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Dedicated to Lara Croft.


Thank you for kicking such an incredible amount of ass.
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FIERY TORNADO OF DOOM


By the suits and ties of Tim Gunn, I swear I will hunt you down and eat you for breakfast.”


Above me, the flock of birds took off in a riot of indignant squawks while I sat horrified and covered in bird shit.


At least, I thought it was bird shit. I dabbed at my cheek with a hunk of rock moss, though a closer examination revealed nothing resembling feces, avian or otherwise. I briefly considered licking the moss to see if it was, in fact, bird urine—so I could be confident in my bird rage—but quickly ruled this out as totally insane. I sniffed cautiously at it instead, and it smelled pretty much like you’d expect: woodsy, and a bit like dirt.


Rain, then.


“I’m sorry, birds!” I called after them, fully aware that I looked crazy. “That one was my bad.”


They just honked at me irritably.


Well, I’d tried.


This part of the mountain was deserted; quiet except for the understandably irritated pigeons and a musical breeze, which was picking up into a full-on wind. My sketchbook whipped open, pages fluttering back and forth wildly. I slammed the cover shut and wrapped my arms around it to protect the design I’d been working on for the past three hours. Above me, the scattered cloud wisps from a moment ago multiplied dramatically, spilling like ink stains across the sky. The sudden weather change was weird, but I’d only been here two days—as far as I knew, storms popped up like this all the time. The thought of trudging back to the ranch in the rain ignited the acidy rage-fire in my stomach, but the safety of my art supplies was more important than not wanting to be anywhere near my aunt and uncle.


That’s actually why I was out here—Rachel, in a seriously misguided attempt to be comforting, had gone into mom-mode and hugged me. I’d dodged her outstretched arms and escaped into the woods to let my gut-response anger simmer back down to a nonexplosive level. Figured it was better to have a meltdown in the middle of the forest than the middle of their living room. After a mile or two along what seemed more like a deer path than an actual trail, I’d found this gigantic rock and climbed up to sketch, paying little attention to the time or, apparently, the weather, which was beginning to spit a misty rain.


Up until two days ago, I’d lived by the ocean my entire life so the rain was nothing new, but the forest was. I was used to being home with my mom, in our town, on our street, wrapped up in our tiny little bubble of suburban normal. Or, well, normal enough, I guess, until my parents died. Separately, of course, from the usual sorts of things, nothing too dramatic. Just life, being a bitch. My dad’s death was quick, mostly painless, but I was so young when it happened that I didn’t really understand for a long time that he was gone, and he was never coming back. My mom’s was more recent—dull by comparison—but by the end she couldn’t even speak to me, and she never said good-bye.


That was four days ago.


But I couldn’t think about that now. My basic survival strategy was to keep my mind as blank as possible. Eat, sleep, sketch, repeat.


A low rumble of thunder echoed through the mountains, which was my cue to leave. Getting down should have been simple: walk to the edge of the rock and slide down the upturned roots I’d easily climbed up earlier. Unfortunately, a creepy, dense fog was sifting through the evergreens, cutting off the sky, making it virtually impossible to see where I was going. I’d just groped my way to the edge of the boulder, cursing the whole way, when the misting rain sputtered into a hard, freezing downpour. Moments later, a flash of lightning and roll of skull-pounding thunder exploded so close I could feel the vibrations through my fingertips. Rather than illuminating my way, it made the forest feel like an ocean, deep and pressurized and terrifying.


I wasn’t that far from my aunt and uncle’s property, but the trail completely disappeared in the swirling fog. I couldn’t see a damn thing, but some primal, gut instinct told me to move. Swinging the messenger bag across my shoulders, I turned, blindly feeling around for anything I could grab hold of. My foot found the nearest root from the overturned tree and I started down, panic making me move faster than was wise. Fumbling in the dark, I lost my foothold at the same moment my fingers tore right through the moss that was keeping me anchored to the boulder. I screamed and fell, still a good six feet off the ground—but didn’t hit. Where the ground should have been there was instead someone’s chest, which I crashed into, hard.


My momentum knocked us both into the prickly brambles, but before I could do much more than finish my scream, the stranger rolled, pinning me to the muddy ground. I started to scream again, but he (it was a he, I could tell that much) clapped his hand over my mouth, looking around quickly as if expecting someone else to be there. The wind rose, shrieking through the trees, whipping at my hair. Above us, another flash of lightning rocked the sky, followed by a bloom of orange light that looked suspiciously like fire. The clouds gathered slowly into a broad funnel.


So, unless I was hallucinating—which seemed more and more likely—we were in the direct path of a giant, fire-spitting tornado.


Which was totally insane, because upstate New York does not get fire-spitting tornadoes.


The temperature plummeted and the stranger’s breath bloomed in heavy white clouds. When he finally looked back down at me (perhaps because my struggles had transitioned from “Hey, you’re heavy, get off” to “Hey, there’s a freaking fire-tornado behind you”), I could only stare at him, all my words forgotten.


Because there was something wrong with him. There was something very wrong.


His pupils were pinpricks and his irises were liquid, like molten silver. A glowing white light cast the rest of his face into complete shadow so I couldn’t make out what he looked like.


He slid his hand from my mouth to my cheek, and placed his palm against my temple. I wanted to scream, to say something, to move, but the words were all caught in my throat and I couldn’t remember my own name, let alone how to move my arms and legs.


He leaned in close—way, way too close—and whispered, “I’m sorry—there’s no time.”


And then the pain began.


All the warmth crept upward through my body, away from my fingers and toes, crawling through my knees and wrists on fiery pins and needles. It gathered in my chest and pounded up my throat and into my skull, pulsing behind my eyes.


I was going to explode. I was going to splatter all over the forest like lava, or shatter like ice. And all the while, I couldn’t look away.


Then he muttered one final word and quite suddenly, it was over.


My head cleared instantly. I could blink, I could breathe. The pain was gone, but with it went my entire sense of self. On some deep, subconscious level I knew I was still real—I knew I had a name and a family and a purpose in life, aimless as it was—but surface-level me believed that I’d winked out of existence. I didn’t think I was dead, exactly. I simply believed that I had never been.


Hunched over me, the stranger flinched, once, and shivered, but I didn’t think it was from the cold. In fact, the pouring rain was steaming off his skin like he was burning hot. Above us, the night-black clouds pushed closer, crowding out the sky. Looking around, as if expecting once again for someone else—or something else—to be waiting in the shadows, he scooped me up effortlessly and sprinted off into the darkness. I tried to grab hold of his shoulder, but none of my limbs were working. I was weak, pure dead weight, but he had no problem hauling me at a full run through the impossibly dark trees.


