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He woke up disoriented with blistering heat blasting all over his exposed skin. His entire body ached, and when he tried to sit up, he found it hard to move. Feeling defeated, he lay on the hard ground, panting. The air around him was humid and thick, making every breath feel labored. Peering through blurry eyes caked with sand, he was terrified to find a world on fire. He had no recollection of what had happened. A million questions bombarded him. Had their small campfire gotten out of hand? Was a forest fire raging in the woods around them? Oh god! Had his dad's propane tank exploded? Concerned for his family, he tried to sit up again, but the vertical motion caused him such intense pain that he passed out instead. 

Waking up the second time was far worse than the first. Along with the heat and searing pain, he now heard strange growling sounds coming from somewhere in the distance. He knew bears frequented these woods, but the growls themselves sounded off. It didn't matter what was making the noises; he was defenseless and needed to move. Adrenaline pumping, he rolled over onto his stomach and army crawled across the harsh sand. Scared and unable to see clearly, he aimed for the cover of what looked like woods. Once he made it under the thick canopy of trees, he took a few deep breaths before rolling onto his back. It was painful, but he managed it. Laying there, he tried to calm his racing heart and think. The last thing he remembered was unpacking the tent with his dad. Then, nothing. Did he have a concussion? 

He felt nauseous, wondering where everyone else was. Then, something unusual happened. A thick wall of blue fog came rolling toward him. Rubbing his hands over his eyes, he tried to see it more clearly but only managed to add more sand to his face. The strange mist appeared to glow with an otherwordly light, but that couldn't be right. He really needed to find somewhere to clean up and wash all the gunk out of his eyes. 

The fog moved in closer, slowly creeping up his body until it enveloped him completely. At first, the cold air felt nice against his overheated skin, but then his lungs constricted violently. Lurking forward, he choked and coughed into the sand. Gasping, he clawed at his neck as his throat began to close in on itself. Staring into the hazy woods, he prayed for help. As he felt his consciousness slipping, he fought to keep his eyes open. It was useless. He had no strength left. But just before the world went completely dark, he swore he saw the silhouette of an enormous pair of wings approaching him through the fog.
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It was the middle of December, and Ava Chase was freezing and miserable. Her family had relocated her to a new school, in a new town, with a new so-called life. All the changes might have been exciting for some, but for her, they were nothing but a source of stress and anxiety. She felt like a stranger in her own life, displaced and out of sync. Change was her enemy, and this move felt like the biggest challenge in all her seventeen years of life. 

A few months prior, her parents had decided to move them away from her childhood home in Florida to the frigid state of Colorado. Fox Field Colorado, to be exact. Just arriving at the airport had been a shock to her senses. Whoever decided that a giant purple horse with red laser beams for eyes made a good welcoming statue should be fired. It didn't help that the move occurred in mid-December, during the peak of winter. Florida was so hot and unbearable that it was a testament human beings could even survive there. But now, so far from home, she missed the sweltering heat. Bye, Bye bikinis; hello, ginormous fuzzy parkas. The contrast between the two states was like night and day, and Ava was struggling to adapt to this new reality. 

Her eighteenth birthday was in three days. It was the age of freedom that every teen looked forward to. Except, this year, she didn't feel like celebrating. Turning the big one-eight without her best friend, Kat, was more than depressing; it was a tragedy. Saying goodbye to her bestie had been the worst part of the move, and Ava wasn't sure she would ever forgive her parents for splitting them up. They had phone and FaceTime dates, but it wasn't the same as seeing Kat's smiling face in person. Nothing was the same.    

Fox Field was a tiny blip on the map, and Ava couldn't stand the small-town feel of the place. The town consisted of a handful of residential neighborhoods, three schools; an elementary, middle, and high school, one lone grocery store, one gas station, and three stoplights. Correction, make that two stoplights. And that was it. There was no gym, salon, or restaurant, which equaled no sushi. Some residents considered Mabel's Mountain Stop a restaurant, but that was a stretch. They served food, but nothing Ava considered edible. The place was really just a drinking hole for the truckers passing through town. 

Fox Field was an empty, tiresome town, and the lack of amenities made her feel like she was living in a suburban void, cut off from the real world. The grueling drive from Fox Field to the hustle and bustle of downtown Denver took at least an hour if you were speeding and owned a car, which she didn't. So, for now, she was trapped in this dull hellhole with nothing to do and nowhere to run. It was a testament to her power of self-preservation that she hadn't already died of boredom.
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It was Thursday, just another monotonous day at Lakeside High School. Ava shut her locker door and shoved her math book deep inside her backpack before bolting down the hallway. She was always late to class, and today was no exception. Weaving in and out of students, she wasn't paying enough attention to her surroundings and ran face-first into the wall. 

