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Chapter 1

The Stranger in the Café





I’ve always been careful, anxious, slow to trust. I come by it honestly—my parents aren’t social butterflies, either, though they’re masters at conflict avoidance, both within our family and outside of it. Keep the peace and Better safe than sorry are both such family mantras, I’m surprised we don’t have them framed on our living room wall. We’re not exactly a family of risk takers. So it’s no surprise that the few times I pictured what my final moments might look like, I imagined myself living a long life and fading peacefully into old age, breathing my last breaths like falling asleep, tucked safely in a comfy bed.

I never imagined this.

As the writhing vortex expands in front of me, sucking me toward it, I realize nothing about this moment is at all what I expected. I’m at peace with dying to save those I love, but as the black abyss swallows me, one final, panicked thought tremors through me: Will I be enough to save them? 



      [image: ]Two Weeks Earlier

The popular kids were here again. If I hadn’t been able to tell by their raised voices and exaggerated laughter when the café door dinged open, I’d have known it by the orders the cashier, Larissa, called back at me a few moments later: “I need four medium, non-fat, soy milk macchiatos with two caramel shots each!” 

I sighed—Madison and her friends’ signature order. My stomach tensed, and I briefly wondered how long I could hide in the kitchen without Larissa or my boss, Gary, coming to look for me.

I unwrapped four cups and lined them in a row on the counter, poured two steaming-hot shots of Gary’s signature espresso into each, then pulled the soy milk from the fridge and dumped it into the small frothing pitcher. I had just grabbed the steam wand to froth the soy milk—a process I was still perfecting after a week working here—when Larissa’s cheery voice called back, “Ayla, make sure those caramel shots are stevia only, none of the corn-syrupy stuff, and make it quick, please!”

A smile tugged at my mouth despite my anxiety. I knew Larissa had repeated Madison’s order word for word for her own amusement, but also for mine.

I could picture Larissa’s faux-innocent face as I heard Madison’s voice rise from the front counter. “Are you making fun of me?”

My shoulders tensed. A confrontation with Madison Kane was the last thing I needed today. It was bad enough that the week after I got hired at Gary’s Café, Madison and her friends decided the one coffee shop in Havenridge that had been hiring for after-school and weekend jobs was their new favorite afternoon hangout. Or was that intentional? I wouldn’t put it past Madison to come here for coffee simply to make my life more miserable. I’d at least hoped on a Saturday she’d have something else to do, but here she was again. As if trying to ignore her icy glares all day, every day at school wasn’t torture enough.

Larissa’s response was too quiet for me to hear over the strange ambience music Gary broadcasted through the overhead speakers, but based on Madison’s clipped, “Whatever, just tell me when my order’s ready,” I assumed Larissa had diffused the situation.

I squirted in the caramel shots, finished scooping milk foam onto the top of each macchiato, snapped lids on all four cups and stuck them in a drink carrier, pasted on a smile, and stepped out into the front area.

Madison’s glare hit me like a slap in the face the moment I emerged, sending my pulse racing. She flicked her glossy blonde hair over her shoulder and leveled her perfect green eyes at the drink carrier in my trembling hands. “It’s about time. What took you so long?”

I shrugged, frozen in the kitchen doorway as my brain sped through clever responses, failed to find any, then realized the moment had passed and we were now in awkward silence territory.

Madison’s trio of best friends—Ashley, Ansley, and Sasha—clustered behind her, tittering and whispering to one another behind their hands, their gazes flicking to me every few seconds. One of them swept her gaze to the top of my head, where a messy bun held my dark hair—which was surely sticking out everywhere, as usual; my frizzy hair had a mind of its own—and rolled her eyes.

I felt my face flush and immediately berated myself for it. Why did I care so much what these people thought of me? But the truth was, I hated for anyone to be upset with me, period. It made me feel like I’d done something wrong. And Madison Kane wasn’t just upset with me—she hated me. Not that I could blame her. I had gotten her perfect brother, Rory Kane, expelled from school last year. It turns out the small town elite don’t take kindly to it when you get their star quarterback expelled his senior year and all his choice colleges cancel his athletic scholarships and recruitment offers. He was the one who sold answers to the exams, but honestly, I never meant for that to happen to him. If I’d realized what telling his teacher the truth would cost him, I might’ve answered differently when she asked me what I’d seen in the parking lot. But I hadn’t wanted to lie.

Even though Madison and I had gone to school together since kindergarten—like almost everyone in this small town—she and I had never been friends. I wasn’t part of the “popular” crowd. Until the end of last school year, she’d ignored me. Now, it was like it was her life’s mission to make me miserable.

I swallowed down my discomfort and carried the drinks to the front counter. My smile felt stiff like a mask, but I forced it to hold. “Here you go!” I set the drink carrier on the countertop and backed away a step, scanning the café for any excuse to make a polite exit. Unfortunately, the only other patron at the moment was a quiet, middle-aged guy in the corner with headphones on, typing away on his laptop between sips of iced coffee. He wasn’t much help in terms of a plausible reason to extricate myself from this conversation.

There was another awkward moment of silence as Madison waited for me to say something, or maybe tried to decide what new insult she could throw at me—she was always subtle in her torment of me, never anything outwardly cruel that I could report her for—then she sighed and grabbed the drinks. “Let’s go.”

The four of them bounced out of the café, hair swishing, designer purses slung high on their shoulders.