It could only have been a few minutes later that my aunt and uncle’s ranch appeared out of the darkness. At the end of the trail that led into the backyard, the stranger stopped for a moment and looked down at me, eyes flickering from gray to molten silver. I tried to look away, but it was too late. I was caught in the light.


It could only have been a moment, but when I opened my eyes, I had no idea who was holding me, or why I was in the rain, or why I was outside at all. All I knew was that I wanted to be warm, and I wanted very much to fall asleep. The man kicked urgently at the front door until it opened.


I remember my aunt yelling, “Caitlin!”


And then I passed out, and didn’t remember a thing.
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BACK TO SCHOOL


I couldn’t delay by brushing my teeth any longer; I was about ready to gag on the foamy toothpaste and I could hear Rachel calling up the stairs for Norah and me to hurry. It was raining outside, and the Master ranch—where I was stuck living for the next year and a half—was on a road so rural it didn’t even have a name. Honestly, “road” was a generous term—it was basically a dirt driveway, and its potholes were currently hidden under a foot of water. Rather than braving the weather on the ancient bicycles parked on the side of the house, Rachel had said she’d take us to school in the truck, which meant my mini-vacation from school was over. Apparently you can only use your dead mom as an excuse to skip algebra for so long.


I was nervous. And I felt stupid for feeling nervous. What was I, twelve?


To be fair, it had been a hell of a week. Funeral, freak storm, fever—my least favorite “F” words.


I stared grimly in the mirror: Dark circles puffed under my eyes, my skin looked pasty, and my lips were chapped. The big burgundy sweater I wore only made my face look more hollow. Skinny jeans, my mom’s wedding ring on my right hand, my dad’s wedding ring on my thumb, and an old pair of Rachel’s boots. Definitely looked like I wanted to be a fashion designer.


When I’d shown up at the ranch, I’d spent the majority of the first three days locked in my new room marathoning episodes of Project Runway on Netflix. I’d brought my sewing machine with me to Stony Creek, but the pedal cord had snapped in the back of my grandma’s station wagon on the move here, and I didn’t have the money to fix it. I did some embroidery to pass the time, but it wasn’t the same. I wanted to be a designer—I wanted to go to the Fashion Institute of Technology and open a store in New York. But our insurance was so crappy and Mom’s medical bills were so insanely high that they obliterated any chance of going to college. When I graduated high school next year, I would be on my own, totally broke.


Next week, I told myself. Next week, I’d start researching internships. I’d make a plan. I’d work on designs, I’d figure out how to get money to fix my sewing machine. I’d use friggin’ sheets, if I had to, to make a portfolio to show at the Fashion Institute. I’d find a way.


Today, however, I’d let myself feel as miserable as I wanted.


A hell of a week, indeed.


“Oh, good, you’re ready,” Rachel said, when I finally came down to the kitchen. “Come on, Norah!” she called up the stairs again. I could hear a muffled response as Rachel grabbed two brown paper bags and handed one to me. I was ruffling their routine, an extra mouth to feed and an extra body to transport. Joe, in his plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, sat at the table reading an article on his laptop, completely unaffected by the morning rush.


Rachel had tried to get me interested in the ranch, and I might have been, but because she wanted me to like it, I didn’t—which was immature, and I knew it was immature, but I didn’t care. There were eggs to collect, a cow to milk, a garden to tend (though nothing was growing in mid-October), and, of course, the horses. There were eight, five of which were boarders owned by city people who came by once or twice in the summer to ride them.


“That’s your lunch,” Rachel said, pointing at my bag as she filled her thermos with steaming coffee. “I didn’t know what you’d want, so I put in a little of everything.”


I didn’t say anything, but she was already at the foot of the stairs ready to call up one last warning just as my cousin came bounding down.


“Ready!” she announced, landing on the floor, grabbing her lunch out of her mom’s hands and dashing out the front door, hair still wet from her quick post-barn rinse-off in the shower. Norah was fourteen, a freshman, and completely obsessed with horses. She got up at four a.m. every day to feed them and, I don’t even know, muck out their stalls? My only source of farm terminology was Black Beauty, so I honestly don’t know what she did for three hours every morning before school. Norah didn’t like me and I was indifferent about Norah. I got it, though—I was invading her turf, soaking up all her parents’ attention. If the circumstances were different, if I had met her even once before moving into her house, I think I would have liked her. Problem was, I hadn’t met her before, and now we had a year and a half to butt heads.


“Have a good day, Caitlin,” my uncle called as I slid on my jacket. I waved halfheartedly at him without looking back.


It wasn’t Joe and Rachel’s fault my mom was dead, I had to give them that. I was mad at them for other reasons, but not for that. I just didn’t understand why they hadn’t shown up once the entire time she was sick. They’d sent a few e-mails to ask for updates and to try and cheer me up with these stupid, animated eCards, but they never called, they never asked to speak to my mom, they didn’t even show up for the funeral. I had to live with them because the lawyers said I did, but once I was eighteen, I was out of there.


Amid the scramble for seat belts in the truck, I managed to slip my earbuds in and spent the twenty-minute drive listening to angry pop music that simultaneously made me want to dance and punch someone in the face—both of which felt better than being depressed. Ever since the storm, my protective shell of anger had mostly given way to a listless sadness, and it pissed me off. Sadness wasn’t useful. I guess anger wasn’t really useful either, but it at least made me feel less pathetic.


Through the fogged-up window the rain-slick trees waved in the wind, beautiful and ghostly. Too soon, we arrived at the center of town and pulled into the parking lot of Warren County School. It was a squat brick building with ivy growing up the side of one wall, an arched roof, a covered picnic area with an adjacent covered playground, and an American and New York flag. I opened the door to the truck, Norah scrambling behind me to get out.


“Caitlin,” Rachel called from the driver’s side. I turned back to look at her. “Have a great day, okay, honey?”


I stared at her until her smile faltered and she looked away.


“Come on,” Norah said, tugging on my arm. I shut the door and my aunt drove back into the rain and fog. Maybe I was a brat after all. Maybe I didn’t give a shit. Maybe I really, really missed my mom and didn’t want to be here.


Norah and I dashed under the cover of the sheltered walkway surrounding the building. “Mom told me to look after you,” she announced after an awkward moment of silence. Her face was flat, probably trying to hide a scowl.


I decided to let her off the hook. “Just tell me where to check in; I can figure the rest out.”


“First door on the right,” she said, pointing I nodded and left her on the sidewalk.