Embarrassed, she froze, praying no one noticed her stupidity. Opening her eyes, she expected to see the white-washed wall in front of her, but instead, a black T-shirt with white lettering met her line of vision. Confused, she looked up to find someone standing before her. Mortified, she jumped backward, only to trip and fall on the slippery linoleum floor. Her butt took most of the impact, but the momentum sent her tumbling over, and her head hit the ground with a loud thump. Shocked, she stayed on the ground for a few seconds in silence, trying to catch her breath. When she finally glanced up to apologize to whoever she'd run into, her brain temporarily shorted out.

The boy looming over her was striking, at least from what she could make out of him. If she was honest with herself, everything was a wee bit fuzzy. Placing her hand on the back of her head, she felt a good-sized knot forming. Striking sounded like a weird word to use to describe a guy, but hot or sexy didn't feel quite right. He was all those things in spades, but the mundane words didn't fit him. He was tall, maybe six-two, with broad shoulders and a lean, muscular build.  His hair was jet black, wavy, and a little unruly, curling slightly at the ends. The disheveled look only managed to make him more appealing. His skin was smooth, olive-toned, and contrasted with his dark hair. And God help her, his perfectly shaped lips were the sexiest thing she'd ever seen. 

When their eyes finally met, she let out a long breath and continued to stare up at him like a complete dumbass. She just couldn't look away from his eyes. They were an impossible mix of forest and emerald green, framed by thick, dark lashes most girls would die for. She'd been attending Lakeside for over two weeks and had never seen him before. His face was unforgettable. After a lot more uncomfortable staring, she expected him to say something or offer to help her stand up, but he just stood there, glaring down at her with his arms crossed over his broad chest.

For a brief moment, she swore his eyes glowed as they bore into her, but that couldn't be right. Reminding herself that she might have a head injury, she deemed it best to check in with the nurse before going to class. 

"You should watch where you're going!" he practically growled.

His voice was deep, with a touch of an accent she was unfamiliar with. 

"Yeah, maybe!" she breathed in a whisper. 

Immediately upset with herself for not being more assertive, she added, "But what kind of guy knocks a girl over and doesn't even offer to help her up?" 

Her face felt hot, and she knew it was turning tomato red. It always happened whenever she got upset. 

She scrambled to pick herself off the ground before anyone noticed their exchange. Standing on wobbly legs, she felt a slight tinge of pain in her left leg. Limping, she stepped closer to him, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulders. She still expected him to say something like, I'm sorry, or my bad, but he just turned around and stomped off in the opposite direction. 

This time, anger gave her a voice. "I'll answer my question for you. It starts with a D and ends with a bag!"    

He didn't turn around. Maybe he thought his good looks made up for his lack of manners. Or maybe he was precisely the kind of D-bag she'd accused him of being. 

Hoping the nurse would give her a pass to go to class late, she limped down the hallway towards the administration offices, silently cursing her parents for putting her in this situation. The idea of having to finish high school in this place, with people like him, made her want to cry. So far, her senior year was becoming a steamy pile. When she reached the administration hub, she found the nurse's office at the very end of the hall. 

The door was painted a dark shade of red and decorated with a sign that read, Headache? Try W.O.W. Water. Oxygen.  Wait

She'd never had a headache before, but she filed the information in her mental just-in-case file. The door was propped open, and the nurse stood over her desk, flipping through a thick binder. 

Rapping lightly on the door, Ava called out, "Hello."

The nurse looked up and flashed her a warm smile. She was a pretty, petite blonde, probably in her mid-forties.

"Good morning. I'm Nurse Elle. Come on in and tell me what I can help you with." 

Limping over to the small exam table, Ava sat down. "I slipped in the hallway a few minutes ago and tweaked something in my left leg. I also hit my head, but it doesn't hurt, so I thought it would be a good idea to get checked out before I head to class."

Nurse Elle pulled out a small pen light from her coat pocket. "I'm so sorry to hear that. Let's give you a good look-see." 

"Can you look up, down, left, and right for me?" The nurse asked as she flashed the light in Ava's left eye, followed by the right. 

Feeling around her head, the nurse checked behind her ears and down both sides of her neck. "You have a big knot on the back of your head. Do you have a headache, blurred vision, nausea, or feel confused?"

She didn't have any of those symptoms right now, but that rude boy had seemed a little fuzzy right after the fall. She'd also imagined his eyes had glowed, so maybe she wasn't the best historian. 

Deciding it was probably best to keep that information to herself, she lied. "Nope. None of those."

