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For childhood friends 

who never stop being friends and members of our ‘pack’ 

long after we have all ‘grown up.’
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CHAPTER 1 - Asking for Trouble

[image: ]




~ * * * * * ~

Wolfborn’s Dilemma

Magic of the moon,

Beneath it we howl, we swoon.

The clothes on your back

Become one with your fur, your pack.

Two different selves, at peace, at war,

One to banish, one to adore.

~ * * * * * ~
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The school van sped over the causeway. Overcast clouds darkened the horizon ahead like a bad dream. Jordan glanced over at Victoria Summersley, who was doubled over and staring at the floor of the van. The tall, athletic boy nudged the raven-haired girl with his elbow.

“Vicky, what are you doing?”

Vicky risked a look out the bottom of the van windows, greeted by endless water on either side. She quickly lurched forward again, studying the floor. 

“What does it look like I’m doing? Trying not to panic. You do realize that water comes in and covers this entire road, don’t you? When the tide comes in...” She shuddered.

“Which is why Mr. Matthews checked the tide tables. He’s not stupid, Vicky.” Jordan shook his head with disbelief. “Can you not flip out? This is going to be amazing. School trip to Haelig Island. That means Haelig Castle! And you’re seriously obsessing about a little roadside water. Vicky, please... don’t be neurotic.”

“I am not neurotic,” she growled. A few of their schoolmates looked towards her as she raised her voice. She quickly dialed it down a notch.

“Good, then you won’t mind giving me some advice.” Jordan strained to see over his seat, catching a glimpse of Aleksa at the very front. Normally she would’ve sat right near Jordan and Vicky, but for some reason she’d been extremely hyper lately. Especially this morning. She’d claimed the seat at the very front, muscling Peter aside before the boy could protest and insisting that she had dibs on the view. At least she’d had the decency to give Jordan and Vicky an apologetic shrug. 

Now Vicky sat up only by forcing herself to, with clenched teeth. She looked at Jordan. “Okay, what’s this advice that’s so important you have to ask me even though we might drown any moment now?”

Jordan again peeked over the top of the next seat. He could just make out Aleksa’s cute face glued to the window as she looked out at the waves. She was literally bouncing up and down with excitement. Too much. She bounced a little too high, hitting her head on the overhead storage rack. With a yelp of pain Aleksa clutched her head, but two seconds later all was forgotten and Aleksa was again bouncing like a giddy little kid, staring at the outside world like it was about to become her own personal playground. What in the world’s gotten into her? Jordan seriously wanted to know what was up with Aleksa, and he wasn’t about to believe Vicky’s preposterous theory. 

“Hello? Still waiting,” Vicky prodded. 

“Yeah, yeah, keep your knickers on. Hey, you know I’ve always sort of fancied Leks. Right?” 

Vicky nodded slowly, her gaze pinpointing on Aleksa, AKA ‘Leks,’ the object of Jordan’s interest. “I guess I was distantly aware of it. Why...?”

Jordan shrugged, risking another glance Aleksa’s way. “I don’t know, I just thought... Fine, I’ll just come right out with it.” Jordan rubbed his hands together, like he usually did right before soccer practice when he was looking forward to taking shots on goal. “I was thinking of telling Leks how I feel about her. Seeing, you know, if she might...” His voice trailed off, so Vicky filled in the blank.

“So you can find out if she feels the same way about you?”

Jordan shrugged, blushing a little. Sometimes he was thankful his skin tone could hide certain things. “I mean... yeah. Or if she would, you know, be willing to give it a shot.” He elbowed Vicky. “So... what do you think? You think I should tell her?”

Vicky sat up in her seat, sufficiently distracted by Jordan’s conundrum that she temporarily forgot about her terror of being swallowed up by the tide. She ticked off on her dainty fingers as if she were going through a laundry list in her head. “Let’s see. We have to think this through logically. Make a list of pros and cons, and then if the pros outweigh the cons, go ahead and ask her.”