Through the old, warped door, painted over many times and slightly too large for the frame, a cramped waiting room guarded a damp-smelling hallway. To the right, a tiny, feather-haired old lady sat behind her desk, hand shaking as she stamped a stack of papers. She hadn’t noticed me so I dinged the old orange bell on the counter.


“I’m a new student,” I said, as she finally looked up. “Should I sign in, or anything?”


She reached a trembling hand out to push a clipboard two inches in my direction and murmured, “Sign here.”


I scrawled Caitlin Holte on the sign-in sheet and then waited.


Mrs. Goode, as her plastic, clip-on name tag stated, seemed to have fallen asleep.


“Mrs. Goode? Ma’am?” She jolted awake, blinked a few times as if remembering where she was, then handed me a schedule and a hand-drawn map of the campus.


“Mr. Warren is in room three; he’ll be your first period teacher.” She smiled up at me from behind her enormous glasses. “Welcome to Warren County.”


I glanced at the schedule. My homeroom teacher’s name was Warren, and the school was named Warren—that couldn’t be a coincidence. Maybe his grandfather was a town founder. Maybe people never left, like a horror-movie amusement park. I felt myself cringing—a year and a half in this place. A year and a half in the middle of podunk godforsaken nowhere completely against my will—and my mom’s. I mean that literally. Mom’s will stated that I should go live with my grandma, two blocks down from where I’d grown up. Then the state, in all their wisdom, declared Grandma wasn’t a fit guardian. As if losing my mom wasn’t bad enough, finding out two days after her funeral that I’d have to move in with an aunt, uncle, and cousin I’d never met before was so far beyond devastating that I pretty much existed in a state of perpetual rage. I wasn’t upset, I wasn’t sad—I was pissed.


And nervous. I hadn’t had that first-day-at-a-new-school experience since kindergarten. It’s not that I was worried about making friends; I just didn’t want to be noticed or bothered, and in a town this small, anyone that hadn’t lived here for three generations would be a source of gossip for weeks. I briefly considered skipping class to wander the town, but the little I’d seen was unimpressive and, anyway, I had zero cash.


I wandered back outside, pulling hard on the door twice to get it to actually close before studying the map. Mr. Warren was in room 3. Room 3 was ten feet to my left. I walked over and stared at the handle, knowing I had to open the stupid door eventually. Grabbing hold of the handle and expecting it to be warped and stuck like the office entry, I shoved too hard and pretty much fell into the classroom.


I pushed the door closed to cut out the cold draft that had swirled in after me, avoiding everyone’s eyes. A few students were sitting, others were lounging backward on their desks. Mr. Warren, an older man in a blue collared shirt, sweater vest, and khakis, was leaning back in the chair at the front of the room reading through a Dean Koontz paperback. He frowned as I waited awkwardly by the door and I wondered what on earth I could have done already to disappoint him. But then he smiled and he stood up, holding out his hand.


“You must be Caitlin,” he said as I stepped forward to shake it, very aware that everyone was staring at me. “Welcome. Have a seat anywhere.”


I nodded, then tried to find an empty seat. Tried, but failed. One girl just straight up stood in my way.


“You’re Caitlin Master?” the blond girl asked, standing half a head taller than me. She was built like a tank. I don’t mean she was fat; I mean it looked like she could wrestle bears.


“Holte, actually,” I said, trying to avoid this conversation.


“What?”


Something about her tone set my hackles on end. “My name,” I replied slowly, in case she couldn’t hear, “is Caitlin Holte.”


Ah, there was the anger again, fresh and raw, making me invincible and careless. So what if this tank-girl could wrestle bears? So what if everyone was staring at me again? I’d never been in a fight before. Maybe actually punching someone in the face instead of just wishing I could punch someone in the face would make me feel a little better.


The girl stared. Behind her, Mr. Warren watched us curiously over the top of his book. The moment stretched, and I could feel the eyes of the other kids on us.


Then, mysteriously, she relaxed. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said solemnly. “I know your aunt and uncle. Nice people.” She nodded at the other kids as if to say, “Come on; introduce yourselves.”


They murmured their names and smiled at me, but I forgot them immediately, overwhelmed by the abrupt turn of the conversation. After the last boy shook my hand, the tank-bear-girl said, “I’m Trish. Welcome to Stony Creek.”


The final bell rang. Mr. Warren stood and called everyone to attention, so I sat in the nearest empty seat, which happened to be next to Trish. My hands were shaking, and the classroom blurred in front of me slightly. Ever since the storm I’d been having dizzy spells. I chalked it up to remnants of the fever I’d come home with. That, or the rush of unused adrenaline that spiked my system when I’d briefly considered getting into a fight with Trish. The dizziness passed quickly and I slunk down in my seat, wishing for a lot of impossible things. It would be super great if my mom could somehow be not dead, but I’d settle for someone pulling the fire alarm so I could get out of here. Alas, no such miracle occurred.


For the most part, the junior class stayed together because there were virtually no electives to take at a school this size. Appearing to be engaged with my homework, I spent most of the day dodging conversation with Trish and the few brave others who asked me questions. I was actually just sketching in the margins of my books. I figured that counted as homework, given my career aspirations. People got the hint pretty quickly that I wasn’t much into chitchat, and with Trish’s line about being sorry for my loss, I guess they all understood why. Pretty sure I was giving off a newly minted orphan vibe.


First, second, and third period passed by in a blur of information that didn’t seem all that important for me to remember. Fourth was with a Mrs. Leckenby for art, which was mostly “sketching” with crusty markers and cheap tempera paint. I found a clipboard and tilted my paper toward me so no one could see the punk-rock/Victorian-crossover vest I was doodling. Frills and spikes, pale pink and black—not the most original idea in the world, but I was understandably off my game, and Mrs. Leckenby didn’t seem to care much what we made as long as we stayed quiet.


At lunch, everyone ate outdoors under the covered picnic tables. Trish stuck by me, but I was almost glad when Norah abandoned her fellow freshmen to plunk down her backpack at my table. She didn’t say much, but she was trying, which was more than I could say for myself.


I was just about to take a bite of my sandwich when I saw him out of the corner of my eye.


The him.


The giant question mark in the back of my head. My rescuer, if Rachel was to be believed.


The night of the storm was a complete blank spot in my brain. I couldn’t remember what happened, and it freaked me out that I couldn’t remember, so I did my best not to think about it because I didn’t want Rachel and Joe sending me to a shrink or, God forbid, a real hospital. From far away, Norah was speaking to me, or maybe to someone else, I couldn’t tell, there was a strange ringing in my ears—because there he was.