"Good!" Nurse Elle replied, "Now, let's look at that leg." 

Nurse Elle carefully lifted her leg into the air, turning it to the left and right, "Is there any pain when I do this?"

Wincing, Ava gritted her teeth. "A little when you turn it to the right." 

Nurse Elle nodded, "I think you bruised your left hip, and it's causing a little discomfort in your leg. I don't think it's anything serious, but your parents should take you to the doctor if the pain gets any worse tomorrow. I'm going to grab you an ice pack, and I want you to sit here for at least fifteen minutes, icing that side. If you feel good enough to go back to class after that, I'm okay with it, or I can go ahead and contact your parents."

Ava cringed over the thought of calling her parents. Her mom worked an hour away in Denver, and her dad was busy with a handful of odd jobs today. Not wanting to burden either of them, she lied and told the nurse she was fine when she returned to check on her fifteen minutes later. Her leg and hip still ached as she headed to class with her late excuse in hand, but the limp was gone. She'd always been a fast healer and was grateful for it. Annoyed at how the day had begun, she prayed she never saw that asshole again. If she did, she'd have much more choice words to say to him.
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Second-period calculus with Mr. White was Ava's least favorite class. He was, by far, the most boring teacher in the history of the world. His incessant talking would drone on and on until the only math problem she could remember was one plus one equals; I want to stab myself in the face. The only positive thing about Mr. White's class was that Olivia was in it. Since starting at Lakeside two weeks ago, Ava had found it difficult to connect with anyone. Partly because of guys like the one this morning and partly because she was debilitating shy. 

On her first day of school, when Mr. White introduced her to the class, Olivia, or Liv as everyone called her, immediately volunteered to help her learn the ropes. Liv had given her a school tour, helped her find all her classes, and even sat with her at lunch. The girl was sweet, easy-going, and, wait for it, drama-free! Liv was a rare gem and a keeper. 

As usual, Mr. White glared at her as she passed by his desk in the middle of a lecture. She was late all the time, and he was clearly over it. After dropping the yellow excuse slip on his desk, she beelined it to her seat. 

"Morning!" she whispered to Liv as she plopped down in her desk chair. 

Liv's desk was right behind hers, and as her friend thumbed through her calculus book, she looked as confused as Ava felt most days in this class. 

Liv was a beautiful girl with big brown eyes and the cutest little button nose, but her stigmatism forced her to wear coke bottle thick glasses, twenty-four-seven, which hid most of her pretty face. She also had long brown hair that was perfectly straight and silky smooth, like all the time, and if Ava didn't like her so much, she might hate the girl for it. Ava's hair was a frizzy, hot mess on a good day.  

"Hey, girl," Liv whispered back. "Is everything okay? You're always late, but class is almost over. And by the way, I can't wait for lunch. I'm starving." 

As Liv spoke the words out loud, her stomach growled in agreement. 

Ava wasn't sure why the girl never ate breakfast, but after two weeks of the same routine, she was prepared for this very situation. 

Pulling a granola bar from her bag, Ava lightly tossed it onto Liv's desk. "We wouldn't want famine to take you before lunch."

Liv giggled. A little too loudly, causing Mr. White to turn around from where he was scribbling on the chalkboard to shoot her a look of death. On that note, Ava turned around in her seat and pulled out her textbook. 

"You're late again, Miss Chase!" Mr. White said, using his authoritative tone, or big boy voice, as she liked to joke. 

Instead of responding with a smart-ass comment, she chose to take the high road, "Sorry, Mr. White, but I had an excuse today. It's right there on your desk." 

Rolling his eyes, he said, "Next time you're late, excused or not, you'll be spending the remainder of the day in detention." 

He glared at her for another moment as if the extra second would make his point hit home. Finally satisfied with himself, he turned around and continued his boring lesson on quadric equations. Ava tried to focus on the lecture but got distracted by the loud, crunching sounds coming from behind her. Smiling, she scribbled down the equation, thankful for her four-eyed friend, Liv.  
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After the bell rang, Ava steered Liv toward the lunchroom. When sweet little Liv was hungry, she turned into a tiny Wolverine on steroids, and the longer it took them to get to the lunchroom, the longer the lines would be. Ava called the phenomenon hypoglycemic rage syndrome.

Dodging students left and right, they rushed through the blue double doors at the end of the hallway. Lakeside's lunchroom looked exactly like any other dull cafeteria in the continental US, with its beige-painted walls and row after uniform row of white plastic tables. 

