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Prologue

FOUR GIRLS IN ONE DORM ROOM. If it’s not the very definition of hell, it’s at least purgatory. Sharing a hundred and fifty square feet of living space in an ecru-painted cinderblock cell with three randoms, any of whom could turn out to have chronic Doritos breath, an unhealthy obsession with goth metal, or a tendency to slip into bizarre “baby talk” on the phone with her parents. School officials are forever insisting that roommate selection for incoming freshmen is completely arbitrary, but that never seems to explain how every dorm room ends up with a token weirdo.

For the residents of Room 315 in Birnkrant Hall, Skye Kingston was that girl. There was nothing overtly freakish about her, aside from the semi-creepy Diane Arbus photographs of circus midgets and identical twins plastered on the wall next to her bed. She was majoring in fine arts, with a specialty in photography, but “artsy” probably didn’t entirely account for her singular personality; the way she seemed to hover attentively around campus like a studious fly on the wall.

Skye didn’t resemble the Quasimodo-types typically identified — and ostracized — within the first few days of the semester. She wasn’t mousy, overweight, or sporting an unfortunate excess of hormonally induced facial hair. Rather, her looks tended to land her on the other end of the hot-or-not spectrum, somewhere between “stunning” and “drop-dead gorgeous.” She was model tall, with Eastern European features: long red tresses, pale skin, and glacial blue eyes that appeared, at once, both severe and serene. Hers was an exotic beauty, in stark contrast to the tanned, toned bottled blondes with whom she shared tiny quarters on the dorm’s third floor.

Whether or not she was cognizant of her good looks was up for debate. Her striking face was usually buried in a book — not hogging the bathroom mirror. She seemed to have a quiet confidence that was uncharacteristic of most of the freshmen girls who roamed the campus in lemming-like packs, thus singling her out out as an “untouchable.” Upon occasionally emerging from the study lounge or library stacks, she’d peer out at the world through an ancient-looking 35-millimeter camera, avoiding direct eye contact with the unwashed masses of undergrads surrounding her. With a name like Skye Kingston, many presumed she had climbed straight off Daddy’s yacht prior to arriving on campus. Others, including her roommates, had been speculating for weeks about the real story behind this mysterious freshman who defied classification.

“Did she live in an igloo or something?”

“No, you idiot. She’s not an Eskimo!”

“I heard she lived in pitch black for half the year because the sun never rises there.”

“That would explain the pasty-white skin.”

“Well, I’d kill to have her skin, actually. It’s like porcelain.”

Skye sighed underneath her covers, listening to her roommates’ gossip with a detached fascination. Like the Northern Lights in her native Anchorage, these Skye-centric chat sessions had become a nightly phenomenon, a fun pastime they routinely turned to after exhausting all of their catty comments about other socially condemned undergrads. Surely they couldn’t think she’d be asleep already at quarter to ten, and even if she were sleeping, being openly conjectured about while she was less than four feet away was ludicrously ballsy of them.

“Maybe she’s a vampire.”

“Um … in that case, I’m putting in for a room transfer!”

“Well, supposedly she dabbles in the occult. That’s what somebody in the caf told me at dinner yesterday.”

“For real?”

“Yeah. Apparently she was involved with some lesbo coven of witches.”

“Oh, come on, guys. You really don’t think — ”

“Some girl on the fourth floor heard from her R.A. that her boyfriend murdered a dude.”

“No way.”

“I’m serious. It was apparently all over the papers and stuff in Alaska.”

“Holy shit.”

Skye’s heart began to race furiously underneath the covers. Being called “Ice Princess” and “Nanook of the North” was bad enough, but this time they were nearing a dangerous precipice with their idle gossip, threatening to reopen old wounds. She shifted underneath her blanket and cleared her throat. She hated confrontation — always had — but she had to at least let them know she could hear every word they were saying from her top bunk. Her movements prompted a shushing giggle down below.

“Uh … Skye? Are you awake?”

“What?” she said, knowing she was likely to regret it.

“You’re from Alaska, right? And, well, it gets really cold there, right? And I’m wondering….” the roommate could barely stifle her laughter. “Did your butt cheeks ever freeze to the toilet seat?”

The room below Skye’s bunk erupted into self-satisfied cackles.