“Caitlin! Snap out of it!”


“Is she okay?”


“I think so; she just does this sometimes.”


“I’m fine,” I said, still unable to tear my eyes away from him. “Curlyish hair, expensive coat—what’s his name?”


Trish looked over, saw the tall, dark-haired guy I was staring at, then looked back at me, clearly amused.


“That’s gotta be a record. Adrian’s so quiet it usually takes new girls a day or two to get all doe-eyed.”


Norah leaned over to Trish and not-so-quietly whispered, “Caitlin got lost during that freak storm last week. Adrian found her. Probably saved her life.”


“Oh, did he?” Trish asked. “He was out there just conveniently waiting to rescue you?”


“He lives down the road,” Norah pointed out as she bit through a baby carrot. “I’ve seen him walking around the woods before. Our properties mingle.”


“What’s his name again?” I asked, trying not to stare as he ate his lunch at the picnic table kitty-corner from ours.


“Adrian de la Mara. Stony Creek’s finest specimen of true manhood, unless you count Julian.”


I asked, “Who’s Julian?” at the same moment Norah countered, “Dude, they are so not from Stony Creek. We don’t make men like that.”


“Excuse me, we make damn fine men up here,” Trish bristled, then frowned. “Although, you’re right, they’re not Stony Creek born-and-bred.” She switched back to me. “And Julian is Adrian’s older brother. Just moved here, in fact—Julian, not Adrian. Adrian’s been here since, like, what—sixth grade?”


Norah said something in reply, but I was already lost in thought.


I’d had no idea that he was my age, or our neighbor, or that we’d be going to the same school. I guess it made sense that he’d been out on a sunny day, just like me, wandering around the woods. I mean, people did that, right? And it made sense that he’d seen me fall and had . . . had . . .


The details were foggy. Rachel said I’d been hallucinating pretty bad for a while after he brought me home. I didn’t remember that, either.


And there he was. I don’t even know how I recognized him—one, because he was sitting with his back to us and I couldn’t see his face, and two, because he was a dark gray blob in my only memory of that night before I passed out on the front doorstep.


“Keep your rescue on the down low,” Trish warned. “Literally every girl here who’s hit puberty would punch you in both ovaries if they thought Adrian had so much as smelled you.”


Norah made a gagging noise and started packing up.


“All right, not every girl,” Trish conceded, “but most. There’s money down on who can get a date with him first. It’s scary.” She grinned and leaned in. “I may have put twenty bucks down that he’s gay, but the others are holding out hope.”


I’d only seen the back of his head, so I didn’t know what all the fuss was about, but I guess the back of his head was . . . nice? His hair was dark and wavy and brushed the collar of his wool coat.


“Yeah, sure,” I agreed as I absently waved good bye to Norah. “I’ll keep it to myself.”


Trish leaned in conspiratorially. “Good. Now, I’ve known you for a whole three hours and I have a good feeling about you, so I’ve decided to let you in on a highly classified secret.”


I looked curiously at her around a bite of ham and cheese. She seemed eager to include me in the community, and I wasn’t going to actively stop her from trying unless she got nosy about my personal life.


She grinned. “Every Halloween a bunch of us from all over Warren County have a party in this big old abandoned barn up on Black Spruce Mountain. There’s a little initiation ceremony for people who’ve never been before, but don’t worry, it’s nothing embarrassing. And don’t worry about your cousin seeing you there, only juniors and seniors are allowed in. I know that’s really soon, but you should come—it’d be a good way to get to know everyone.”


She mistook the look on my face for concern. “If you’re worried about getting in trouble, just say you’re spending the night at my house. My parents know I’m going and they’d totally let you stay over.”


My mind chose that moment to go completely blank, and because I couldn’t think of a good reason to say no, I shrugged yes.


Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe what I needed was a stupid party. Maybe I’d do something reckless; give in to the wild energy that more often than not took the form of rage, boiling deep in my stomach. Maybe I could let it all out for one night.


As the bell rang, I spotted Adrian ahead of us in the crowd, but again, his back was to me. Just as well. I had no idea what to say to someone who had apparently saved my life. Although really, who says he’d saved me? I probably would have been just fine out there. Might’ve taken a while to get back, but I would have been fine. Saved my life, my ass.


Fifth period passed with Mr. Warren again; he doubled as the history teacher. Sixth was music with Mrs. Leckenby and seventh period was study hall. It was weird because it was the end of the day and I felt I might as well go back to the ranch, except I didn’t have a way to get there. Trish made herself my tour guide, dropping me off at the library. There were maybe a dozen shelves full of books, half a dozen mismatched tables, an ancient row of computers lining one wall, and a desk for the librarian. Most people had study hall at other hours, but there were a few kids scattered around. As I made my way to the nearest table, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. I looked up slowly and to the left—


And there was Adrian.


Alone at a table, face stuck behind a really giant book.


Totally ignoring me.


The goose bumps on my arms faded as I took a few deep breaths. Just say thank you, I told myself. I could be nice to one person. I had the energy for that.


I found myself walking toward him. He must’ve heard me because he lowered his book as I stopped a few feet away, and for the first time, I got a good look at him.


Holy mother of God.


Now I understood why there was a bet going on. It wasn’t so much that he was attractive—which he was—or flawless (this was a face that had never known acne or chicken pox or sunburn), as that he had a sort of presence. I could tell he was tall, but he also felt tall—like he was the archetype for all tall men, the original upon which the idea of tallness was built. His shoulders and arms were muscled, and I wondered what he did to look like that because he was sure as hell no farm boy.


He was currently leaning back in his chair, one arm flung casually around the back of the seat next to him, one boot resting on the table leg. He wore a cowl-neck sweater and expensive jeans—I could tell, because they were the type of jeans I would design if I were a menswear designer. Which I wasn’t, but still, I had an eye for these things. The charcoal sweater had to be cashmere it looked soft as butter, and was beautiful against his slightly olive skin. There was some sort of hemp bracelet on his left wrist and an antique silver ring on his hand. It was tasteful, masculine, and confident.


Trish was right—he was totally gay.


“Hi,” I said, but my throat was all froggy. I cleared it, awkwardly. “I’m Caitlin. Holte,” I added, as if that would make a difference.


The librarian chose that moment to knock a stack of books to the floor, which startled me. When I turned back to Adrian, he was rubbing his forehead like he had a headache—or maybe he was irritated that his reading had been interrupted. I couldn’t help but notice that his eyes seemed to be a dozen different shades of gray—darker on the edges and almost white near the center, with charcoals and silvers snaking back and forth. I’d had words that I’d intended to speak out loud, but my mind stuttered to a halt. In the awkward silence that followed, he remained leaning back in his chair, book open, obviously waiting for me to finish whatever I had to say so he could go back to what looked like very serious literature.