The bell over the café door dinged as the door shut behind them.

As soon as they were gone, Larissa turned to me. Her green-dyed bangs flopped over one heavily mascaraed eye as she tilted her head. “Okay, spill. What is the deal between you and those girls?”

Larissa was new to Havenridge, at least compared to the rest of us native townies from who-knows-how-many generations back. I’d never even spoken to her until I got the job at the café, but she was kind and easy to talk to. When I’d asked her why anyone would move to a place like Havenridge, her answer was it was cheaper than Miami, which was where her parents had wanted her to go to college. Instead, she’d decided to take a year off to work, chose a random small town within bus distance of the airport, and looked for a job and a cheap place to live. Gary’s had been the first place hiring, though she soon got a second job at the hardware store down the street, as well. That had been two years ago, and she was still here, with no plans to move. She said she liked it here, though I couldn’t help but wonder what her parents thought.

Larissa’s fingers fidgeted with the edges of her green Gary’s Café apron, and her dark eyes peered at me, waiting for an answer.

I shrugged.

She put her hands on her hips. “Should I beat them up for you?”

A laugh escaped me. “No. Definitely don’t do that.” I quickly summarized what happened the year prior with Madison’s brother.

Larissa narrowed her eyes in concern. “And you can’t, like, apologize?”

“Believe me, I’ve tried!” I threw up a hand in exasperation. “More than once, especially right after they expelled him. I told her I never meant to ruin his plans for college. But Madison said I should’ve thought of that before I ran my mouth.” I dropped my hand. “‘Sorry doesn’t unruin his life,’ I think were her exact words. She’s made my life difficult every chance she can get since then, along with convincing most everyone else to pretend I don’t exist. Hardly anyone in our senior class will even talk to me.”

Larissa’s face softened with sympathy. “I’m sorry, Ayla. I know it can’t be easy to deal with that. Maybe she’ll come around in time?”

I sighed. “I hope so.” Not that I was putting much weight on those hopes. I’d resigned myself to just getting through the rest of my senior year and hoping Madison would get into some fancy college far, far away from wherever I ended up going, if I could even save up enough to attend anywhere. At least my two closest friends, Jordan and Reina, still talked to me. I wasn’t super close to anyone, if I was honest, and didn’t hang out much with Jordan and Reina outside of school—but since elementary school they’d been the two who didn’t seem bothered by my shyness or awkwardness. Making it through senior year would have been so much harder if I didn’t at least have them to talk to.

Larissa patted my shoulder, then glanced at the clock. “I’m sorry, Ayla, but it’s time for me to go.” She slid past me and pulled off her apron. “I’ve got to go grab some actual food before I start my late shift at the hardware store.” She smiled. “Can’t live on pastries and coffee, you know?”

I was pretty sure you could, but I didn’t argue. “Sure, no worries. I’m locking up tonight.” The café closed at ten, but Gary liked for someone to do a full inventory of the kitchen supplies every night, tidy up, and leave a fresh checklist for the cleaning person who came early each morning, so she wouldn’t miss any gum wads stuck in the corners of tables or anything.

Larissa quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve been taking the closing shift a lot for a newbie. Your parents are okay with you working until midnight?”

“Yeah, sure.” I shrugged again. “It’s Saturday, so granted I stay awake in church tomorrow, they don’t care if I’m here late as long as I check in. They stay up late, anyway.” I got paid extra for closing, so I’d taken every late shift I could convince Gary to give me for the coming week—which wasn’t many. My parents weren’t thrilled that I was scheduled until midnight two nights of the week, but they said they’d let it slide as long as my grades didn’t suffer. It helped that they’d known Gary for basically forever. Besides, the café was at the corner of a small intersection outside our subdivision. The stray dog who ran through a few weeks ago, chasing down anyone on bicycles, was literally the most dangerous thing that had happened in this part of town in decades.

Larissa shook her head. “If you say so. But don’t push too hard, okay? It’s just a job.”

“Don’t you have two jobs?” Now it was my turn to shake my head.

Larissa laughed. “Yeah, but I’m at least three years older than you. I’m an adult. Adulting is hard, don’t you know that? Enjoy your youth while it lasts.” She hunched over, hand on her back. “My aching spine! Oh, to be young again!”

I chuckled and gave Larissa a playful slap on the shoulder. “Whatever.”

Larissa straightened. “Anyway, I do need to go.” She signed out, then darted to Gary’s office and rapped her knuckles on the door. “I’m leaving!”

“See you tomorrow, Larissa,” Gary’s muffled voice answered through the door.

She grabbed her purse from the hooks below the counter and turned to me with a smile. “Have a good night, kiddo.”

The bell above the door dinged as she slipped out, and again as the door shut behind her. The café felt suddenly so much quieter and emptier, despite Gary’s eclectic mood music, which still droned some kind of piccolo duet through the speakers above. Laptop Man was nearing the bottom of his iced coffee, but seemed to be in his own little world with his headphones and work. I glanced around, noticing a spill on one tabletop. I grabbed a rag and the spray cleaner. Time to get back to work.

About thirty minutes later, Zach showed up, the skinny, quiet kid a couple years younger than me who’d been working here since last summer. He was pleasant enough, but incredibly shy, and since I’d never been able to get more than a couple words at a time from him in any attempt at conversation, we settled into working in comfortable silence instead.