Jordan groaned. 

“Vicky, seriously. I’m not asking for help on my lab homework, yeah? I want some real advice.”

Vicky stiffened. “Jordan Nigobi, don’t speak to me like that. I am giving you real advice.” 

Jordan groaned again, slightly softer than last time. The van jostled, and he held onto the seat in front of him as he watched Aleksa go flying. His heart cringed as he saw Leks nearly smash her face into the window frame when the van lurched back the other way. The short little brunette hardly noticed, bracing her hands and staring greedily out the window like a kid at a chocolate factory.

“No, but Vicky, I need real advice. If I could make a clinical list of reasons for or against, do you think I’d be asking for your help?”

“Well then, you’ll just have to place the problem in my capable hands then, won’t you? Let’s start with the cons.” Vicky adjusted her plaid chartreuse sweater, typically un-stylish Vicky. “First, Aleksa may be some kind of creature, which means getting too close to her might put you in danger.”

Jordan threw Vicky a long, devastating look. It said all he needed it to. Vicky, she’s our best friend! Vicky wisely backed down. At least for now. Ever since the chem lab accident at school, Vicky had claimed that she’d seen Aleksa... start to turn into something. Some kind of furred creature or four-legged beast. Jordan was sure that Vicky must have been affected by chemical fumes and hallucinated it during the lab accident, but the stubborn science-nerd girl refused to let it go.

Jordan’s dark look said that now was not the time though, and Vicky had the sense to relent.

“All right, all right! The only big con is that if she says no, it might make things weird between you two. On the plus side, you two have been friends since we were little, so you’re probably safe. Even if she shoots you down, as long as you’re prepared for the possibility of failure, you should be able to recover. Knowing Leks, she’ll let bygones be bygones as long as you don’t make things weird,” Vicky finished.

Jordan clutched to the top of the seat in front of him as the van took another curve. “Fair enough, any other pros?”

“Of course. If she lets you get close to her, maybe you can prove once and for all whether she’s some kind of beast.” Jordan’s eyes turned to slits as Vicky burst out laughing. “I was kidding, Jordan. Please, you look like you’re about to hurt me.”

“The thought crossed my mind,” Jordan grumbled. “Victoria Summersley, for an amazingly good friend, sometimes you’re no help at all. You know that?”

Vicky grinned. “Yet still you put up with me. Tell you what, I’ll make you a deal.”

Jordan rolled his eyes as Vicky stuck out her fingers for a firm handshake. “I’ll sound Aleksa out on the idea of you... and her... and even help you ask her out. In return, you tell me if Leks does anything weird. If her eyes turn yellow, especially, I want to know about it. Okay?”

Jordan shook his head as if he was suffering in the company of a delusional madwoman. “You are so strange, Vicky. Fine.” He took Vicky’s hand and shook it firmly. “You’re on.”

~ * * * * * ~
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CHAPTER 2 - A Very Bad Feeling
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The van had pulled into a spot at the parking lot, with everyone piling out. “Guys, come on. You’re so slow!” Aleksa called. Jordan gasped as Aleksa raced up and leapt onto his back like an agile little monkey. Jordan tripped, sprawling face-first on the asphalt as Mr. Matthews and Ms. Derby’s voices called in unison. 

“Aleksa, stop horsing around.” 

“As if a horse could even do what I just did,” Aleksa grumbled, helping Jordan to his feet. Are you okay?” Jordan was too aware of Aleksa’s scent as she pulled him up. Wisps of her hair flew about untidily with the wind, and he resisted the urge to tuck a few strands behind her ear. 

“Um, yeah. Thanks Leks. What’s gotten into you anyway?” 

Aleksa stretched her arms wide as if she were about to do jumping-jacks. “What’s gotten INTO ME? We’re on Haelig Island, don’t tell me you’re not excited. She grabbed him by the front of the shirt and shook him. Jordan slowly grinned. 

