had she been any other woman, I would've expected a squeal to escape her lips, but it was Mom. Always in control. Jaxson was one of the only things in this world that could bring this side of her out and that was only because he was seen as one of her children. So giving him such a meaningful gift meant even more.

A wave of sadness hit me because I knew how the situation between Jaxson and I hurt her. He still came to visit, but it wasn't like it had been before—no longer almost daily and never with me in tow. I always hid in my room or went out. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

I'd never admit it to anyone, but I was just as excited to see his reaction. It was the perfect surprise. So, for once, I let my elation fill me. I ignored the hesitation and worry, choosing to revel in the fact that I was going to have a night with Jaxson before heading on vacation with all of my family, Becks included. Well, almost all. Keira was staying back, the jerk. I guess I just missed our joint trips; it had been so long since the last one.








Chapter Two
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Jaxson and Kim were in front of the restaurant when we arrived. Kim was shifting from foot-to-foot with a grin on her face. Knowing her, she probably hadn't told Jaxson we were coming. This was confirmed when we approached, and she turned him to face us. His face lit up with a huge smile as Lily ran to him. Without hesitation, he picked her up and swung her in a circle. She squealed happily before he set her down, that big brother, little sister relationship shining in the daylight.  

"Hey, Lily! It's been too long. What are you now, twenty?"

Lily harrumphed, placing her hands on her hips. "No. I'm thirteen, and you know it. That's stupid anyway. That would make me older than you and I know because it's your birthday!" She jumped up and down, then hugged him once more. "I was so excited when Mom said we were meeting you for dinner. I know we were going to celebrate when we got to the cabin, but it's just not fair to not celebrate on your birthday. You know?" Her speech was so fast I was only able to catch three out of five words, but because I was used to it, I could fill in the blanks.

Jaxson chuckled, released her, and then accepted embraces from Mom and Dad.

I stood back and watched the exchange, a sense of contentment at coming home filling me. This was my family. My entire family. Well, except for Eric and James, whom we'd see tomorrow. The Becks have been the second half of us since before I was born. Kim and James were a second set of parents and their boys, a mix of friends, siblings, and partners in crime. I rubbed my chest, wishing the action would remove the guilt and loss weighing me down. I'd caused the rift here. I wonder if anyone saw it like I did.

 Releasing Dad, Jaxson reached for me, but stopped, realizing his mistake. A sharp pain lanced through my heart. I bit my lip, lowering my eyes to the ground. God, I missed him.

It's your fault, Reena. You did this to yourself.

Thanks, Conscious, you're sooo helpful...

Clearing his throat, his expression hesitant but happy, Jaxson said, "Thanks for coming. It means a lot."

I couldn't think of anything to say, so I just nodded. I could tell he was about to say more when a voice I despised rang out from behind me. Jax grinned, but it took everything I had not to scowl. 

Great. Just freaking great. Dread spread up my spine like wildfire. I turned, and it was like a nightmare come to life. Jaxson's three best friends, Sam, Mike, and Remus approached.  With a silent curse, I spun to follow my parents. Just the sound of Remus' voice brought back the mean words he'd spat at me this morning—the taunts and insinuations that I was a... What, are you trying to pick up a hot date off the corner?

It doesn't matter. Stop thinking about it.

"Wait," Sam said. "Is Reena the Harpy here?"

Not wanting Lily to hear, I pushed her through the door. "Lily, go to the table. I'll be right there." She sent me a questioning look, glanced at the boys, then did as I asked. She'd have questions for me later.

"It is," Remus said, interest and a wicked glee in his voice. "Think she'll try to hit me again?"

My heart rate picked up, my breathing becoming deeper as fury swirled through me. I barely caught a growl. No doubt that would just add to their excitement. He had no idea how lucky he'd been that Jaxson stopped me from pummeling him this morning. No one calls me that and comes out unscathed.

He's not worth it, Reena. Don't ruin Jaxson's birthday. But I didn't have to do anything because Jaxson stepped in front of me. His giant form was so big he blocked my view of the guys. I fought a flush. Earlier my shock when I realized how tall and broad Jax had become had been a little embarrassing. I hadn't realized how thoroughly I'd been avoiding him until that moment. It was the first time I realized this wasn't the Jaxson I'd always known. This Jaxson was larger, stronger, and um, beautiful—definitely no longer a boy. I'd like to say there'd been no blushing or ogling, but even I wasn't that good of a liar.