Finally, he filled the silence with a prompting “hi.”


I snapped back, embarrassed. “Right. Hi. I just wanted to thank you, for the other night. The rescue and whatnot. I don’t really remember much of it, but thanks.”


Before he could respond, I nodded good-bye, mentally smacked myself for nodding, and turned to go hide behind a giant shelf of books—but his voice caught me before I made it two steps.


“You have a ride home?”


Surprised, I turned back. “Yeah, my aunt’s going to pick us up. For today, at least—I’m supposed to take a bike from now on.”


For an eight-mile ride, each way. And the way back was purely uphill. With a backpack full of books. The last time I’d ridden a bike, I was eight years old with a scratched white helmet decorated in pink sticker flowers. Apparently Rachel and Joe needed the truck in the afternoons for the ranch, and there was no bus system to speak of. Norah was in good-enough shape, and the community was safe enough, that she’d been biking the route since she was ten, which made me feel like the laziest person on the planet.


Adrian regarded me for a long moment. “I can give you a lift to and from school,” he said finally. “You’re on my way.”


I opened my mouth, then closed it, then opened it. “Sorry, what?”


“A ride,” he repeated, with what looked like the hint of a smile threatening to take over the corner of his mouth. “I can give you one.”


Of all the questions I could have asked, somehow this is the one that made it out: “What about Norah?”


He didn’t even blink. “There’s only room for two. I’m sure she’ll understand.”


We stared at each other for a long moment as my mind raced through the options. I didn’t know Adrian—more importantly, I didn’t want to know him (I didn’t really want to know anyone), but I really didn’t want to friggin’ bike to and from school. And I could just picture the look of stunned horror on Rachel’s face as Adrian dropped me off at the ranch. He was a bad boy—even if he wore cashmere sweaters and swung for the other team, he was definitely a bad boy. But I didn’t understand his motivations, and I didn’t trust him.


“I don’t want to bother you,” I said, stalling.


He shrugged. “No bother. Run it by your aunt and uncle and let me know.”


I hesitated a moment longer, but the idea of freaking out Rachel was too great to turn down. Besides, it wasn’t like I’d done a great job of keeping a low profile so far. “Yeah,” I agreed finally. “Thanks.”


He returned to his book, which I took as my cue to go. I sat in the opposite corner of the tiny library. From the few quick glances I stole through the gaps in the shelves, he seemed completely engrossed by his book. When the bell rang, he simply reached over his shoulder and put it back on the shelf without even looking, escaping through the door back into the fog and rain. I crept over to his spot and looked at the title, but couldn’t read it—whatever it was, it was written in Latin. It looked strange and out of place in this forlorn little library, much like Adrian himself.


Yeah—definitely not from Stony Creek.
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DOES YOUR UNCLE OWN A SHOTGUN?


So are you going?” asked Ben, a fellow junior and a giant of a man. Or, boy. Boy-man. The dude was huge. We were outside eating lunch on my second day at Warren County—which, let’s be honest, sounds more like a prison than a school—and all the upperclassmen had decided to sit together to discuss the upcoming Halloween party. As the new girl, my decision to go or not go was apparently a hot topic.


“Yeah, I think so,” I told him.


“Where are you from, anyway?” asked a senior I hadn’t met yet.


“Mystic.”


“Where’s that?”


I said, “Connecticut,” but I was thinking, Leave me alone, strange upperclassman.


“Mystic,” Trish said. “I like it. I’m gonna call you that from now on.”


Two days in and I already had a nickname. Super.


“Did anyone call the Kellogg guys about bringing their sound system?” Ben asked, and the conversation steered blessedly away from me.


I was considering whether I could slip my earbuds in without anyone noticing when I heard Trish ask, “Hey, de la Mara, you’re coming, right?”


Without meaning to, I looked up, right at Adrian. And for some reason, he looked right back at me, just for a moment. His gaze went immediately back to his sandwich.


“I don’t know yet.” He said it quietly, but his voice somehow carried so everyone heard. He was wearing a thick green sweater with a wooden clasp holding the neck closed. It looked cozy and expensive.


And it totally confirmed my suspicions.


“Aw, come on, man; you gotta go!” a senior protested. “You’re graduating! And what you did last year at initiation was sick.”


There was a general chorus of agreements. Around us, I could see the other tables quiet down as they caught on to the gist of the conversation, and that it was now revolving around Adrian. Freshman girls—all of them but Norah, anyway—were craning their necks to see him, which just struck me as funny. Did no one else see the obvious? Trish was definitely going to win the pool.


Aware that the entire student body was looking at him, he cleared his throat. “I’ll probably show up.”


Content with this answer, the normal buzz of conversation resumed. I turned to Trish. “What did he do last year?”


She leaned in. “Only juniors and seniors are allowed to go and I was a sophomore, but I heard it had to do with jumping off a balcony or something.”


I stared at her. “He jumped off a balcony?” That sounded lame. And dangerous.


“Yeah, but, like an Olympian. I heard he did six flips in the air.”


“Seriously?”


She grinned. “Guess we’ll see this weekend.”


The bell rang and we trudged off to class. History passed by quickly. We were going through the Industrial Revolution and Mr. Warren was showing us a series of documentaries. It was only my second day, but he was quickly becoming my favorite teacher. Music with Mrs. Leckenby was mostly painless, but a little smelly—the entire high school was stuck in one room and had to sing for forty-five minutes and the ventilation sucked. Escaping the choir room, I headed to the library and sat down in my secluded corner behind the bookshelves.


Looking forward to a nap, I’d just propped my feet next to a row of encyclopedias when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye.


“May I?” Adrian asked, nodding at the empty chair.


I shrugged. He set his backpack on the floor and took the seat opposite me. Now that I’d confirmed, in my own mind at least, that he was definitely not straight, my earlier nervousness evaporated—but that didn’t make the growing silence any less awkward. As I sat staring at him, he finally cleared his throat and asked, “How are you?”


“Good,” I said slowly, wondering where this was going. And then because he didn’t seem like he was going to say anything else, I asked, “How are you?”


He smiled and murmured, “Good.” And then the smile faltered and he rubbed his eyes.


I frowned. “Do you get headaches a lot?”


He looked up at me sharply. “What?”


I pointed a finger at his head. “You keep rubbing your eyes like you have a headache.”


“Oh,” he said, relaxing. “No, I don’t get them often.” He looked up at me again with a soft smile. “All better.”