“I get it, Leks. And yes, I’m pumped too. Promise.”

“The sooner we get out of this cold, wet, dreary excuse for weather, the sooner we can see the interior of the castle and actually have some fun,” Vicky declared. “Are you two coming?” 

Vicky realized her mistake when Aleksa grabbed one of each of their hands and tugged them along forcefully, much like a dog taking its owner for a walk. As Aleksa catapulted into the lead past her schoolmates, Mr. Matthews’ strident voice could be heard trying to rein them in. Rarely had there been a more futile effort.

“Aleksa Hall, slow down!” But the more frantic Mr. Matthews’ voice became, the more Aleksa tugged away, until they were well ahead of the main group. Vicky knew an opportunity when she saw one. She glanced back at Jordan, tossing him a meaningful look. 

“Jordan, why don’t you go back and talk to Mr. Matthews, let him know we’ll slow down and wait for the group so he doesn’t lose his patience.” 

“Good idea,” Aleksa piped up, enfolding her hand in Vicky’s a little more tightly and dragging her best friend along. 

Jordan faded into the background as Vicky walked ahead with Aleksa. I have to be subtle about this... but how? How did you tell your best friend that your other mutual best friend had a huge crush on them and really fancied them? Vicky bit her lip. Some psychologist needed to write a manual called ‘How to Handle Really Awkward Social Situations.’ Vicky would totally buy it.

“Leks... can I ask you something personal, girlfriend to girlfriend?” Aleksa glanced over at Vicky, forehead furrowed. 

“Sure, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, it’s just—”

But before the raven-haired girl could get out another word, Aleksa whipped around, sniffing the air intently... almost as if she smelled danger. Vicky tried to smell whatever it was that Aleksa was smelling. She couldn’t smell a thing. 

Aleksa’s figure went taut, like the string of a bow right before it releases an arrow. “Vicky, go back and meet up with the others. I need to check on something real quick.”

The raven-haired girl was about to protest when Aleksa darted off. “Leks, what’re you—?” It was too late, though. The girl had already vanished down one of the village side streets. Vicky had a bad feeling about this. A very bad feeling.

~ * * * * * * * * ~
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CHAPTER 3 - Uninvited
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There was no mistaking the smell of another wolfborn. Aleksa’s heartbeat surged from excited to thundering. So I’m not the only wolfborn on Haelig... 

Aleksa followed her nose, and being a wolfborn it wasn’t hard to do. She’d already decided that whoever this wolfborn was, he or she needed to know that she was here. When a wolfborn encroached on another wolfborn’s territory, it was polite and proper to announce your presence as soon as possible. Failing to do that could cause... problems. So Aleksa darted off, ignoring Vicky’s calls after her as she tracked the scent.

She rounded a corner into a dense garden tucked away between two buildings. Suddenly someone grabbed her from behind, putting a hand over her mouth as she tried to cry out.

MEANWHILE...

What am I going to do? Aleksa’s just run off! Vicky’s heart sped up like a runaway train. This wasn’t good. What was she going to tell Matthews? As if her exact worries could summon all the disasters in the world, Vicky swiveled around just in time to see Mr. Matthews puffing over the rise, with Jordan Nigobi right behind him. 

“Victoria Summersley, get back with your schoolmates this instant. There will be no running off on my watch,” Mr. Matthews snapped. “When I tell you to stay with the group, I expect your cooperation. I’m responsible for all of you, and I take it very seriously. Is that clear?”

Vicky was busily shaking her head up and down. “Yes, Sir. Completely, Sir.”

Mr. Matthews’ eyes narrowed. “And where is Aleksa Hall?” The frustration in his voice kept rising. Jordan gave Vicky a furious look and Vicky tried not to look helpless as an idea bubbled up in her mind just in the nick of time.

“She’s... she’s not feeling at all well, Sir. Aleksa had to go find the loo. It was urgent.” 