 I started to move around him, my hand pressing to his back. He glanced down to meet my eyes and I stopped, those blue irises holding me captive. In them, I read his intention, and I froze. 

"Guys, stop it," Jaxson said to his cronies. "Whatever stupid crap you were going to say, just stop. Her parents and little sister are inside. If you can't be nice, then you need to leave."

He stopped his friends from picking on me? Seriously?

The three boys blinked, and, after a long moment, they vocalized agreement. Jaxson nodded and told them to go ahead. 

I was still gaping like a fish when Jaxson turned to me. "I'm sorry about them. Are you okay?"

Yup, still stuck in that shell-shocked state. Clearing my throat, I shrugged. He reached out to touch my arm, but I stepped back, his expression falling instantly. I lowered my eyes and went inside, his steps echoing behind me.

Our table was long and set off to the side. The scent of freshly cooked pizza filled the restaurant, making my mouth water. The guys were saying a quick hello to Kim when we entered, so I found a seat next to Lily and across from Jaxson. I had to hide my flinch as Remus slipped into the chair beside me.

Thanks, Mom. I really appreciate you dragging me to dinner. This is exactly how I wanted to spend my night. I stayed tucked into myself as conversation picked up, and we all settled in. After we ordered drinks, I zoned out completely, thinking that if I didn't initiate, they'd forget I was there.

"Reena, honey?"

I started, straightening in my seat. "Mom?" I glanced up to find most of the table staring at me. Dad's was especially focused.

"You have his present, right?" she asked. "Honey, are you okay?"

"Oh! Um, yeah. And yes, I have his present." I pulled the small box from my purse and handed it over the table to Jaxson. "Mom saw this last week and couldn't resist. I was supposed to give it to you this morning, but..." 

Jaxson's eyes darkened, and he bit his lip. I glanced down at my soda.

"Sorry, man," Sam said, and I was shocked that it sounded sincere. "I didn't know."

Shaking it off, I said, "Well, open it, or Mom's going to explode. You're lucky she hasn't internally combusted at this point."

With a grin, he turned toward Mom. "I can open it?"

"Of course!" she said.

Without hesitation, Jaxson removed the wrapping paper. It fell to the table, crinkling as he sat the box on top to untie the ribbon holding it closed. When he lifted the lid, his eyes went wide. 

"Whoa," he said, and I couldn't hold back my smile. He reached in, gently caressing what was inside reverently.

"What is it?" Kim asked. She moved to lean over his shoulder.

"A compass." Jaxson ran his fingers over the intricate wind rose pattern covering the lid. Gently, he removed it from its cradle.

"Look at the other side," Mom said. She was bouncing in her chair. 

Jaxson flipped it over and read the inscription.

"'Truth will always point you home, '" he said, voice deeper than a moment ago. The smile that broke across his face was breathtaking. It was a true smile; one I hadn't seen in ages. "It's perfect, Viti. Thank you."

"You like it? I'm so glad!" She got up and rushed to hug him from behind. "I was going to put something simple for the engraving, but Reena demanded I put this wording instead. She said that if I was going to put anything on it, it needed to mean something."

I felt everyone's gaze shift to me, but all I saw was Jaxson. Surprise looked back. I watched as it turned to amusement. He looked at the compass, then back to me.

"Third grade?" he asked.

I chuckled, then shrugged. "It seemed appropriate. That was the best short story either of us has ever written."

He started to shake, laughter reverberating from his chest. This was exactly what I'd hoped for.

"And now that you're officially an adult, I thought I'd remind you of that long-ago lesson."

He leaned his head back and chortled. He ran a free hand through his blond hair, his eyes sparkling. The rest of the table was silent, unable to figure out what was going on, but unable to look away. Then Kim got it.

"Wait, isn't that the story where the two of you had to fight off aliens with the help of the local squirrel population using only kitchen utensils?"

"Yes. Yes, it was," Jax said between breaths.

"That makes absolutely no sense," Sam said.

"Which is just about right for these two," Dad added from his spot down the way. His face was alight as he took in the exchange.

"That was not the best story you've ever written," Mom exclaimed, her voice exasperated. "Reena, how does this mean something?"

"It means more than you know, Viti." His eyes met mine, and the softness I saw there had me shifting in my seat.

"It may not be the best story ever," I said with a grin. "But Jax gets the inscription. Plus, it's obscure enough that he can add any meaning he wants to it."