I worked the kitchen while Zach manned the front counter. More patrons trickled in over the next few hours, ate their pastries, drank their coffees, chatted a bit, then left. Eventually, Laptop Man left, too, and another new trickle of patrons cycled in. Finally, 10 PM hit, and Zach clocked out without saying a word. A few moments later, the cello duel in the overhead speakers cut off, and Gary emerged from his office.

“Long day,” he muttered through his hand while covering a yawn. “Got all the inventory checklists updated and ready for you. You gonna be okay locking up?”

I nodded. “Yep. Totally fine.”

“Tablet’s on my desk if you want music.” Gary eyed me seriously. “Don’t forget to text your parents.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” I reached under the counter and slid my cell phone from my purse. “See? Doing it right now.” I tapped out a quick text to my mom—Gary’s leaving. I’ll lock the door behind him. Be home after midnight.

He nodded in satisfaction and headed for the door. “Lock it behind me!” he called out as it dinged shut.

“Already on it.” I turned the deadbolt until the lock thunked closed and waved through the glass door. “Night, Gary.”

“Goodnight, Ayla.” He waved back, then disappeared down the sidewalk. A moment later, I saw his headlights as his car started up and pulled out of the small parking lot.

I stifled a yawn myself and headed to the kitchen to start inventory.

Nearly two hours later, my feet were killing me and my back was aching from stooping to count boxes of napkins in the bottom of the storage closet, but the inventory was done, the tables were wiped, and I was almost ready to go home. I walked to the front counter and bent to retrieve my cell phone, then sank down to the floor, stretching out my cramped legs. About to sign out. Be home soon, I texted.

We’re still up, my mother texted back. Your father just got back from the convenience store down the street. Grandpa wanted popcorn.

I chuckled. Of course he did. Grandpa had been living with us since I could remember, and most of the time we all got along fine, but when he was in a late-night snacking mood, there was no convincing him otherwise. 

I dropped my phone back into my purse, but before I could stand, a strange trill sliced through the air.

I froze mid-crouch. Had Gary’s weird music somehow turned back on? But no, this had been different, almost like… an electrical sound. My heart raced as I stood, eyes scanning for a sparking outlet, a frayed wire—I don’t know what I was expecting.

I certainly was not expecting the strange guy I found curled in a ball on the floor by the café door, trembling and clutching his side.

I rushed toward him, though not too close. “Sir, are you okay?” My heart lurched with concern, but my pulse raced with panic. I’d locked the front door, hadn’t I? I was sure I had—How did he get in here?

He turned his face up at me, and I gasped as his gorgeous, deep-blue eyes locked on mine. He looked to be about my age, though I’d never seen him before. He was wearing strange clothes, like the ones the theater kids liked to wear to the Renaissance Fair a couple of towns over. His brown hair fell haphazardly over one side of his forehead, and his face was just about the most perfect face I’d ever seen on a guy.

“Help me,” he whispered.

And then he passed out.

“Oh no. Oh, no no no!” I turned to run back for my phone and call for help, but my foot caught on his outstretched arm. A glass vial clattered from his hand.

A strange, iridescent liquid glinted inside it, and something about it captivated me. I knew I shouldn’t—it could be illegal drugs or something—but I reached for the vial. It was warm to the touch, whether from the guy’s hand or the contents, I wasn’t sure. The stopper was partway pulled loose, like he’d been trying to open it. What if it was a medication or something? Like anti-seizure meds? Heart meds? Without knowing what it was or how much to give him, I didn’t dare risk it. I glanced at the counter, knowing I should get my phone and call 911, but something deep within me whispered, The vial. I debated only for a second, then clutched the vial in my palm and rushed for my phone.

While I waited anxiously for the call to connect, I hurried back over to the guy and popped open the vial, wafting its contents like Mr. Slate showed us in chemistry class. It had no odor I could detect.

The guy twitched.

I screamed and dropped the vial. It hit the guy’s shoulder, dumping most of its contents on his shirt before shattering on the floor.

I jumped backward, but not far enough—a shard of glass jabbed through the bottom of my sneaker as my foot came down. “Ow!” I yelled, yanking my foot up in pain.

“911, what’s your emergency?” the voice over the phone asked.

“Um, there’s…” I hobbled to the nearest table, sank into a chair, and peeled the sneaker from my foot. The ball of my foot was bleeding, but not badly. Just a small cut. “There’s a guy here, and he’s—” I looked up, and the words died in my mouth.

The guy had vanished.








  
  

Chapter 2

Pomegranate Jam





Sunday morning came too early after my night of fitful sleep, but once my family and I arrived at the small community center where our church met for worship, I was glad I’d come. Our church was a little group, only a few dozen people, but Gary and Mr. Slate and some others I knew from school and businesses in the community were there. Whenever our church met, I always felt safe, like people were happy to see me. And somehow, when we sang and prayed, the worries from outside the building receded a little. Of course, it also helped that Madison and her family were not there. They were part of a larger church that met downtown. Sundays were one of the few times I was almost guaranteed not to run into Madison in our small town, and I was grateful for it. 

This morning, however, the friendly smiles that usually greeted me as I entered the community center also held curiosity and concern—everyone had heard about the strange intruder at Gary’s Café. I smoothed my frizzy hair down and tucked it behind my ears, wishing I’d gone with a bun today as usual.