Before Mr. Matthews could reply, Jordan butted in angrily. “Sir, I’ll go find out where she went and bring her back straightaway, shall I?” Seeing from the annoyed look on Jordan’s face that the boy was as miffed at Aleksa’s absence as he was, Mr. Matthews gave his reluctant agreement.

“Very well. Here.” He handed Jordan a bottle of pink pills. “Nate Matthews always comes prepared. Give these to Aleksa when you see her, hopefully they should help. And tell her that she will be having a full afternoon of detention with me if she doesn’t hurry back promptly once she’s able. Understood?”

Jordan took the bottle, tucked it away with a nod. “Clear as fair weather, Sir. I’ll make sure she doesn’t dawdle.” 

“Good. Now make sure you meet us at the head of the path leading up to the castle. We’ll stop there for about a quarter hour to take pictures as I tell everyone a little about the history of the island.”

Mr. Matthews headed back to rejoin Ms. Derby, who was keeping the other students in line as they impatiently looked towards Haelig Castle in the distance. 

When Vicky didn’t follow, the history teacher turned around. “Victoria Summersley, did I stutter? Come along. It doesn’t take two students to retrieve a single person, unless I’m sorely mistaken. Now, come along.” 

Vicky turned to the side, ready to whisper to Jordan as she followed a retreating Mr. Matthews. Jordan got the first word in.

“What the hell happened, Vicky? What did you say to Aleksa to make her run off?” 

“I didn’t say anything! Before I had time to broach the subject of you and Leks going out, she caught a whiff of something in the air. Then she acted all strange and just dashed away before I could stop her.” Vicky pointed down one of the side streets. “I’d hurry if I were you.” That was the last thing Vicky had time to say as she followed Mr. Matthews’ receding form. 

Jordan pressed his fingers to his temple. He wanted to shout in frustration. Gah! Why is Aleksa acting like a complete idiot? I like her a lot... I want to see if she likes me too, but if she keeps acting so weird... Jordan rushed down the street, trying to imagine what could have possessed the brunette to just go wandering off. His feet flew over the pavement as he whirled around the corner. A gust of wind off the ocean made the trees rustle in the garden he was about to pass. He stopped, peering to make sure his eyesight hadn’t fooled him. 

“Leks?” A petite girl was just standing there, frozen solid—like she’d seen a ghost with a knife. Jordan skidded to a halt right in front of her. 

“Leks? Hello? Are you all right? We need to get back to Matth—”

Jordan stiffened in shock as Aleksa threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. He hugged her right back.

“Leks, talk to me. Say something.”

Aleksa clung to him for a few more moments, then took a step back as Jordan untangled his arms. She took a deep breath and tucked some wild strands of hair behind her ears.

“What happened?”

“Let’s just go back to Mr. Matthews. I don’t want to talk about it.” Jordan folded his arms.

“Yeah, well that’s too bad. I want to know why my best friend looked paler than the face of the moon just now. Seriously, Leks. Plus, just running off from Vicky like that when you know it’ll just piss Matthews off and get us in trouble? Not cool, Leks. I’m not letting you out of this without some explanation.”

Aleksa gave him a helpless look. “I can’t. Look, I thought I saw someone I knew,” she mumbled. “He realized I was following him and he didn’t like it.” Jordan’s eyebrows scrunched up as he realized right away that she seemed awfully purposeful in her vagueness. There was something—a lot of somethings she wasn’t telling him. The tall, lanky boy took Aleksa’s hands. Normally Jordan wasn’t all that into touchy-feely stuff, but Aleksa’s frozen, fearful stance had really scared him. 

“Aleksa, look, you can tell me whatever’s going on. I can tell you’re holding back and it’s just so frustrating to me because I really, really want to be a good friend. What are friends for if not someone you can place a little trust in, yeah? And how am I supposed to ask you out if you’re being all weird and crazy?” Jordan froze. Oh crap. Did I really just say that? He’d gotten caught up in the moment. Damn.