Jaxson froze. He gripped the compass tighter in his hand. "You haven't called me 'Jax' in years."

Heat spread through me at the affection in his tone. I dropped my gaze, my cheeks burning. A long moment of silence passed before my father—God, I loved him—rescued me by asking to see the compass, stating that Mom hadn't let him examine it before she'd wrapped it. I risked a glance at Jax as he handed it over and found he was still watching me. Additionally, I had to hold back a groan when I noticed the guys’ eyes kept bouncing from Jax to me and back. What was I supposed to do now?

Thankfully, conversation picked up as the waiter arrived. I stayed tucked into my food, Lily the only one I spoke to. She'd been telling me about her day when Jax spoke.

"Wait. Lily, did I just hear you talking about some boy? Is there a boy you like?"

"No," she said, holding a finger up, but her quick response said everything.

Jax lifted his eyebrow in disbelief. "I did, didn't I? Do I need to meet this boy?"

Lily heaved a sigh. "No. No, you do not. You are not my dad, and I don't need another creepy protector embarrassing me in front of boys."

I coughed, barely holding back a smile.

"You may not need one, but you have one. I'm the closest thing you have to a brother and with Eric off at school, it falls to me. But... based on your reaction, I think the more interesting question is, what did Reena do?"

"Me?" I asked, placing a hand over my heart.

Lily let out a derisive snort. Apparently, no one bought my innocence. 

"The last time I let a boy I liked meet her, she pulled out her compound bow and scared him off. He refuses to talk to me now." She crossed her arms over her chest. "It's been months."

"Not bad," Remus said, an impressed smirk lifting his lips.

"Well, no one looks at my sister that way and lives."

Remus froze, eyebrows dropping in thought.

Ha! One point for Reena. He can't tell if I was joking.

Jax shook his head. "Well, I think she'd do a better job protecting you anyway. She's scarier than I am."

"No kidding," Sam said under his breath.

Jax elbowed him in the side. He leaned over and said something to his friend.

"Sorry," Sam said. 

I nearly choked on my drink. Wait, Sam apologized? Well, crap, the world must be ending. Maybe vacation wasn't a bad idea. I forced myself to release the breath I'd been holding.

I met Jax's eyes. In them, I saw more than I wanted to, more than I was ready to see, and definitely more than I was ready to reciprocate. 

Was it possible to salvage some form of a relationship from this trip? Was it possible that even for a short time, I could feel like myself again? The hope that buzzed through me almost hurt as realization came crashing down.

No. What are you thinking? That would never work. I have to stay away from him. If you open that friendship again, you'll just hurt him more. When we come back from break, everything will just go bad again. 

Because I couldn't be myself anymore. I'd spent too much time as this fake version of myself, and I didn't know how to stop. No matter how hard I wanted to be who I used to be, I couldn't. I was broken. I'd created this person I hated, held everyone I cared about at a distance—because they couldn't understand—and knew there was no way to change that. 

That truth hurt more than anything, I think, but it was nice to have those few moments of normalcy. Those few moments where everything had been like it used to be. Maybe one day I'd find a way out of this prison I'd created. 

Not long after, Keira, my older sister, showed up to see us off to the airport. She'd somehow managed to talk my parents into staying behind for break because she had to work. I didn't like leaving her—it felt dangerous to separate—but I understood her reasoning. She was in college with tuition and other bills to pay. 

After some honest torment of Jax for his birthday, Keira left with a round of hugs. We loaded up to head for the airport. I didn't want to admit how much of a relief it was to see the guys drive away. I knew I was being a child, but the last few months had been hard. Because of some seriously bad choices I'd made, they'd decided I was Enemy Number One. I'd hurt Jax, and he was their friend. Part of me appreciated the way they protected him no matter how hard it was for me.

Mom rode with Kim, leaving Jax next to me in the backseat of the SUV. It was nice, though, the joy and contentment of the evening having settled our nerves. We sat in comfortable silence, me looking out the window and not watching him caress the engraving along the back of the compass, his face deep in thought. Every so often his eyes would shoot to me.








Chapter Three
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The last quarter mile leading to the cabin was lined with trees that canopied the road. I sighed, enjoying the way the sun peeked through the branches above as they skated by. I felt the shift in my chest as the tension I'd carried all day changed to the joy of being back. It had been a long trip, and we were minutes away. 

 It was the day after we'd left Arizona for Oregon, and we were exhausted. We'd spent the night at a hotel, then gotten up early to go shopping for supplies. With everything we needed in hand, we left the city and headed toward the small town where our land waited for us. 