Gary was the first to reach me as I stepped through the door. “How are you this morning, Ayla?” he asked, clasping my shoulder and peering at me with wide, sympathetic eyes. “Quite a scare last night. Were you able to get any sleep?”

The police had arrived soon after I’d stammered an incoherent explanation to the 911 operator about a break-in and an unconscious guy and a vanishing man, last night. The officers who responded to the call were probably expecting to have to set up a perimeter and go through hostage negotiations with some kind of crazed intruder, but by the time they arrived, it was just me and some broken glass and my sore foot, which had already stopped bleeding. I could barely even see the cut anymore, though I still felt the tender place when I put weight on it.  

I nodded at Gary. “Yeah, a little.”

I’d called my parents the moment I got off the phone with 911, and they’d called Gary. All three of them had shown up within minutes. I’d offered to help Gary clean up the broken glass, but he’d insisted I go home and rest. After the police took my statement and made sure I went home safely with my parents, they’d scoured the block and the surrounding areas and even checked the local hospital, but found no sign of the guy I’d seen. The consensus was that he’d been homeless, maybe someone who fell sick while traveling through our town, not anyone who’d meant to rob the café or hurt me.

Gary’s smile oozed concern. “Well, make sure you take it easy today. I’m glad you’re okay.”

I nodded again, and Gary gave me one last pat on the shoulder before wandering off to find his seat.  

I still felt bad for the mess he’d had to clean up the night before.

My dad met my gaze across the small crowd and waved me over to where he, Grandpa, and my mom had taken seats near the back row. The faint crow’s feet at the edges of Dad’s hazel eyes crinkled with the smile he gave me as I took my seat near them. I was thankful my parents shared my disdain for sitting near the front. I certainly didn’t feel up to everyone’s stares on the back of my head today.

Our church didn’t have a formal preacher; we didn’t even have a formal sermon. It was more like a group Bible study discussion, though there was usually someone leading it. Today, it was Nathaniel, the owner of the hardware store down the street from the café.

Though I flipped to the passage he called out and tried to focus, my mind wandered terribly. I’d run through my account of the events with the officers several times the night before, trying to be as honest as possible, but after repeating my story a few times, even I realized I had to have misremembered something. Physical, tangible human people don’t walk into a café through the brick walls. There was no tampering to the front door, which was still locked after he vanished, but the police thought he may have made his way in through the emergency exit in the kitchen when I wasn’t looking and possibly exited the same way, since the door was shut but not clicked closed when they checked it. I thought through the night’s events and realized I might not have checked the emergency door when I locked up, and Larissa had used it earlier in the day to take out the trash. The door had no audible alarms on it. I supposed it was possible he’d snuck in while I was focused on inventory and stumbled out again while I was distracted by my hurt foot—at least, that made more sense than any other explanation I could offer. I felt embarrassed about the 911 call, and for apparently not noticing a strange guy walking right into the building, but since then everyone had been so grateful I hadn’t been hurt and that nothing was taken or damaged, my embarrassment had faded a bit. 

My mom nudged my arm from beside me. I glanced at her, expecting a reprimand for being distracted, but her gaze was questioning. Are you okay? she mouthed.

I nodded, but when a moment later Gary passed around the box of hymn books, I grabbed one eagerly, relieved it was time to sing so I’d have something more active to do to focus my body and mind away from my confusions about last night.

Worship ended a while later with a prayer, in which Gary specifically mentioned the young man I’d seen at the café. He prayed for health and safety for the guy, and that he’d gotten whatever help he needed, or would return safely to seek help again, if he still needed it. Something about the sincerity of Gary’s prayer, and the genuine amens that echoed it, gave my heart peace. The guy I’d seen the night before was not a threat to be feared; he was a person in need of help. I might not have been so quick to believe that, except that I could still feel the pull of his eyes. Those blue eyes held no malice when they locked on mine—they’d been swimming with pain and desperation, shaded with a faint tinge of hope. Those eyes… they were the reason I’d gotten so little sleep last night. Every time I closed my own eyes, I saw his.

The assembly concluded, and the casual shuffle of folding chairs and chattering conversations burst into life around me.

My mom reached for my hand. “I promised Marge last week I’d go over and help her replant some azaleas this afternoon. Will you be all right?”

I smiled at her, noticing the dark circles beneath her expertly made-up eyes. “Yeah, of course.”

Mom squeezed my hand and smiled back. “There’s leftover roast in the fridge. I’ll be home this afternoon.” She slipped her hand from mine and went to join my dad near the exit, probably repeating a similar reminder to him.

Grandpa planted his cane on the floor and stood up from the folding chair two seats down from mine, grunting as he stretched his back. “Never liked reheated roast.” He ran a wrinkled hand over the pale scruff on his cheeks, then his brown eyes met mine mischievously across the empty chairs. “How ’bout I call in a pizza?”

I fought back a smirk as I slid Grandpa my phone.

Dad had either acquiesced to Grandpa’s pizza idea, or maybe conspired on it, because he didn’t seem surprised when we pulled into our driveway about thirty minutes later to find two hot pizzas waiting on our front porch. Dad helped Grandpa up the front steps while I brought in the pizza boxes.

The pizza was gloriously cheesy, Grandpa’s and my favorite extra pepperoni selection from the mom-and-pop Pizza Haven around the block. By the time Grandpa had finished his fourth slice, his eyes were going hazy.

“Time for this old man to take a nap,” he muttered. “Tired today.”