I smiled back awkwardly, but the silence stretched.


“So,” I said, searching for a safe topic to break the weirdness, “I heard you had an impressive initiation last year at the Halloween Hoedown.”


His mouth quirked up at the corner in a half smile, but he didn’t say anything.


“I heard you somersaulted off a balcony about a dozen times,” I prompted.


“Did you?”


“I did.”


I stared at him, trying to get a read on his expression. He just stared back evenly. For a second, my conviction about him wavered, but then I looked at his flawless skin, the eight-hundred-dollar sweater. . . . Maybe in New York City he could merely be a meticulous dresser, but not here. Not in Stony Creek. Honestly, what was someone like him doing in a place like this, anyway? Trish had said he’d been here since sixth grade. Add that to the fact that he was a senior and had never gone on a date—no way he was straight. It felt safe to stare right back at him without worrying that he would consider it flirtatious.


Finally, he smiled. “I guess you’ll just have to wait and find out.”


I smiled despite myself, rolled my eyes, and settled back in my chair for my nap. I heard him open a book, but I was asleep after a few moments.


Half an hour later, the bell rang and I jolted awake to the sight of Norah hovering over me. Adrian quietly packed up his books to my left as I sat up and tried to remember where I was.


“Hey,” she said. “Mom called the office. She and Dad are having a problem with one of the horses, so they can’t come pick us up. I usually throw my bike in the back of Molly’s mom’s truck and she said she could take you, too.”


Before I could respond, Adrian stood. “Actually, if you don’t mind, I was going to take Caitlin home.”


We looked in tandem at Adrian. Then Norah turned to me, obviously expecting an explanation.


“Uh, yeah,” I said belatedly. “Tell Molly I said thanks, though.”


“All right, well—see you at home.” Norah was wide-eyed as she walked off.


As we left the library, snaking our way through the rush of students, it took about point-three seconds for everyone to notice that I was walking with Adrian. And I mean everyone: parents, students, even the faculty heading for their busted-up cars. I very much got the impression that Adrian was a big deal here—and Adrian deviating from the norm was practically unheard of, based on everyone’s reactions. Distracted by our audience, it took me about six seconds to realize what vehicle Adrian was heading toward.


I stopped dead. “You’re kidding me.”


Ignoring me, he unlocked a helmet from the seat of a matte-black Harley-Davidson. I walked up to him, knowing and not caring that everyone had stopped to watch us.


“You drive a motorcycle.”


“Yeah.” He put his sunglasses on.


I couldn’t stop staring. “You drive a Harley.”


He handed me a helmet then settled onto the bike. “Yeah.”


I took it, dumbfounded. This was not what I had expected when he offered to give me a ride, though it did explain why there wasn’t room for Norah. The bike was huge, which made sense since he was at least six feet tall, but it meant the backseat, where I imagined I was supposed to go, was at waist level.


“Hey, Adrian,” I said casually, testing out his name in his presence for the first time. “How do I, y’know, get on?”


He pointed at the back footrest. “Step there, hold on to my shoulder, swing over.”


I stalled. “What if the bike falls over?”


“The bike will not fall over.”


“How do you know the bike will not fall over?”


He stared down at me. “Because I’m on it.”


Good point.


“When we’re on the road,” he continued, “lean when I lean. Don’t ever lean the opposite direction. If there’s some emergency, tap my chest. I don’t have mics in the helmets, so we can’t really talk once we get going.”


I could feel dozens of eyes on us as I put my foot on the back pedal, used his shoulder to brace myself, and swung my leg over the seat ungracefully, wriggling into place behind him. The passenger seat was shallow and backless, which meant if I wasn’t basically spooning him from thigh to neck, I would fall off. Not really wanting to touch him, but seeing nothing else to hold on to, I rested my hands lightly on the sides of his waist and leaned back so at least my chest wasn’t plastered to his spine.


He stuck the key in the ignition. “You planning on staying on the bike?”


I nodded vigorously. “Yes.”


He started the engine. “Then hold on. I don’t bite.”


I threw my arms around his waist, afraid he was going to take off with or without me, and could feel the vibrations through his jacket as he laughed. Kicking up the stand, he backed up the bike and pulled out of the parking lot. Even over the hum of the engine, I could hear the rabid gossip start up the second we were on our way.


It wasn’t long before we were out of sight of the town and up in the winding mountain roads. I didn’t know exactly how much I was supposed to lean, but soon figured out that as long as I held on to him, the two of us moved together by default.


I was actually beginning to relax when a sixteen-wheeler roared past going the opposite direction. I felt a rush of air flare against the bike, rocking it. Part of me wanted to slap Adrian on the chest so he could let me off, but I figured if I was going to die, crashing on a Harley with a man who wore designer jeans wasn’t the worst way to go.


A few minutes later we reached the turnoff for the ranch, but Adrian kept going. I was about to yell that he’d missed it, but realized getting him to turn around at fifty miles an hour to look at me was not the brightest idea I’d ever had. We drove along for another ten minutes before he pulled onto the side of the road and we shoved our helmets off.


“The ranch is back there,” I said, pointing over my shoulder.


“I know. I thought you should see this.”


He nodded toward the sun, already low in the sky. Miles below, the center of Stony Creek was no more than a few pinpricks of light and chimney smoke. This late in the fall the forest looked like it was on fire in the brush of late-afternoon light. The breeze touched my face and for a brief moment I closed my eyes and just breathed.


“It’s beautiful,” I told him, looking up.


He smiled, and it was one of the warmest I’d seen from him yet. He looked back down over the valley thoughtfully. “It grows on you. It’s a small town, but it’s in the middle of a big place.”


Once again, I wondered what someone like him was doing way out here. The nearest city was almost two hours away, and while the town was, admittedly, picturesque, it seemed a strange place for a kid like him to grow up.


Glancing back, I saw his eyes were pinched shut. “I thought you didn’t get headaches that often?”


“I don’t,” he said sharply, pulling his helmet back on. “Let’s go.”


When we pulled up to the ranch, I could see Norah spying on us through the kitchen window. Ignoring her, I handed him my helmet and swung clumsily off the bike, pausing a few feet away, not certain how to end our encounter. I settled with a safe “thanks for the ride.”


He looked me over once. “It’ll be colder in the morning, so dress warmly.”


I guess that meant this wasn’t a one-time thing. He started the engine and took off without a backward glance.


What an odd guy. Hot—but odd.


Sadly, it didn’t look like Rachel had been around to witness the Harley. As soon as I closed the front door, Norah pounced.