Passing through the Columbia River Gorge, we made one stop—a quick hike Jax begged us to go on because it held his favorite waterfall. Tall and beautiful, the water had fallen more than a hundred feet into a small pool below. The droplets had bounced off the ice covering it, then shot across, making the entire thing look as if it were covered in diamonds. We'd had a lot of fun as, over the course of the hike, each of us had slipped, causing the others to break down into hysterics. When I'd fallen, then slid down a small hill, our laughter had filled the canyon. Mine had stopped only when Jax had rushed over to help me up. His worried "you okay?" had caused my throat to close. Instead of saying "yes" and "thank you" like a normal person, I'd snapped at him. Not my finest moment.

Which was why I'd been quiet the rest of the drive. But excitement rose in my chest the instant we'd made that last turn toward the house. There was a sense of coming home I only ever felt here. Then when my favorite place in the world appeared out of the trees, I released a breath. The large, two-story home was beautiful with its dark wood siding and huge front porch. The fading evening light was just enough to see by, the orange kiss of the sunset adding a magical feel to the land. Several of the lights were on, whispering of the warmth within.

I grinned as two men stepped onto the porch.

"Uncle James! Eric!" Lily called, jumping out of the car the moment it stopped. She ran up to Jaxson's dad and wrapped her arms around him.

He chuckled. "Lily Girl. How are you, honey? How was the trip?"

"Good! We miss you back home. When are you coming back?"

James had spent the last nine months on contract in Portland. He hated being away from the family but couldn't turn down the financial benefits, especially with Eric in college and Jax soon to be.

"Hopefully soon," he said, kissing the top of her head. 

He looked healthy, having lost a few pounds since the last time I saw him. His skin was bright, and his eyes were filled with relief. I giggled when James spotted Kim and, as if none of us were there, he pulled her into a long kiss. It was sweet, if not a little gross to witness.

"Where's Kiera?" Eric asked, stepping up to Mom for a hug.

"She decided to stay home and work some extra shifts. She said to tell you she misses you," Mom said.

I wonder what Mom would say if I told her about the party Keira was planning. I wouldn't do that. Kiera deserved some time to herself after this semester and, in truth, I agreed the cabin was a little too small for all of us now. 

"Isn't that right, Reena?"

Crap. Someone was talking to me. "Huh?"

"I was telling James that you've been looking forward to this trip all year."

"Oh! Yeah. It's been way too long since we've been here together. I've missed it." I sighed. "We were here at least twice a year for what? Ten years? And then nothing."

"We haven't had all of us together in almost two." Lily pouted. "Except for Christmas."

"Well, with my basketball schedule, Eric off at school, and Jaxson's swim team stuff, it just hasn't been possible." I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and squeezed. "But we're having one now. Well, except for Keira."

"She's a stick in the mud anyway," Lily said, causing me to choke. 

Did she really just say that?

Lily perked up and continued, "And we're going snowboarding while we're here, right?"

"That's the plan," Dad said. "Why don't we get settled and then we decide what we're doing?"

"Sweet!" Lily said.

"But first." Eric stepped forward and, with one of his infectious grins, lovingly punched Jaxson in the arm, then hugged Lily so hard she squeaked. I shook my head. I had to admit that Eric was handsome even if all I saw was the jerk who treated me like a kid sister. To me, he was that older brother that liked to meddle.

He set Lily down and faced me. "Reena..."

Turdnuggets. I knew that taunting tone. I tried to run, but before I got two steps, he picked me up and spun me around as if I were six. I squealed as loudly as Lily had. It was a mirror of how Jaxson welcomed Lily to his birthday dinner.

Siblings...

"Eric! Stop it!" The high-pitched laughter that escaped my lips pulled the attention of everyone. I wiggled until he let me go, then smacked him in the arm. "I swear you're the only person in the world who doesn't realize how big I am now!"

"Munchkin, you're not big, and you'll always be little to me." He poked my side. I jumped out of reach.

"I see what you mean," I said, lightly tapping his tummy. "Looks like someone's getting a little comfortable at college. Is a girl doing this to you?"

Eric grunted to the sound of chuckles.

"You have to remember, you're not playing ball anymore. If you're not careful, you'll get fat," I said.

There was no way he was fat. He was tall, with wide, strong shoulders that served him well in his football days and although his belly did not resemble the six-pack he used to have, it wasn't exactly fat.