Dad and I shared a glance of concern. My grandpa was hilarious and loving when he was lucid, and one of the best storytellers I’d ever known. He owned about every type of book known to man, many I was sure no one else had ever heard of, organized two rows deep on the shelves that lined his bedroom. But when he was “off”… he was a little scary, to be honest. Doctors said it was dementia, but Grandpa getting tired suddenly was one of the first signs of an episode coming on. It used to only happen once in a while. Now it happened a few times a month, and lasted for several hours, sometimes a whole day. Those were the nights Dad would sit up outside Grandpa’s room to make sure Grandpa didn’t run away or hurt himself… or anyone else. Not that Grandpa would ever hurt any of us on purpose. I knew he loved us. He just… wasn’t himself sometimes. It wasn’t his fault.

Dad rose from his chair, tightening his arms around Grandpa’s shoulders to help him to his feet. “Come on, let’s get you to bed.”

Grandpa stood and let Dad lead him away from the table, but before they reached the hallway, Grandpa turned his head back to me. “Ayla, I’ve got a sudden craving for pomegranate jam. Do you think you could get me some?”

I gaped at him. “Uh, yeah. Sure.” How hard could it be to find, right?

Dad smiled thinly at me. “Thanks, honey. Call me if you need anything while you’re out.”

While Dad got Grandpa settled in, I grabbed my purse and keys from the hooks by the front door and slipped outside.

The air outside was summer-hot even though it was well into September, typical for Florida. I unlocked my old, beat up, blue-grey 1995 Chrysler Cirrus and slid into the driver’s seat. Perspiration sprung up on my face and back from the steamy interior as I gripped the searing leather of the steering wheel gingerly and started up the car, turning the AC on full blast. This car had undergone so many repairs over the years that little besides the body was an original part anymore. I was just thankful it still ran.


      [image: ]It turned out pomegranate jam was harder to find than I’d expected. By the time the sun crested past the top of the sky and afternoon storms threatened the humid Florida air, I had exhausted all three of our town’s major grocery stores, our only specialty food store, and two local produce stands. I pulled to the side of the road and texted my mom for help. To my surprise, her reply pointed me in a promising direction: Try Jim Baker’s farm, down the road. Marge says he makes it homemade.

Mom texted me Jim’s number, and to my immense relief, he met me at the gate to his farm with a paper bag of two jam jars and a huge smile. “Glad I could help,” he said when I thanked him profusely. “I respect what you’re doing, looking out for your grandpa. Tell him I’m happy to work up some extra jars of jam for him anytime.”

A flash of lightning sliced the sky, followed by a boom of thunder.

“Better get home quick,” Jim said.

I smiled and thanked him again, then slipped into my idling car and hurried for home. The sky broke open the moment I pulled into our driveway, and I made a mad dash for the house, bursting in soaking wet through the front door with my sopping hair dripping on the wood floors.

Dad looked up at me in alarm from his armchair in the living room, but when his eyes fell on the soggy paper bag in my arms, he grinned. “You found some?”

“Yes, finally. Jim’s farm.” I held the bag up victoriously. “How’s Grandpa?”

Dad closed his book. “Okay, so far. Sleeping, last I checked.”

Mom emerged from the kitchen with an oven mitt on one hand and her long, dark hair that matched mine tied back in a ponytail. She smiled at me. “You hungry? I reheated the roast.”

I changed into comfy sweatpants and a t-shirt, dried my hair with a towel, and joined my parents at the dining table. By the time we finished eating dinner, it had grown dark outside, and I was feeling the effects of my previous night’s lack of sleep.

“Your mom and I will clean up,” Dad said, eyeing my exhausted face after I’d zoned out during our conversation for about the third time in a row. “Why don’t you head to bed? Tomorrow’s a school day.”

My stomach twisted with anxiety. Don’t remind me. I didn’t mind the academics at all—I enjoyed learning. But the people were another story.

I nodded and rose from the table, then walked to the kitchen, scraped my plate, and slid it into the soapy water Mom already had in the sink. “Thanks. I’ll check on Grandpa on my way.”

Dad kissed the top of my head as he walked past me. “Thanks, kiddo. Goodnight.”

I stopped halfway down the hall that contained Grandpa’s and my bedrooms, and eased open his door. He was asleep flat on his back, mouth open, snoring. I watched him for a moment, his chest rising and falling peacefully, then quietly shut the door and tiptoed away.

I stumbled half-awake through a shower and got dressed for bed, set out my clothes and backpack for the next day, and brushed my hair and teeth. Moonlight poured in over my bed through the bedroom window, lighting it like a spotlight. Grandpa liked the house cold, and with the chill from my wet hair and after the long couple days I’d had, the soft, warm comforter and fluffy pillow called to me intensely.

The cut on my foot began aching the moment I curled up beneath the covers and closed my eyes. It hadn’t bothered me all day, but I supposed being on my feet so much visiting all those stores might have irritated it. I hunkered deeper beneath my comforter. Sleep quickly took me, but all night I dreamed of only one thing, over and over—the stranger and I standing face to face in a black abyss, his deep blue eyes locked on mine in passionate focus, his lips forming silent words I couldn’t understand and his hands gesturing wildly, as though trying to tell me something important.