• • •

Sleep continued to elude Skye as her three roommates performed their fastidious evening bathroom rituals and finally clamored noisily into their twin beds. As she lay roasting underneath her blanket, she reflected on her bunkmates, who, so far, seemed to be the type of girls more worried about the intricacies of performing the perfect keg stand than such trivial matters as homework or attending class. She recognized the insecurity behind their conceit, and hoped that time would help soften their cutting edges. She had survived their brand of callousness before — barely, god knows. She didn’t relish the thought of having to endure it all over again: the manipulation, the backstabbing, the selfish lust for power, the reckless disregard for people’s feelings … people’s lives.

Skye threw the blanket off her sweaty torso — Southern California was too hot for her — and took a deep breath. She hadn’t planned on delving into her tumultuous past, but a candid discussion seemed in order. If laying all her cards on the table helped to break the ice, then it might be worth reliving the pain.

“‘Murder’ is a strong word, but not entirely off base,” she said, breaking the dark silence. “If you insist on turning me into a movie of the week, I should at least provide you with some semblance of the facts.”

She could hear the unsettled sound of sheets rustling and bedframes creaking, and saw the silhouette of one startled roomie as she sat up from her pillow.

“First, to answer some of your ongoing questions, the answers are, no: I’ve never seen Santa Claus. Yes: I have eaten reindeer meat, but it wasn’t Rudolph. No: I would not strip for a Klondike Bar. And yes,” she finally added, in a more stoic tone. “My boyfriend did kill someone … in a manner of speaking.”

Skye stared at the ceiling three feet above her bunk. She had affixed glow-in-the-dark star decals there to remind her of home, forming the constellations of Ursa Major, Cassiopeia, and Orion. California’s night sky was virtually a starless swath of smoggy gray. But looking at her artificial version of Alaska’s heavens gave her little comfort. The perspective was all wrong. She was too close to the ceiling. You needed distance to really appreciate the staggering scope of it all….
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CHAPTER ONE

Fair Is Foul and Foul Is Fair

THIS TIME I HAD HIM IN MY CROSSHAIRS. Two more seconds and I’d take the shot.

“Hey, Skye! Over here.”

Damn. I looked up through the throng of orange-and-blue-clad spectators to see Jillian Folger, the editor of our high school newspaper, waving frantically at me from the second row in the stands. Her brown curls bounced like springs as she waved, fittingly spastic hair for her hyperactive temperament.

As I returned my focus to the rink, the arena erupted into a cacophony of screaming voices.

“GO RAVENS … !!!”

Thirty-seven seconds left in the hockey game and we were tied, 4 – 4. The crowd was on its feet, and our archrivals, the Golden Grizzlies, were on the offensive attack. I should have been focusing on the players speeding across the ice like angry sharks in a giant tank full of chum. Instead, I took aim at Craig MacKenzie, who was still in the penalty box. High-sticking an opponent had earned him two minutes in the “sin bin,” as it was sometimes called, and being a man down this late in the game was going to make it tough for us to clinch a victory in this first match of the season.

“WE WANT BLOOD! WE WANT BLOOD!”

The crowd was going primeval, but I was more interested in getting a closer look at Craig’s gorgeous face through my zoom lens. I didn’t care about the game itself, which was practically sacrilege for a native Alaskan like myself to admit. Hockey here was the equivalent of football in Texas — a religion — which explained why our school had its very own ice arena on campus as well as “The Ice Girls,” a squad of pinup-worthy skating cheerleaders who helped enliven (or should I say incite?) the crowd during timeouts.

“Now’s your chance, MacKenzie! Annihilate them!” said someone standing a few rows behind me.

Craig was back on the ice now with eight seconds left on the clock. I gazed at him through my lens, stalker-like. He was taller and leaner than most of his teammates, with dark, wavy hair that fell over his green eyes in a charmingly cavalier fashion. Of course, you couldn’t tell any of this through his armor of shoulder pads, shin guards, bulky gloves, and helmet.

Our star center, Duncan Shaw, grabbed my attention having just recovered the puck. He shot it with a forceful slap across the ice to a waiting Craig, who half-ran, half-skated toward the opposing goalie, elbowing a Grizzly defenseman out of his way before directing a shot that skimmed the goalpost and ricocheted into the net. With the click of a button, I caught Craig in his moment of triumph. His fists pumped the air just before the rest of his teammates piled onto him in celebration.

As our side of the rink erupted into cheers, I threaded my way over to Jillian.