"I've only been back two minutes, and you start this?" In one quick move, Eric wrapped his arm around my head to place me in a headlock, then proceeded to give me a noogie. I punched him in the side. Hard.

"Oomph!"

"Ah! Stop it!" I yelled. God, I missed him. "I swear I will find a way to give your hulking butt a swirly. Jax will help!"

"You two are children." Jaxson chuckled. "And no, I won't."

Jax had begun unloading the trucks when Eric released me. I escaped to hide behind Jaxson, completely stopping his progress. I pressed my hands to his back. If Eric tried that again, we all knew I'd throw Jaxson into Eric's path. That was my M.O. and in return, Jaxson would find a creative way to get me back later. It was worth it. Jax rolled his eyes, meeting mine over his shoulder. Realizing I was touching him, I skittered back, a quick apology on my lips. His expression darkened.

 Eric's eyes narrowed. 

"Is this crap still going on? You two need to stop fighting." With that, he grabbed a bag and went inside.

Jaxson and I exchanged glances. His shoulders dropped, and his face became impassive. He reached down and picked up two bags, and I watched as he walked away, my stomach churning.

"Thanks, Eric," I grumbled, lugging my own set of bags toward the house.

It wasn't his fault. It was mine. Just like always.

Stepping into the cabin—okay, it was more like a big house—I dropped the bags by the front door. I'd take them upstairs later. I followed the sound of voices into the kitchen. Everyone stood around talking; a small TV on low sat on a table against the far wall. I stepped up to Lily, and something strange on the screen caught my attention. 

"Emergency Presidential Report," the banner read. And there was President Dahill with a serious look on his face. I reached over and turned it up.

"Earlier today the Eastern Hemisphere reported a flash of light that caused havoc wherever it could be seen. ‘The Flare,’ as we call it, was reported at sixteen-thirty Eastern Standard Time and..."

"Hey, everyone!" I said, getting their attention. Using the remote, I increased the volume a bit more still. "Listen up."

They quieted, and the president's words came through.

"This is what we know. Ten months ago, a young scientist named Sean Williams at the University of Arizona noted an anomaly moving toward our solar system. Upon confirmation of the discovery, Dr. Williams contacted the appropriate authorities. Since then, international leaders and specialists across the globe have been brought in to collaborate with Dr. Williams and the United States."

"Turn it up," Eric said, leaning his elbows on the counter.

"...the anomaly's classification, size, speed, and trajectory were of the highest importance. After weeks of evaluation, it was identified that this anomaly"—President Dahill paused and took a deep breath—"was not a meteor as initially thought. The object was denoted a rogue planet and named Goliath. Approximately the size of Mars, it was headed on a direct path through our system." Panicked chatter exploded from the screen as the media attending the hearing went wild. 

"Seriously?" Mom said. Her chest rose and fell quickly, the worry palpable. Dad wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

"Initially, it was thought that there was a chance for a collision with Earth." 

Gasps came from everyone, both on-screen and in the room. Jax stepped up next to me, his arm brushing mine. I met his gaze, and I could tell we had the same thought. 

End-of-the-world collision with Earth? There was fear in his eyes, the same fear I felt. His fingers linked with mine. He squeezed, and the world stabilized for both of us. It was just like when we were kids. Taking a measured breath, I brought my attention back to the announcement.

"An experimental rocket, named the Freedom, was launched earlier this year from Kennedy Space Station with the intention of traveling toward Goliath to deliver a series of nuclear warheads. These were to be deposited in calculated spots along its projected path in hopes of slowing Goliath enough to allow the Earth to pass safely out of range without risk of collision. The final missiles were to be placed within Goliath's atmosphere with the use of an unmanned aerial vehicle piloted by the Freedom."

Cool. It was hard not to find this fascinating, even if I was terrified. 

President Dahill continued, "The Flare was the effect of the first detonation. It was the largest collection of warheads, closest to the surface of Goliath. Up to this point, and due to its unique makeup, Goliath has not been invisible to the naked eye. What the experts have said, and is the best description I can give, is that the surface of Goliath absorbs light. This means that the light from the Sun does not reflect off its surface as with all other objects—the Moon, for example. Because of this, the planet has been overall undetectable. What we did not expect was what happened when the first blast went off."

I leaned against the counter, needing the support. Jax did the same, our hands pressed between us. Lily slipped in next to me, and I wrapped an arm around her. Mom and Kim took seats at the breakfast table, our fathers standing next to them.