  
  

Chapter 3

Odysseus and Rumpelstiltskin





Iturned into the parking lot of my high school the next morning, trying to ignore the glances cast at me from nearby cars. I knew everyone had heard about the stranger at the café. Unusual things didn’t happen very often in our town, and judging from the eager curiosity in the stares of the other students milling around the parking lot, I would be answering a million questions about it before I even made it to first period. I wished I could drive back home and crawl into bed. 

I’d just pulled my car into an open spot and cut the old Cirrus’ engine when Madison Kane swung her shiny yellow convertible into the spot beside me. Her blonde hair looked perfectly windblown, like something from a magazine. How does she do that? If I’d driven a convertible, my hair would’ve been a hopeless mass of tangles. Her gaze slid over to me for only a second before she flounced out of her car and strode right past me, pointedly looking in the other direction. So she’d decided to ignore me today. Well, that was better than the alternative. Maybe today wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

To my surprise, no one asked questions, though I continued to feel their stares on me as I navigated the crowded hallway, pulled books from my locker, and tromped down the hall to class. Maybe Madison’s directive to pretend I didn’t exist was overruling their curiosity. Whatever the reason, I was glad to be left alone.

Relief flooded me the moment I made it to homeroom. None of Madison’s posse were in this period, so I had at least a few minutes of solace during roll call and announcements where I didn’t have to worry about seeing any of them. Despite homeroom being the shortest period of the day, I was thankful it existed.

Reina rushed at me the moment my sneakers crossed the homeroom threshold. Her sleek red hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, and comfy-looking jeans cloaked her long legs, topped with a faded Beatles t-shirt. Her green eyes sparked with excitement as she pulled me toward the desks. “Tell. Me. Everything.”

I laughed. I didn’t mind her asking questions—she was my friend, not just someone wanting the latest headline. I slid my backpack to the floor, settled into the desk beside hers, and plopped my heavy literature textbook on the desktop. “There’s not much to tell. Probably only what you already heard.” My eyes flicked to the desk in front of hers, where Jordan had turned sideways when he heard us coming.

“Hey, Ayla.” Jordan gave a small wave, and my heart skipped a little at the way his mouth quirked up into a half-smile as he met my eyes.

“Hi, Jordan.” I waved back.

Jordan and I had always been school friends, the kind who hung out at school but not much else, but in the past few weeks something had shifted. It wasn’t just that he’d changed over the summer. He definitely had changed; he’d filled out in all the best ways, lean muscles replacing the scrawny frame which had always been swallowed by his baggy t-shirts and jeans. But it wasn’t only that. It was also the way he looked at me now, like he hadn’t fully noticed me before and suddenly found me intensely interesting. Before, our conversations had always been casual, mostly kept to whatever was happening at school. He didn’t talk much about his life at home, or ask me about mine. But since the start of this school year, he’d been lingering longer in conversations, taking the seat beside me more often than usual, and generally seeming to want to spend more time with me.

“Earth to Ayla,” Reina said, tilting her head to stare at me. Her ponytail flopped over onto her shoulder. “Weren’t you about to tell me everything about Saturday night?”

“Oh,” I said, tearing my eyes from Jordan’s. “Right.”

Jordan settled back in his chair, his gaze immediately going distant, though Reina seemed not to notice. She stared at me eagerly, waiting.

I took a breath and explained. It didn’t take long to summarize everything that happened at the café, and by the end of my story, Jordan was sitting on the edge of his chair again, intrigued.

“So they’re sure he came in through the emergency exit?” he asked, his caramel eyes narrowing beneath his lowered brows.

“No—I mean, they think so, yes. But I still can’t figure out how he walked right past me while I was on the phone. He didn’t look in much shape to walk.” I shrugged. “But I guess he must have.”

“Doesn’t Gary have security cameras?” Reina asked.

I laughed. “Um, no. He believes they’d only make him vulnerable to cyber hacks.”

Jordan raised an eyebrow. “I mean, he’s not wrong… strictly speaking. Though there are plenty of ways to secure them and if he’s worried, he could always go with an offline system.”

Reina shook her head. “Jordan, our resident tech support.” She laughed, but her smile was kind.

Jordan shrugged. “Just saying.” He smiled at her, but his eyes bounced quickly back to mine.

Static crackled over the intercom, then the voice of the assistant principal blared through the wall speaker. “Please stand for the Pledge of Allegiance.”

Reina jumped to her feet. “Guess we’ll have to talk more later!”

Our homeroom teacher, Mrs. Blaylock, called roll immediately after the Pledge and announcements, and the bell rang right after that, leaving us no time to continue our conversation. I reached for my backpack, dread weighing down my stomach at the thought of first-period literature class without Jordan or Reina. I loved literature, but Madison and Ansley were both in that class, along with Madison’s male-model-wannabe boyfriend, Trevor.

“See you at lunch!” Reina called as she bounced out into the filling hallway.

Jordan lingered at his desk, standing when I stood. He ran a hand through his messy blonde hair as his eyes studied mine. “Can I walk you to class?”

My stomach exploded into a flock of swarming butterflies. “Um, sure.”

He reached for the textbook on my desk at the same moment I did, his hand brushing mine.

He yanked his hand back. “Sorry, I just—you want me to carry that for you?” He gestured to the book. “Your backpack looks heavy enough.”