“Talk about a clincher! This game’s definitely destined for the front page,” she shouted through the din. “Dream boy is going to be everrrrr so grateful when he sees your pics!”

Anyone would be happy to see their mug on the front page of the Polar Bear Post, but especially Craig. As much as I liked him, I also knew he was the kind of guy who couldn’t pass a mirror without sneaking a glance.

Jillian and I made arrangements to meet at the newspaper office after school on Monday to lay out the issue. I headed gingerly onto the ice rink to where the team had convened for the typical self-congratulatory ritual of high-fives, back slaps, grunts, and play-by-play recaps. Craig was at the center of it all with Duncan, the senior team captain. With his white-blond hair and yoked physique, Duncan could have been cast as a Norse god in a Hollywood epic. My flair for fading into the woodwork made it easy for me to snap a few more photos of the sweaty victors.

“Nice save, bro! Granted, you hooked that guy good heading into the goal. I can’t believe the ref didn’t call the foul.”

“What can I say, man?” Craig said, sounding barely winded. “Foul is fair, fair is foul. I knew he wouldn’t send me back to the box with eight seconds left.”

“Hey, I don’t care if the ref needs laser eye surgery, as long as it works in our favor. Way to hustle, Mac!”

I was surprised to see Craig blush, but Duncan covered for him by pulling him into a headlock and slapping his helmet hard. Just then a chill traveled down my spine, and I realized that Craig’s Gestapo girlfriend, Beth Morgan, and her loyal henchwoman, Kristy Winters, had swooped in right behind me on their skates (both were Ice Girls).

“Did you get what you were looking for?” Beth’s sleek golden ponytail swung authoritatively behind her, as if it, too, had a major beef with me. Confused for a nanosecond, I actually felt guilty. For what, I wasn’t exactly sure.

“The shots,” Beth said, rolling her brown eyes toward their heavily shadowed lids. “Did you get any good shots of him?”

“Yeah, actually.”

“I bet you did.” Her knowing look made me feel, uncharitably, like scratching out her eyeballs, but I wisely refrained. Even though she was at least a head shorter than me, her ability to intimidate was on par with that of a trained assassin. Who knew a couple of bow-headed cheerleaders holding pompoms could look so threatening?

Beth motioned with her hand as if she was swatting away a fly, my apparent cue to step aside. I tried to do so without splaying myself across the ice. She brushed past me and practically leaped into Craig’s arms, clutching him with heightened histrionics, as if he were Romeo, soon to be forever banished from Verona. You’d think they hadn’t seen each other in months, when in reality it had probably only been two measly hours since their last make-out session. I couldn’t seem to tear my eyes away from the horror of it all, but Duncan and the rest of the team acted totally indifferent to the blatant PDA as they mulled over plans for later that night. Apparently there was a postgame party over at The Hurlyburly Bar and Grill a mile from school. The food there was abysmal but it was an open secret that Easy Reynolds, the grizzled Vietnam vet who owned the joint, spiked glasses of Coke with bottom-shelf whiskey. In return for not checking IDs, he expected that a few extra tenners would be tacked onto his tip at the end of the night.

“Remember that time Duff tried to pay him in Canuck money and Easy went all PTSD on him?”

Kristy grimaced at the mention of her boyfriend, Duff Wallace. He was the team’s power forward, but he was spending the semester in Edinburgh, Scotland, as part of a student-exchange program.

“He’s probably not wasting any time thinking about us,” she bellyached, evidently concerned that he was at that very moment kissing some winsome Scottish harpy.

Duncan shrugged his shoulders. “We’re doing pretty okay without him, thanks to Mac’s ability to channel Gretzky. Who knows? Duff might come back and find he’s been dethroned!”

Kristy scowled. Beth smiled smugly. Craig’s face held a mixture of pride and embarrassment.

As the team headed off the rink toward the locker room, I clumsily made my way back to terra firma. Fifteen minutes later as I was packing up my camera equipment, I sensed someone looming over me. I looked up to see our sports reporter, Leonard Livermore, smiling down at me with complete and utter adoration on his shiny face. It was probably the only time I’d seen him from this vantage point since he stood all of five-foot-two inches and I pretty much towered over him. On the social totem poll, he was equally diminutive, and yet he had a disproportionate level of self-confidence, at least where I was concerned. No matter how many times I rejected his romantic overtures, he seemed absolutely certain that someday soon I would throw myself into his welcoming arms as the dramatic score from some sappy romance movie reached an inspiring crescendo in the background.