"Upon interaction with the warheads’ electromagnetic pulse, the light of the blast field intensified and rebounded, causing the Flare. With it, this quality of absorbing light has disappeared, and cracks have appeared on its surface. The confusing part is the strange glow emanating from them." He paused to rub his hands together. "We are currently trying to determine the cause of this illumination but have yet to identify it. With that said, I would like to warn all of you that there are several additional detonations expected over the next twelve hours." 

"What does this mean?" I whispered to Jax. He shook his head.

"At that point, we will perform a final calculation to verify our mission was a success." Dahill took a long, deep breath. His exhale was slow. "I know I've given you some very concerning information this evening, but I wanted to assure you that based on all calculations up to this point, the rogue planet Goliath is not going to collide with Earth. That risk was low, to begin with, but the leaders of our world decided a proactive approach was the best course of action." President Dahill shifted from foot to foot. He looked terrible. "With its documented size and the additional distance that has been created by the first blast, I want to assure all of you that Goliath will pass out of Earth's gravitational reach. This means that there should be no effect on Earth or the Moon due their proximity. There will be no interaction between the two objects. Should Goliath's speed stay at a constant rate, it should pass completely in two months' time. Please understand that come tomorrow, Goliath will be visible. Do not panic. It is large, but it is not a threat."

There was a long pause as everyone took in his words. "To verify all questions are answered properly, I will hand it over to Dr. Sean Williams and Dr. Thomas Walls. Thank you for your time and your hope." With that, he stepped off the stage and left the room. The press called after him, but he didn't return. 

A young man with warm brown skin a shade lighter than mine and dark hair stepped up to the podium. The man, in his mid-to-late twenties, swallowed hard before asking for the first question. 

I leaned forward, wanting to know everything, but before the entire question was out, the sound stopped and "mute" appeared on the screen. Eric held the remote. He stared toward his parents, worry in his eyes. 

"What does this mean?" he asked, repeating the words I whispered earlier. The parents exchanged a look.

"For us?" James said. "Nothing right now. We'll act as we normally do. They state that this Goliath will pass, and that there's no threat. They're probably not telling us everything and we'll do some research to see what else we can learn, but I think that for now, we continue on as normal."

"I agree," my dad said. "Even if something happens, we'll deal with it together. Here at the cabin is the best place we could be in a situation like this."

He was right. We had supplies, and we were out of the big city. With this news, they'd probably have all sorts of problems. Hell, how many times had riots happened following sports events? The panic this would cause? I could only imagine what would happen. Fear did weird things to people. I thought of Keira. I'd have to call and check on her before bed—make sure she was okay. 

"I'll call Keira and make sure she's okay and has a plan," Dad said as if reading my mind.

"But Mom?" Lily asked. "Don't you and James have to go back into Portland the day after tomorrow for a meeting or something? Do you have to go?"

Mom exchanged looks with the other adults, then said, "I'll call my boss in the morning, but probably. I wouldn't worry, though; it'll only be for a few hours and the meeting with my client shouldn't take long."

"Mine either. Don't worry, Munchkin, we'll be back before you know it."

"And you're planning to go snowboarding while we're gone, right?" Mom asked. We nodded. "Well, I don't think there's any reason for those plans to change. They said everything was going to be fine and if anything happens, it won't be soon. We'll make some preparations just in case, but you guys should go have fun. We'll see you when you get home."

"She's right," Dad said, but I knew he'd have each of us loaded with emergency packs, just to be safe. Okay, that wasn't all that different than usual anyway.

"Kids, why don't you guys set up the bedrooms, then head down to the basement? We'll bring down some food and we can talk more, okay?" Kim said. She was trying to get rid of us.  "Bring down your day packs so we can get them stocked."

Called it. Super crazy day pack, here we come.

"Yeah," Eric said, bending to pick up a suitcase balanced against the wall. As he did, he glanced at us. His eyebrows rose when they locked onto our still-linked fingers. 

Heat warmed my cheeks. As nonchalantly as I could, I dropped Jax's grip, then rushed to help with the bags. Thankfully, Eric didn't say anything. Of course, the way I bolted out of there might've had something to do with it. At least I wasn't alone. Jax was right on my heels, Eric's chuckle following after. 