He wasn’t wrong about that; my classes were so spread out this year that each morning I had to stuff my backpack with every book I needed from first period until lunch, since I wouldn’t have time to return to my locker. He’d never offered to carry anything for me before, though. I hesitated a moment—I could still feel a tingle where his hand had touched mine—then shook my head. “No, that’s okay, thanks.” Self-sufficiency was good, right? Plus, he had his own books to carry.

Disappointment flitted across his eyes, but only for a second. “No worries,” he said. “Let me know if you change your mind.” He hefted his own backpack onto his shoulder and gestured toward the door. “After you.”

We walked side by side down the hall, neither of us speaking, though we would’ve had to yell to be heard above all the commotion of kids chattering, hurrying to classes, and slamming lockers, anyway. I felt a strange mix of excitement and nervousness as we walked, and when we finally reached my classroom, I was both relieved and disappointed.

“See you at lunch, Ayla,” he said quietly. His eyes lingered on mine, then he turned and melted into the crowd of students hurrying to class.

I took a sharp breath, let it out in a huff, and opened the door to my classroom.

Madison and Ansley were already side-by-side in their desks, with Trevor seated backward in his chair in front of Madison, leaning his elbows on her desktop as the three of them talked. Ansley’s eyes cut to me as I hurried inside and slid into my desk, but Madison seemed resolved to ignore me. I hoped that boded well for the trajectory of the rest of my day, since we had two other classes together.

Mr. Yager took his position in front of the whiteboard, pushing his glasses into place on his nose, then smoothing his plaid button-down shirt over his portly belly as he stared at us. After a moment of shuffling as Trevor and any others who weren’t properly in their desks turned forward, the room fell quiet.

“Three words for the concept we’re going to discuss today,” Mr. Yager said. “Law of Names.” He scrawled the words onto the board in red dry-erase marker, then turned back to the class. “In folklore, mythology, fairy tales, and even some religions, this is the concept that a person or object can have a ‘true name’”—he punctuated the term with finger quotes—“and that the person who knows this true name will have control over the corresponding object or person.”

I leaned forward in my desk. This topic was a far cry from the Moby Dick excerpts we’d been reading from the textbook, but I’d always found fairy tales, mythology, and folklore fascinating.

“World Myths and Legends Day is coming up next month, and I’ll be assigning each of you a presentation topic to prepare for our in-class event for that day.” He wrote October 11 on the board, then clicked the cap of the marker shut and turned back to face us. “In the meantime, we’ll be doing a special unit discussing the overlaps between folklore, mythology, and fairy tales—starting with this concept of true names. Can anyone kick off our discussion by giving an example of a fairy tale, lore, or myth where this Law of Names plays an important role?”

To my surprise—and also Mr. Yager’s, based on how his eyebrows jetted up into his wrinkled forehead—Trevor’s hand shot up. Trevor rarely spoke up in class; literature didn’t seem to be a subject of much interest to him. Or at least, turning around to flirt with Madison every chance he got had always been of more interest.

Mr. Yager stared at Trevor for a moment before calling on him. “Yes, Mr. Lawson?”

Everyone in the class pivoted to stare back at Trevor.

“Rumpelstiltskin,” Trevor blurted.

Ansley giggled, but cut it off short when Madison shot her a warning glare.

Mr. Yager looked intrigued. “Go on,” he said encouragingly.

“Well,” Trevor said, chewing his bottom lip for a moment in thought. “Knowing his true name was the secret to getting free of the bargain the woman had made. So it must have had power, right?”

Mr. Yager nodded thoughtfully. “That’s possible, yes, although some think it was the bargain that carried that power—that if the woman could discover his name in time, he would not take her firstborn child—rather than the name itself. Still, it is interesting that his true name was what he bargained with. Yes, I think that fits our discussion.”

Trevor turned a triumphant grin back at Ansley and Madison.

“Good job, Trevor!” Madison beamed at him, and Ansley shrugged.

“Anyone else?” Mr. Yager asked.

I sank back in my chair, hoping Mr. Yager wouldn’t randomly start calling on people as he sometimes did, but it seemed my luck for the day had already worn off.

“Miss Rogers.” Mr. Yager’s eyes landed on me. “You seemed very interested during the beginning of our discussion. Did you have something you wanted to add?”

“Um, no?” I felt the heat rush to my cheeks.

“I’m sure you know at least one example, don’t you?” His eyes were kind, but insistent.

He had me there. He knew I was into myths and folklore; those topics had been among the books he’d signed out to me for extracurricular reading from his personal class library earlier in the school year.

“Okay,” I said, mind racing. “Maybe Odysseus?”

“Very good!” Mr. Yager grinned at me, then turned his gaze back to the overall class. “Yes. After hiding his identity from the cyclops Polyphemus and giving him a false name as a trick, Odysseus foolishly admits his true name to Polyphemus after blinding him. It is that true name which allows Polyphemus to pray for his father, Poseidon, to exact revenge on Odysseus. Had Odysseus remained anonymous, Polyphemus would not have known whom to ask his father to punish.”

Relief spread through my chest that I’d given a correct answer. Hopefully that meant I could resume blending into my desk chair and attract no further notice for the remainder of class.

“Nice one, Ayla,” Trevor called out.

My heart sped as I twisted around, expecting to see a mocking expression, but his smile was genuine.

Confused and red-faced, I spun back to the front, catching the edge of an icy glare from Madison as I turned. Great.