The pretty brunette cocked her head with a questioning look. “Wait. What?” 

Jordan drew his hands back and stuffed them in his pockets. He tried not to blush, not that it would be too noticeable if he did, but his awkward stance said it all. Totally, 100% busted.

“You were going to ask me out?”

Jordan nodded sheepishly. “Hasn’t Vicky told you that I’ve always fancied you a bit?” Jordan shrugged. “Okay, maybe more than a bit.” Aleksa just stood there, looking stunned, as if she were trying to absorb momentous news—but Jordan crucially couldn’t tell whether she considered it good news or bad news judging from the expression on her cute face.

“Leks...” With an act of courage Jordan couldn’t have mustered up if anyone else had been around, the boy took one of Aleksa’s hands and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Are you going to leave me in suspense here?”

The girl’s hazel-brown eyes were distant, calculating something, Jordan wasn’t sure what, but he would have given his right arm to know.

“You fancy me?” she said, disbelief still coloring her words. A faint blush rose to her cheeks, and Jordan thought it made her look even prettier. He raised his hand to her face, stroking her cheek for just a second. Then the old Jordan came back with a vengeance, the self-conscious schoolmate who kept all that gushy stuff in check. He pulled his hand back, stared at the ground, hands firmly stuffed back into his pockets.

“Yes, Leks. I really, really do. I care about you as more than a friend.”

The truth was that Jordan wasn’t sure how he felt about dating his best friend. He knew that Vicky wanted him to spy on Leks, this whole ridiculous theory of Vicky’s that she was some kind of beast. But, to be honest, he didn’t think he could do it. If Aleksa said yes right now, if she decided to give him a chance, how could he repay that by going around behind her back and essentially betraying her trust? Now that the moment of asking Aleksa to be his girlfriend had finally come—unplanned and awkward as it was—the thought of deceiving Aleksa made his heart clench up. But she’s clearly got secrets, yeah? You feel it in your gut. Somehow, some way, if Aleksa did say yes, he would get her to open up more—and somehow he’d have to make Vicky keep her distance long enough to do it. That was the quick, secret promise he made to himself as he awaited Aleksa’s answer. 

“Jordan. Look at me.” Aleksa reached out, tipping his chin upward. “Let’s say I’m all right with being your girlfriend.” Jordan’s heart did a somersault and then skipped ahead as if music were playing in the background. “We’ll take it slow, though. I don’t want to rush into anything.”

Jordan nodded eagerly. “Of course, Leks. We’ll be like friends... with—”

“Don’t even say it,” Aleksa gasped. 

“—with a desire to be something more,” Jordan finished. “What did you think I was going to say?”

Aleksa giggled, busting out with laughter as she backed away and covered her mouth. “I thought you were going to say benefits,” she said with a grin as Jordan felt himself blush all over again. Jordan smacked himself on the forehead.

“You are such an idiot,” Aleksa grinned. “But my answer is still yes.”

“Oi, I see. So you find my idiocy endearing, huh?” Jordan grumbled.

“Very,” replied the girl as she put an arm through his and tugged him along back towards the direction they’d come from.

Through the second-story window of the house behind them, a wolfborn watched uneasily as Aleksa disappeared around the corner. His thoughts were troubled. He was glad he hadn’t hurt her—she was only a cub after all. Still—what if she was lying? There were other wolfborns hunting him, and they were close. The wolfborn cub, if she was smart, would get off the island as soon as she could. He’d warned her. Now the rest was up to her. It wouldn’t be his fault if she got caught in the crossfire.