Ava eyed the small line with a smile. There would be no hangry rage today. Liv always went for sweets first, and as Ava watched her friend pile her tray high with two puddings and a doughnut, she gaped in horror. If she ate like that, her ass would literally expand on the spot. How tiny Liv managed to stay bean-pole skinny while inhaling that amount of refined sugar and fat defied all logic. Ava inwardly cursed at how unfair life could be. 

Since Michelle Obama's Let's Move initiative was implemented, cafeteria lunches have been better balanced. However, Lakeside still had a ton of unhealthy options on the menu. Ava avoided the sweets and opted for a whole-wheat turkey sandwich with a bowl of sliced cucumbers. It was a boring but wholesome lunch. 

Their lunch table was in the back of the lunch room, near a long wall of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the lawn. But this time of year, there was no lawn to speak of, only patches of brown dirt mixed in with the white melting snow. 

As they approached the table, Liv waved to Adam and Gabe. Adam was a bleach-blond cutie with bright blue eyes who totally had that All-American thing going on. He was captain of The Purple Foxes, Lakeside's soccer team, and was the biggest extrovert Ava had ever met. Adam had always been friendly to her, but he tended to get confrontational with his other friends. He was also super passionate about soccer, and once you got him talking about it, he would go on for hours about who was playing who and what teams you should root for. And if she was being honest, his incessant information overload turned her off to the game altogether.  

Gabe was sitting next to Adam, as usual. They were best friends and total opposites. Gabe was tall and lean and had probably never played a sport in his entire life. He also had an ever-abundant stock of wrinkled T-shirts. Every single T-shirt Gabe owned was an ode to a comic book character or a superhero, and everything about him screamed I don't give a shit. Liv had mentioned his bedroom was a museum of sorts, with action figures lined from floor to ceiling, but Ava had yet to see the shrine for herself. Gabe seemed like a nice, down-to-earth guy who would do just about anything for his friends. 

The other kids at their table didn't seem so great. There was Megan, Adam's current flavor of the week, and the stereotypical mean girl. She was utterly self-absorbed and had a never-ending case of PMS. Ava didn't understand how Liv could stand her but to each their own. In Ava's imagination, Megan bribed Liv with Little Debbie snacks in exchange for her friendship. Yeah, that had to be it.

Finally, there was Haven. Rumor had it that the girl was a witch, a psychic, or, at the very least, a weirdo, but Ava didn't know her well enough to choose. All she knew for sure was that the girl always wore black. Black clothes, black lipstick, heavy black eyeliner, you name it, Haven had it in black. It was easy for people to make up fanciful stories to keep themselves occupied in a small town like Fox Field. She'd never spoken to Haven, and the few times she'd attempted to say hello, the girl just gave her an awkward wave and looked away. The group was a strange mix that she hadn't quite figured out. Haven and Megan never talked, and it seemed like Megan only tolerated Haven's presence because of Liv. Maybe sweet little Liv was the glue that held this mishmash group together. 

When they sat down, Adam and Gabe were in the middle of a heated discussion about something that had gone down at Devil's Head Lake. It was the closest lake to town and a source of mystery here in Fox Field. Apparently, over the last decade, numerous people had gone missing after going swimming, but so far, no bodies had been recovered. The last incident was a few years back when one of Gabe and Adam's friends disappeared. The police had labeled it a drowning, but the boy's body had never been found, just like all the others. 

"It didn't happen that way! Your sister made it up!" Adam yelled from across the table.

For claimed best friends, Adam and Gabe fought a lot. Ava had witnessed at least five of these spats over the past two weeks. 

"We've been over this so many times, and I'm tired of talking about it.  Holly was with him when it happened, and I believe her." Gabe stated as he crossed his arms over his chest. 

Holly was Gabe's younger sister and a freshman at Lakeside. 

Adam rolled his eyes. "Holly was too young to know what she saw, and all I remember is waking up to the sound of her screaming when she came running into our campsite. It's time for you to accept it for what it is. Kade drowned! Just like those other people. It was horrible, and we lost our friend, but it isn't the big cover-up you're trying to make it out to be. There is a logical explanation for why no bodies have been recovered. FFPD only hired a handful of certified divers to search that huge lake, and they must have missed something. All those bodies are stuck down there somewhere, and they just can't find them!" 

Adam stood from the table but continued to rant, "You're trying to turn this into some big story, but this isn't one of your comics, and Kade isn't Aquaman. He's just a kid who drowned. Damn it, Gabe, why can't you just let it go and grieve his loss like a normal person?"

Clearly done with the conversation, Adam stomped out of the lunch room.

Gabe picked up his fork and started stabbing at a rogue pea. "He can be such a dick sometimes!" 