“What was that?” she demanded.


I looked around innocently. “What?”


“You!” She pointed at the door. “Adrian.”


I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a Pop-Tart from the pantry, ignoring her, but she trailed after me. “He never lets anyone on that bike,” she persisted. “I’ve heard a ton of girls ask, and he always says no.” She paused, considering. “He’s kind of rude about it, actually. You’re here two days and he just offers to drive you home?”


I shrugged and bit into the pastry. “They’re the last house on this road besides us, right? He drives right by, maybe he’s just being neighborly.”


She crossed her arms over her chest. “Then why hasn’t he offered me a ride before?”


I smiled thinly. “Maybe he’s got a thing for orphans.”


I walked past my cousin, heading upstairs to my room. I might have to keep Adrian around. Gay or not, he was becoming a very useful distraction.
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My bed was freaking tiny.


Every morning I’d roll over to turn off my alarm and fall half out before I remembered I wasn’t home in my full-size tucked-in-the-corner-against-the-wall vintage brass-frame bed. I was in the attic of a creaky, converted cabin, sleeping on a secondhand twin with a lumpy mattress and musty blankets. Nothing like a sudden plunge toward the floor to wake a girl up.


Outside, thick clouds mumbled low over the trees. It would probably rain, and I wondered if that meant Rachel would take Norah and me to school.


And then I remembered—Adrian was picking me up.


No way my aunt would miss it this time.


Breakfast was its usual, awkward affair: Rachel and Joe asked me about school; I gave them intentionally short answers; we dissolved into hostile silence. Just as we were finishing up, I heard the unmistakable sound of a motorcycle making its way down the gravel driveway. Joe looked out the window, pulling aside the floral curtains with one of his massive fingers.


“We expecting company?”


“Not that I’m aware of,” Rachel replied, turning to the window. Norah just glared at me.


Without saying a word I stood, grabbed my backpack, and left through the front door. I resisted the urge to glance back at the window, but Adrian could see the grin on my face plain as day.


He held the spare helmet out. “You’re in a good mood.”


I swung onto the bike behind him far more gracefully than I had the day before and wrapped my arms intimately around his waist for the benefit of my aunt and uncle.


“I’m using you to scare the crap out of my caretakers. Hope you don’t mind.” I waved at Joe and Rachel, who were staring gapemouthed at the window.


Adrian glanced at them, too. “Your uncle own a shotgun?”


I smiled. “He owns three.”


“Ah.”


I laughed as he peeled out of the driveway. I think the kicked-up gravel was mostly for effect, as was the speed with which we rocketed toward the main road. I could have kissed him, he played the part so well. It was all petty, but I was feeling petty, and vindictive, and angry.


Underneath it all, so, so angry.
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Lunch was such a strange time. I mostly tried to keep to myself, but it was impossible not to be drawn in when the conversations were this absurd.


“I could be slutty bunny,” Meghan said, pouring a bag of Skittles into her mouth and chewing on them thoughtfully.


“You’re not gonna be slutty anything,” Laura replied. “You know how cold it gets in that barn? It’s not like it’s heated.”


“What if I’m bundled-up slutty bunny?”


Laura stared at her. “That literally doesn’t make sense.”


All the upperclassmen girls were gathered around the lunch table discussing costume plans for the party. I looked at Trish and she grinned at me before turning on her megaphone voice. “What if we picked a theme this year?”


“Like what?”


“I dunno, like royal romance, or Disney characters, or fairy tales—”


“Only if we go with the originals,” Meghan interrupted. “Like how Ariel dies to gain an immortal soul instead of killing the prince and his fiancée so she can return to being a mermaid.” From the look of her outfit, Meghan liked fairy tales so much that she dressed like them—all at once. I could pick out bits of punk Cinderella, Snow White, and Sleeping Beauty in her ensemble.


When nobody responded, she said, “I guess I could be slutty Little Red Riding Hood after she slashes her way out of the wolf’s stomach with an axe. I’d be warm with a cape. And sexy.”


Laura threw an apple slice at Meghan. “Enough with the sexy and the slutty!” she demanded. “And the gore.”


“I don’t want to be a fairy-tale character,” a senior whined.


“Okay, okay!” Trish said. “What about, like, mythical creatures in general?”


There was a moment of silence as people considered this. My mind immediately went into creative overdrive, thinking of half a dozen costumes I could create—and then I remembered that all my supplies were boxed away in my grandma’s basement. My brief enthusiasm deflated.


Trish looked around. “So we’re agreed?”


“Sure.”


“Yeah.”


“As long as I don’t have to be an ogre.”


“I bet I could be a slutty ogre.”


Luckily, the bell rang before Laura could retort. Trish passed me funny notes during music and history, which honestly cheered me up quite a bit, but I was on my own for study hall.


Well, almost.


I came to a pause in the back corner of the library and stared at the one who had intruded upon my sacred place. “Is this your table now?”


Adrian was already settled in my corner nook. I hadn’t been here a week, but I’d grown attached to this table. It was out of view of the librarian. I could play solitaire on my phone and no one would ever know. The heater vent was directly under my chair.


He glanced up at me from a very complicated trigonometry assignment. “Figured we could share.”


“You’re like some weird welcoming committee, aren’t you?” I asked, sitting down opposite him. “Well, mission accomplished: I am sufficiently welcomed. Thanks for helping me freak out my aunt and uncle and for not asking me about my dead parents. I got it covered from here.”


I kicked my legs up on the nearest shelf and rested my head against the back of my seat, closing my eyes. Adrian seemed intent on making a spectacle of the two of us, and I figured it was to keep up the appearance of his being straight. Maybe he sensed that I knew his secret. He’d keep me company if I was cool with making it look like we were interested in each other. I could deal with that.


“Do you want me to ask?” he said unexpectedly.


I was already half asleep, and didn’t bother to open my eyes. “About what?”


There was a heavy silence. “About your parents.”


I thought about it for a second—really thought about it, and had to swallow a couple times to get past the sudden, infuriating lump in my throat.


“No,” I said finally. I risked a glance at him. “But thank you, for asking. No one’s done that, yet. They assume that I do or don’t want to talk about it, but they don’t ask.”


He nodded at me, as if he understood. As he went back to his homework, I leaned my head back and thought about my mom.


I missed her. It was simple, really.