~ * * * * * * * * ~
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CHAPTER 4 - Disaster Strikes and Aleksa Faces a Dilemma
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Lightning tore the world apart, creating flashes of mesmerizing color beyond the stained glass windows of Haelig Castle. A visibly shaken Mr. Matthews tried to maintain his composure and keep everyone calm as the class huddled together in the ‘ship’s room’ as Aleksa had named it in her head, thanks to the model ship which dangled from the ceiling. The castle tour had started out promisingly enough—Vicky and Aleksa gushing over all the cozy rooms filled with furniture and props that made the castle feel like a real home. But then the storm which was supposed to have passed the island by had abruptly changed its course. 

The outside had gone from idyllic late afternoon to darkened underworld. Angry clouds blotted out the sun, the grass on the headlands started to bend under the ever-increasing winds, and from there the storm’s fury began to hit full-force. Peter, the most popular boy, and his posse (not to mention the four T’s, a clique of popular girls including Tanya, Tracie, Tara and Tammy), had still thought it was all pretty cool—until the power went out.

“Everyone stay calm. We are completely safe as long as—” A roar of thunder swallowed up Mr. Matthews’ words. He huddled up with Ms. Derby, discussing something for a moment. “Everyone, listen up. There’s been a change of plans. Due to the unforeseen severity of the weather, it’s almost certain that the causeway will be closed by the time we get back to the village. We will be staying on the island tonight. Ms. Derby will stay with you all while I go make arrangements for accommodations.” 

Aleksa’s heart sank. She snuggled up against Jordan, who put his arm around her. No! I have to change tonight. I’m supposed to be with my family. It wasn’t supposed to turn out like this. Storm or not, the full moon tonight meant that she would have to change into her wolf for the very first time. Tonight was a special rite of passage, when she would no longer be a cub anymore, becoming a full-fledged wolfborn. And now, now she’d have no choice but to do it alone. She’d already tried to use her cell to call her parents, but there was no service—probably because of the damn storm. 

To top it all off, the wolfborn who called himself Finian, the one she’d tracked earlier, he’d told her that there were other wolfborns hunting him, and that they might be on the island too. So what could she do? If she stayed with Jordan and Vicky, she’d transform right in front of them. But if she stole away to turn into her wolf, then she’d be forced to brave the storm, in the middle of the night, with all kinds of strange and maybe dangerous wolfborns about. There really was no good answer!

Misinterpreting the anxiety on the brunette’s face, Jordan gently rubbed her shoulder. “It’s all right, Leks. It’s just a storm. Nothing we can’t handle, yeah?”

Aleksa nodded absently, lost in the thought which she still had no answer for.

What am I going to do?

Two Hours Earlier...

Jordan and Aleksa walked back to rejoin the group at the head of the pathway to the castle, which also happened to overlook the beach. On their right the coastline stretched in a gentle curve with upside-down ships used as giant storage containers. Vicky came rushing to meet them. Her eyes sparkled as she saw the ridiculously wide smile on Jordan’s face. 

Jordan mouthed the words She said yes! He and Vicky exchanged secret grins. Of course this wasn’t missed by Aleksa.

“Oh, now what’s this? Were you in on this, Vicky? You knew Jordan was going to ask me, didn’tya?” Aleksa huffed. 

Abruptly Jordan spun Aleksa around and kissed her. As their lips joined Aleksa’s eyes widened in surprise. It wasn’t that she hated it—but it didn’t feel quite right either. She liked Jordan as a good friend, but going from good friend to boyfriend was maybe more of a stretch than she could take. The kiss didn’t take her breath away, it didn’t make her knees go weak—it didn’t even make her heart flutter. To be honest, it felt to her more like a kiss between friends than a romantic kiss, and that bothered her.

Maybe this whole dating Jordan thing isn’t such a good idea. She didn’t have the heart to say as much as Jordan drew back, looking the happiest she had ever seen him. “Leks, have I ever said how beautiful you look?”

Aleksa blushed. Okay... maybe you need to stop this before it gets out of hand. “Jordan, remember what we said about taking it slow?” Aleksa’s gaze darted around to make sure no one had seen their kiss besides Vicky. “Next time you want to kiss me, maybe give me a little advance notice, yeah?”