“Thank you for that… encouragement, Mr. Lawson,” Mr. Yager said, seeming a little dumbfounded. “Anyway, we can find this concept repeated in many well-known legends, myths, and belief systems, including the Scandinavian belief that some magical beasts could be defeated by calling their names, and the Irish lore that children who were not baptized at birth were more likely to be kidnapped by faeries and replaced by changelings, which some believe was tied to the fact that such babies would not yet have been formally christened and therefore lacked true names to protect them. Even the Biblical creation account emphasizes the importance of names, with God bringing all the creatures before Adam and instructing him to name them.” Mr. Yager popped the cap off his red marker again and turned his back to us as he scrawled on the board—The beginning of wisdom is to call things by their proper name. “A quote attributed to Confucius, and a fitting way to end today’s introduction, don’t you think? Now, let me explain this week’s home—”

Mr. Yager cut off mid-sentence as someone knocked on our classroom door.

“Yes?” he replied, striding over to open it.

Mrs. Hale, the office assistant, poked her head in. “I have a new student. Joined this morning.”

“Oh!” Mr. Yager stepped back, swinging the door wide. “Come on in, then. Welcome to AP Literature!”

The office assistant moved aside, and I caught my first glimpse of the new student, just the side of his face in the doorway as he turned to answer something Mrs. Hale had asked. 

My heart stopped.

The shaggy brown hair, the profile of his jaw, the distinct shade of tannish skin, even the lean, muscular build—it had to be him.

The boy from the café.








  
  

Chapter 4

Casserole and Aged Paper





It wasn’t him, after all. I realized that the moment he stepped fully into the classroom and I saw his round, deep brown eyes, nothing like the thick-lashed, almond-shaped blue ones that had been haunting my dreams. Disappointment dropped like a heavy anchor to the pit of my stomach, taking my fleeting hope with it. For a moment, I’d thought I might get some answers about what happened at the café. 

The new kid was handsome, though, and his face bore a strong resemblance to the guy I’d seen the other night. I wondered immediately if they were cousins or something, though that would’ve been a ridiculous coincidence.

Mr. Yager thanked the office assistant, then closed the classroom door. “Put down your stuff and get comfortable,” he said, directing the new kid to an empty desk a couple of rows up from mine. “Would you mind telling the class your name?”

The guy turned to face the rest of us, his gaze sweeping quickly over each row of desks. It seemed his eyes lingered on me for a millisecond, but I couldn’t be sure. “Callan Hecklam,” he said to no one in particular, then strode to the empty desk and slid into it, setting his backpack on the ground. He brushed his hands on his jeans, and for a moment I thought he might pull out hand sanitizer or something, but instead he turned stiffly forward in his desk.

“Welcome, Callan.” Mr. Yager smiled, then walked back to the board. “Now, where were we?”


      [image: ]Word traveled fast in our high school—about everything. The moment I stepped into the cafeteria for lunch, Reina launched up from our usual table, beelining for me through the crowd. 

“I heard you had a class with the new kid,” she said, tugging me by the hand toward the circular table. “What’s his name? Where’s he from? Is he as hot as they say?” She plopped into her seat, then unzipped her insulated lunch bag and pulled out a plastic-wrapped sandwich.

“See for yourself,” I muttered as a hush fell over the cafeteria.

Callan stood in the doorway, looking lost and overwhelmed. The shocked silence of staring at a new kid lasted only a moment, then the cafeteria burst back into chattered conversations—probably all about him.

“He lives up to the hype,” Reina murmured dreamily. She dropped her sandwich on the table and popped up onto her feet. “I’m going to invite him to sit with us!”

“You’re what? Wait, I—” But she was already gone. “Of course you are,” I muttered to myself as Reina shoved through the milling crowd. I sank into an empty chair and leaned away from the table, trying to see past the rapidly forming lunch line to get a clear view of their interaction near the door.

“Tough day?” Jordan set his lunch tray on the table.

I jumped and turned to him as he took the seat next to me. “What? Oh. No. I mean… no more than usual, really.”

Jordan studied my face. “You look stressed.”

I huffed a dry laugh. “When am I not?”

Jordan’s mouth quirked up into an adorable smile. “You make a good point.” He eyed the empty table. “Aren’t you eating? Do you want me to get in line to get you something?”

The butterflies in my gut awakened from their slumber. “Um, no, I’ll go in a minute. Reina just—”

Before I could explain how or why Reina had waylaid me at the door, her sing-songy voice swept over our table. “Here we are!” She flung a hand out toward the one open spot left at our table and grinned. “We may not be the most popular kids, but at least we’re friendly, right? This is Jordan, and you may have already met Ayla—”

“Not officially,” Callan answered, his dark eyes locking on mine.

“Nice to meet you.” Jordan gave Callan a wave, but then his eyes bounced from Callan to me, and his brows drew together in concern.

“Anyway,” Reina sang, seeming not to notice, “have a seat! Did you bring lunch, or do you need to get in line?”

“I’m not hungry.” Callan moved toward the empty chair beside Jordan and sank into it, then turned a warm smile to Reina. “But thank you. I appreciate how kind you’ve been so far.”

Reina settled back into her seat next to him and grinned. “My pleasure.”

The four of us stared silently at each other for a moment across the round table, like four distinct points of a compass.

I sucked in a breath. “I’d better go get in line. Be back in a few.” I grabbed my wallet from my backpack and jumped up from my chair, rushing away before any of them could offer to come with me.
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