I missed her so much, and it hurt. It just didn’t stop hurting.
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WEIRD WORLD


The barn was massive, easily dwarfing the meager horse stalls we had back at the ranch. The little hoedown I’d been imagining was apparently a raging kegger, and the clearing around the barn was packed with trucks as far as I could see. It was ten thirty and pitch-black except for the pulsing, multicolored lights that seeped from the upper windows and through cracks in the massive barn doors. The road here was more dirt and gravel than pavement, and luxuries like streetlamps, sidewalks, and speed limits were not to be found for miles in any direction. I took a deep breath and Trish patted my shoulder.


“You’ll be fine, Mystic. It’s just a party. It’ll be a hoot.”


I snorted my disbelief and opened the passenger door. Stepping down, the slit in my knee-length dress rode halfway up my thigh. I covered it quickly with my cloak and muttered, “Shit.”


This was going to be ridiculous.


“Come on!”


I’d gone straight home with Trish after school on the pretext that I was spending the night—which I suppose I was, but not until we’d made it through this party. I wobbled after her in the three-inch stilettos I’d splurged on after I’d gotten asked to prom the year before, as a sophomore. They were the only shoes that even remotely went with my admittedly half-assed costume. For now, they were extremely difficult to navigate across the pock-marked, improvised parking lot. When I finally caught up, Trish opened the barn doors and ushered me inside. I took one step and stopped dead.


Holy Halloween.


The place was packed. I recognized most of the juniors and seniors from my school, plus what must have been every other junior and senior in Warren County. There were hundreds of people. Someone had rigged up an intense lighting system that pierced the barn with shards of rainbow light. Three-quarters of the bottom floor had been turned into a haunted maze. Trish—who’d come as a Valkyrie—pulled on my arm.


“I just saw Meghan go into the maze. Let’s scare the crap out of her.”


And before I could protest, I was pulled into WEIRD WORLD—that was the sign above the maze, anyway. Glow-in-the-dark handprints were smeared down the cardboard walls, providing the only light, while fake spiders and cobwebs hung from the cardboard ceiling. With groups of other kids rushing past, giggling and screaming, it took all of ten seconds for Trish and me to get separated. Squinting in the darkness, I picked a corridor, which branched off in three directions, and headed right. Which seemed to be a really bad idea, because it was absolutely pitch-black.


I groped my way down the walls and slowly turned a corner, patting the toe of my heels blindly on the floor to preidentify things I would like to avoid stepping in. My feet must have activated a motion sensor, because a strobe light flashed on suddenly, blinding me. I was so startled I screamed and jumped back—and what I backed up into wasn’t a wall.


A hand clamped down over my mouth and a muscled arm pinned my elbows to my side. A fun-house mirror reflected the intermittent strobe light, briefly illuminating the person who was holding me. He looked up through a curtain of dark, wavy hair, grinning.


It was Adrian, thank God, and not some random creeper—though I still wanted to punch him in the face for scaring me. Without Trish I felt strangely vulnerable.


“I’m a pirate,” he explained, as if I couldn’t tell from his costume. “Apparently we kidnap people.”


I wriggled free and punched him in the arm, then immediately wished I hadn’t because it hurt like hell.


“You scared the crap out of me,” I said, shaking my hand to dilute the pain. “I could have stabbed you in your manly bits with my heel.”


He rubbed his arm and glanced at my stilettos, but his mouth was quirked in a smile. “I’m glad you didn’t.”


The smile slipped off Adrian’s face as he looked me over head to toe through the mirror, and if I didn’t know he was trying to figure out what my costume was, I might have been offended—or flattered. My emotions were sort of all over the place.


“I’m a vampire,” I explained, since it wasn’t obvious. I hadn’t had time to order crazy colored contacts or fake pointy teeth online, and the nearest costume store was eighty miles away. The only thing that said “vampire” about me was some bright red lipstick, a lot of eyeliner, the “cape” I’d fashioned out of my mother’s old quilt, and the skintight black dress I’d made myself a year ago (also, coincidentally, for prom, and also now way too small in the chest region, since those had popped out of nowhere a few months back). With my sewing machine broken and no time to plan, it was the best I could pull together in less than a week. Well, that was a lie—I probably could have made something crazy out of tissue paper and Popsicle sticks, but I honestly didn’t feel like putting that much effort into a party I didn’t even really want to be at in the first place. I was a party pooper.


“So that’s your theme?” Adrian asked, interrupting my thoughts. “Vampires?”


“We were supposed to come as mythical creatures,” I replied with a shrug. “I picked vampire.”


Okay, so vampire had been the best match for my extremely limited clothing options, but whatever. The motion sensor for the light must have gone back into sleep mode because the strobe cut off suddenly, plunging us into darkness.


From somewhere to my left, Adrian’s disembodied voice asked, “Why did you pick vampire?”


I frowned, although he couldn’t see me. “Why do you care?”


But there was no answer—he wasn’t there. I called his name again, turning in circles, but if he could hear me, he didn’t respond. I was instantly irritated. Way to abandon me in a scary-ass haunted maze.


Grabbing blindly for the wall, I picked a direction and started wandering again until I made it to the exit where Trish was waiting for me, though not before being almost trampled by a herd of freshmen who’d somehow snuck in and were now being chased out by football players from a neighboring district.


“Where were you?” Trish asked as I finally appeared. “It wasn’t that hard.”


“Apparently one of my hidden talents is getting lost in mazes. Go figure.”


Trish nodded like that made sense, then pointed at a table stacked with the entire contents of the local liquor store. “Want a drink?”


I stared at the pile of alcohol.


I’d never been drunk before. I’d once had a half a glass of wine with my mom over dinner, but I’d never been to a party like this. I’d never been to anything close to this. The normal, I-have-life-goals-and-a-solid-future part of me was saying no. The I’m-all-alone-and-I-hate-the-world part of me said, out loud, “Why not?” I grabbed Trish’s arm as she started to walk toward the table. “Just don’t let me do anything stupid.”


She grinned. “Hey, if you want to have a good time, I’m not gonna stop you.”


There was a bowl of what someone said was Jungle Juice sitting in the middle of the table. It looked like fruit punch, which seemed safe, as I had no idea what any of the other bottles of alcohol were, and doubted I could drink anything straight. As soon as Trish and I had our red Solo cups, the music suddenly died and it went dark. A spotlight appeared on a pirate as he clung to the ledge of the second-floor railing. Seems the guys had also come up with a theme, as the majority of them were dressed in varying degrees of pirate garb. I’d seen quite a few Captain Morgans walking around with bottles of rum, looking very pleased with themselves.


The pirate dude waited for the noise to die down and finally raised his arms, yelling into a mic, “Juniors!” like he was the announcer in a stadium arena. I guess he was, in a way, because the place erupted into an absolute frenzy. Whatever was about to happen, everyone was very excited about it.
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