The rooms were prepped, and stuff put away. I was about to head down to the basement but decided I needed a few minutes to myself. I shrugged on my jacket and stepped outside. If Goliath was now visible, would I be able to see it? I guess that would depend on if the clouds that usually haunted the Northwest region decided to clear. It had been overcast most of the day, but maybe I'd get lucky.

I stepped off the porch, and a gasp fell from my lips as I took in the sky.

"Hey, guys," I called to the house. "I can see Goliath. Get out here!" 

Goliath was just breaking over the mountains, and it was massive. Most of it disappeared into the night, too black to really see with only a shadow at the edges that gave away its end. The cracks President Dahill mentioned were stark against the surface. Maroon lines shot out from two large focal points to snake farther and farther out. Some were wide and whispered of how deep the damage truly went. Others looked so small I worried it was a trick of the light. But what really caught my breath was how the deep color of the cracks contrasted with the vibrant blue-green light that radiated from sections of the exposed surface. 

A wave of dizziness hit me, and I closed my eyes against a sharp pain between them. A flash of writhing, deep purple tentacles filled my vision, and I gasped.

What the heck was that? I lifted my gaze back to Goliath and I swore the light was moving. My stomach flipped. I had to be imagining it, but I knew this feeling. It was one I'd had before which warned me to be careful, to see what others couldn't. 

We were in danger. 

How much? I wouldn't know until the planet got closer and those sections became even more defined, but in my gut, I knew Goliath was about to change everything. I rubbed my arms and sighed at its beauty. It had a majestic quality to it and a pull that sang to something deep within me. That was never a good sign.

 The soft snick of the door shutting brought my attention around. Jax came down the steps but stumbled when his gaze latched onto Goliath.

"Holy crap."

"Right?" I said with a giggle, hiding the panic which had overtaken me. "I can't believe we never noticed it before. I guess what they said was true. It was basically hiding. Where are the others?" I steadied my breaths, pushing back the image.

"On the way out." He stopped next to me. "Its appearance does make me question a few things. Like, are the 'properties' of the planet natural or something more controlled?"

I swallowed, and with a giggle, said, "I feel like I should add a 'dun-dun-duh!' after that comment."

He chuckled. "All right, fine. I'm being paranoid."

"Are you, though? I feel the same way. Like whatever that is"— I gestured toward Goliath—"is more than it seems. Who knows, maybe the government knows more than they're saying. Or maybe not. Either way, it doesn't change anything."

"What do you mean?"

"I don't know. I'm rambling." I rubbed my hands over my face. "I think I'm just scared." 

Jax stared at the rogue planet endangering our world. Because that was what it was doing. Even if it was out of range, so many things could go wrong and most we couldn't do anything about. 

"I heard one of the experts they were interviewing talking about its size and whether it would affect the Earth or the Moon. They say that Goliath isn't big enough to have much of an effect with how far away it is."

"Do you believe them?"

He sighed; my eyes were drawn to the movement of his shrug. His face was serious, his blond hair cut short on the sides but longer on the top. It flopped over his forehead, and I had an urge to push it back.

Clearing my throat, I shoved those traitorous thoughts away. This was Jax. My oldest friend and, more recently, my enemy. He wasn't some guy I got to stare at. I needed to keep my distance, avoid emotions that would further complicate the situation. Muddling my brain with hope—and other emotions—was not a good idea.

"Jax?" I asked, then paused. I found it interesting how, in the last twelve hours, "Jaxson" had once again become "Jax" in my head. The "Jax" from my childhood. The Jax that was once my best friend. I didn't fight it anymore and definitely not here in the place that had always been ours. "What do you think is going to happen?" 

He tilted his head to the side, eyes taking me in. I shivered at his intense, knowing gaze. He was reading me, and there was no way to hide. He knew me too well, even now.

Crap. He'll see how scared I am.

And he did. Without a word, he pulled me to him. With only a moment of hesitation, I nuzzled into his chest, my arms encircling his waist. He was warm, his scent filling my nose a better relaxant than anything. He smelled like my childhood. He felt like home. I sighed when his chin rested on the top of my head.

I knew I shouldn't let him comfort me, but I couldn't resist. He was the only one who could—who I'd let—comfort me. But this was dangerous. 

"I don't know, Reena. I don't know. But we'll figure it out as a family just like we always have."

I nodded, then pulled away. The door opened and, a second later, everyone else poured out. It was almost funny how their eyes went wide one after another. Exclamations of surprise filled the air, and I found a spot on the porch steps to watch and listen as they discussed Goliath. There was a sense of fascination within each of them, but also fear mixed in too. That's how I felt. My guess was that this was how everyone around the world felt at that moment. Could we trust what we were told? Was Goliath really going to pass by? Would we survive if it didn't?