Ava didn't know what to say, so she flashed Gabe a reassuring smile that went unnoticed as he stared down at his plate, clearly lost in thought. The fight left her feeling uncomfortable, and she was grateful when everyone chose to eat in silence for the rest of the lunch hour. 

The remainder of the school day went by without any additional drama, but Ava felt detached from reality as she went from class to class, and for some strange reason, she kept daydreaming about the asshole from that morning. Making a mental note to ask Liv about him after school, Ava tried and failed to focus on her English paper. She just couldn't get the image of the boy's handsome face out of her mind, especially his eyes—the impressive green ones she'd sworn had glowed. She was so distracted by her thoughts that when the final bell rang, it startled her so badly that she fell out of her chair.

As the other kids giggled and snickered, she wondered if this day could get any worse.
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Ava waited for Liv outside the school at their usual meeting spot near the parking lot. Lakeside High was a one-story, red-brick building on the East side of town, and she and Liv lived three blocks away in the same subdivision. Most of the students drove themselves or had parents who dropped them off and picked them up, but she and Liv weren't so lucky. Speaking of Liv, the girl was heading toward her with a huge smile on her face. 

Liv's parents were older, retired, and always vacationing here or there, leaving her in the care of her older brother, Alex. At twenty, he had just started taking college classes online and was completely self-involved. Apparently, it never occurred to him that offering his sister a ride to school when it was freezing out might be the right thing to do. On the flip side, Liv never wanted to bother him by asking. Ava's parents were workaholics and could never make it home in time for dinner, let alone to pick her up from school. So, here they were, two frozen peas in a pod, walking home on the brink of frostbite. 

Ava's teeth were chattering so badly that it made speaking difficult. "I wanted to talk to you about this at lunch, but after Adam and Gabe's fight, it felt weird to bring it up. I saw this guy at school today that I've never seen before. He'd be hard to miss."

The wind blew, making the air feel icy and damp. "Damn, it's cold! What was I saying? Oh yeah, he was really good-looking with super dark hair and these crazy green-colored eyes. Good looks aside, he was a complete asshat and practically tackled me in the hallway. Do you know anyone who fits that description?"

Liv glared at her with one brow lifted. "Seriously, you wait until now to tell me some hot guy tackled you in the hall? Information like that is an E-News alert around here, not a wait until the end of the day kind of thing!"

Ava laughed, but it sounded more like a witch's cackle through her chattering teeth. "Well, I couldn't tell you in Mr. White's class after getting in trouble, and then lunch was a complete shitshow, so it slipped my mind."

Liv was quiet for a minute. "I don't think I know him. I mean, if he's as hot as you say he is, I think I would remember meeting him. Our school is way too small for a hottie in hiding, and if he's new, wouldn't he have been at lunch today? My best guess is he's not a student at all. He's probably a faculty member's kid or has a sibling he was dropping off."

Liv's melodic voice sounded muffled, and when Ava looked over at her, she couldn't see Liv's face at all. The girl's scarf covered it completely, and only her glasses were still showing. 

"Yeah, maybe." Ava laughed as she pulled her own scarf over her mouth and nose to battle the chill. 

Ava secretly hoped Liv was right. If the mystery guy had a parent or sibling at their school, she might run into him again, literally. 

Liv's house was up first. It was a large Queen Anne-style home with a big wraparound porch and gingerbread trim. It stood out from the rest of the homes in their subdivision because of its purple paint and white-on-white trim. All the homes in their community were new but had been built to mimic the old Victorian era. The houses were pretty, but knowing they weren't historic took away from the overall charm.

Liv walked up her driveway, blowing into her gloved hands. "Do you want to come in for a while? I could make us some hot cocoa." 

Hot Cocoa sounded great, but Ava had a ton of homework, and her parents would lose it if she fell behind. "No thanks. I should get home and start on our math homework. I'm already on thin ice with Mr. White. Raincheck?"

"Okey-dokey," Liv said as she sprinted the last few steps to reach her front door. "Before I forget, are you free on Saturday? It's supposed to warm up a little, and Gabe wants to go to Devil's Head Lake for a picnic or something. I think that place is creepy, but he seems excited. Please come with me?"

It hadn't escaped Ava's attention that Gabe was always staring at Liv in a way that screamed, I want to be more than just friends. So, she wasn't sure if tagging along was the best idea.

"Liv, are you sure he doesn't think it's a date?"

Liv's eyes shot wide like a deer caught in headlights. "Well, I hope not. Even if I did want to go on a date with him, which I don't, I wouldn't be swooning over a date at Devil's Head Lake. So just do me a solid and come with, pretty please?"
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