Jordan nodded soberly. “Message received Leks.” He entwined their hands and tugged her along, turning to Vicky. “So did we miss much?”

Vicky rolled her eyes. “Besides Mr. Matthews’ horrific sense of humor? No.” They caught up to the group as Mr. Matthews’ gaze alighted on Aleksa. 

“Ah, Aleksa Hall, so nice of you to join us,” Mr. Matthews said. The four T’s noted the way Jordan and Aleksa were holding hands. Caught red-handed, both teens yanked their hands apart at the same instant. “I trust you’re feeling better now, Aleksa?”

“Yes, Sir. Totally back to normal.”

“Good, then let’s proceed, shall we?” With the castle dominating the landscape, the students from Riverdale High followed their head teacher. As the castle loomed closer and closer, Aleksa felt a prickle of anticipation. I’m about to see the inside of my first castle. This is going to be amazing! She was so gleeful that she easily ignored the ink-black smudges of storm clouds on the horizon.

Back in the Present...

Rain and bouts of blinding lightning obscured everyone’s vision as they made their way down the steep stone-cobbled ramp which led from Haelig Castle’s portcullis down to the pathway which would take them back to the village. 

“Everyone watch your step,” Ms. Derby called, struggling to be heard over the howling wind. Rain lashed at them from every angle. Mr. Matthews waited at the bottom of the stone ramp with a flashlight, making sure that every student was accounted for as they made their way back. Poor Vicky was shaking like a wet leaf. Aleksa was gripping her hand tightly, and Jordan stood on the other side of Leks so that all three friends were connected. 

“One step at a time, Vicky. Go as slow as you need to,” Aleksa coaxed.

The raven-haired girl looked down at her feet, which slid easily on the slippery stone cobbles. “Whoever built this should be flogged and then shot.”

Aleksa smirked, knowing that anger was one of Vicky’s coping mechanisms when she got nervous or frightened. “Just keep hold of my hand and you won’t go tumbling off the cliff.”

“Promise?”

“Promise,” Aleksa said, giving Vicky’s hand a firm squeeze. The rest of the walk back to the village mostly involved Aleksa reassuring Vicky that the whole island wasn’t going to be flooded under, and Vicky staring out at the gigantic waves crashing against the shore and insisting to Aleksa that no, really, the ocean was going to swallow them all up. Aleksa continued to debate her friend, knowing it was an argument she couldn’t win—after all, how did you defeat a person’s irrational fears with words alone?—but Aleksa was content to just keep Vicky talking and distracted, which made her friend’s fear manageable.

Finally, when they’d returned to the Crown and Anchor Inn, where Mr. Matthews had arranged accommodations, Mr. Matthews announced how the rooms would be divvied up and handed out the keys. Apparently power had gone out across the whole island. In the lobby and sitting area, a fire was roaring in the fireplace and candles had been lit here and there to give the place a comforting aura of light. With each crack of thunder the four T’s jumped and Aleksa smiled.

Vicky and Aleksa had their own room, whereas Jordan had to share a room with Gregg, one of Peter’s friends. 

Mr. Matthews had already made the announcement—no one was to go out tonight. They would see the priory, the lookout point, and St. Cuthbrie’s Island in the morning if time permitted and if the damage from the storm wasn’t too extensive.

Aleksa and Vicky ascended to their room right away. Huddled up beside Vicky with the pounding of raindrops and the howl of wind above their heads, Aleksa tried to think. Vicky was getting dressed into her pajamas and already rifling through her rucksack. Producing a paperback book with a grin of triumph, she settled onto the bed and propped it on her knees. Now that she was in a place which was reasonably warm and dry, Vicky’s fears had subsided. She glanced at Aleksa curiously when Aleksa sat hunched on the bed beside her, face anxious, immersed in her troubled thoughts.
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