I guess we'll have to wait and see. 

[image: image-placeholder]The next day flew by. After long hours of hiking and exploring, we had dinner and relaxed together watching crappy B movies. We bantered, played board games, and just enjoyed each other's company, all while trying to ignore the elephant in the room. Or more accurately, the approaching rogue planet. It was a great night. That was until, just before Mom and James left for Portland, Lily admitted she didn't feel well. Seeing as this was our first day in the cold, that wasn't all that surprising, but then she spiked a fever. Lily was upset because that meant she wouldn't be snowboarding tomorrow. Instead, she would be heading into town with Mom to see the doctor. 

Lily was nervous to go into the city after what we'd learned yesterday. As expected, there had been riots, and she was scared. She didn't want to leave us, but Mom and Dad insisted she see the doctor. Eventually, Mom put her foot down, and they loaded up to leave. 

Jax and I watched them drive away in silence. I couldn't explain why but letting them go didn't feel right. Something inside me said it was wrong, that it would be a long time until we'd be together again. I lifted my face to the sky, to where I knew Goliath lurked behind the gray blanket of clouds, and just breathed in the pine scent. 

"They shouldn't be going anywhere," I whispered.

"It's only for the day," Jax said.

"It feels wrong." I rubbed my palm nervously. The swirling in my gut had me say, "Something isn't right."

"Another one of your feelings, huh?"

I stiffened. That tone of judgment set something off in me. I flashed to a few days before as Sam and Remus had taunted me. 

"We're back to that?" I snapped. "Are you gonna call me a bitch, a slut, and all those other wonderful things Sam and Remus said the other day? Or are you considering adding to it this time?"

"Reena, no! I..."

I cut him off. "I don't want to hear it." Waving off anything he might say, I stomped away. The truce had only lasted forty-eight hours. Why was I not surprised?

Before I rounded the house, he called out, "I'm sorry. I should've stopped them." 

I froze but didn't turn around.

"I should've followed you and made sure you were okay. Instead, I added to the mean things they said and didn't listen. And all you were trying to do was wish me happy birthday."

That wasn't one hundred percent true.

My shoulders dropped, anger disappearing, and guilt took its place. I let out a long breath. Without looking at him, I said, "I've said or allowed a lot more to be done to you. You aren't the one at fault here, Jaxson. Not completely anyway."

"Jaxson," he whispered, defeat in every syllable. If I thought I could sink any further, I would've been covered by soil. I rounded the house and disappeared from sight.

An hour of sitting outside alone did nothing to improve my mood, so I headed inside, grabbed my computer, and started to research. Maybe something I learned would help the family. I was there minutes before a large body flopped next to me. Jaxson shot me a sad smile, opened his laptop, then hit my knee with his. Hesitantly, I smiled back. 

We spent the next few hours researching anything about Goliath. The tension drifted away slowly. The longer we stayed, the more we opened up, deciding to put the previous argument behind us. Sadly, we came up with very little that hadn't been reported earlier that morning on the news. Even so, we'd continued on. For hours, we talked about the Freedom, Goliath, and the conspiracy theories that had popped up in the last twenty-four hours. Unfortunately for us, little had been released, and what had been was over our heads scientifically. I'd like to say astronomy was a passion, but I'd be lying. Now, I wish it were. We stayed up even after everyone else had gone to bed. I hadn't realized I'd fallen asleep until I felt Jax brush a piece of hair from my face. He chuckled.

"Reena, it's time for bed." 

I blinked away the sleep that had pulled me under. My head rested on his shoulder, and my body was pressed up against his. He was warm and smelled so good.

"Come on," he said quietly. 

I pushed myself to a seated position and rubbed my eyes. Jax appeared in front of me and, forcing my eyes open, I took the hand he offered. He led me to the girl's room and was about to leave me there when I stumbled. His arm laced around my waist, then he helped me to my bed.

"I'm so tired," I whispered, leaning into him.

"I know. Let's get you to bed, and you'll feel better."

I flopped down to snuggle into the covers he placed over me. When I heard his soft steps retreating, I said in my sleepy haze, "I'm sorry, Jax. For everything. I miss you."

The last thing I remember was Jax's whispered words, "I know. I miss you too."
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