The worst part about the whole situation was that bad breath, dandruff, and turbo-charged sebaceous glands aside, Lenny had a good heart. I felt like a total bitch for not requiting his ardent passion — after all, I fervently subscribed to the beauty-is-more-than-skin-deep philosophy. But there was no way Leonard and I were ever going to end up in a state of couple-hood. Not even my pinky finger could dredge up any romantic interest in the guy. I mean, even the poor guy’s name was a turnoff. Since I couldn’t find my way to being cruel — the only thing it might take to get him off my back for good — I had to play the tactful Elizabeth Bennet to his sniveling Mr. Collins on more than one occasion. Painful, to say the least.

“Hey, Lenny, I was just on my way to — ” I stood up, peering around for the nearest exit and thinking of the best way to pull the ripcord on this conversation as quickly as possible.

“Skye, I really need to talk to you,” he said, adding dramatically, “It’s important.”

Oh no. I quickly did a mental thumb-through of the excuses I could use for the upcoming weekend like watching my baby brother, finishing my project for art class … oh sweet Jesus — my social schedule wasn’t exactly jam-packed.

“Can we talk on Monday, Lenny? I really need to go develop this film.”

“Still living in the Dark Ages?” He often recycled this lame joke, referring to my stubborn resolve to use my dad’s old camera instead of the digitals employed by everyone else in the free world. I loved the challenge of a 35-millimeter camera. Without the ability to review every shot, I had learned to trust myself. I treasured my time in the darkroom and the hands-on art of developing film. Granted, it took more effort to do it my way, but I was convinced that the results were worth it, even if it meant incurring the unbridled derision of everyone on the newspaper staff.

Lenny didn’t wait for me to bat an eye, but instead took a deep breath and blurted out a phrase that still haunts my waking memory: “Will you go to prom with me?”

I was dumbstruck.

“But prom is months away,” I said, stalling because I was utterly unprepared for this. “I can’t really think that far ahead. It’s only October!”

“Did someone else already ask you?”

“No, but….”

“Then you’ll go with me?” How was I going to get out of this one?

“Oh, Len, I’m way flattered that you would even think to invite me. But you know, you might change your mind between now and then. You might end up wanting to take some other girl, and, well, I’d hate for you to feel like you were already obligated to me.”

Lenny examined me for a moment with a critical gaze. His frizzy, rust-colored hair sat like a molded Brillo pad on his head.

“So, presuming I don’t end up wanting to ask anyone else, which I won’t — duh! — then you’ll go with me?”

“Uh … maybe we should play it by ear.” It was hard to appear casual in the face of such a nightmarish scenario; still, I tried not to let him see the absolute look of unmitigated horror in my eyes. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, after all.

“Okay, I’ll consider that a ‘yes,’ then, barring some unforeseen catastrophe, natural disaster, or change of heart on my part. Let me know what color dress you’re wearing so I can color coordinate my cummerbund.”

Color-coordination? Cummerbund? I’d really stepped in it now. At least I had almost seven months to hatch an escape plan. I grabbed my belongings and hightailed it out of there while Lenny stood grinning at me.

Letting the arena’s glass doors swing shut behind me, I slung my camera strap over my shoulder and started across the parking lot. People were still filtering back to their cars, walking swiftly to avoid the crisp October air. They traveled in segregated packs: giddy freshmen girls with long, stick-straight hair, all dressed virtually alike in jeans, fleece-lined boots, and orange and blue knit scarves; the skater kids in their sweatshirts and jeans; and the band geeks lugging cumbersome trumpet cases.

“Oil gluttons!” screamed Jenna Powell from across the parking lot, addressing a trio of pretty boys as they piled into a massive SUV. Jenna was the president of the school’s Green Team, and she took her eco-consciousness to an almost militant level. Whether being talked down from a birch tree she’d scaled in homage to her tree-hugging heroine, Julia “Butterfly” Hill, or organizing subversive “Ride Your Bike to School” rallies, Jenna’s gung-ho, guerrilla-style tactics were a constant source of entertainment, and she often made the front page of the Post. That said, I respected her tenacity and thought her methods showed genuine creativity. Her intentions, at least, were always good, which is more than you could say for the huge oil companies she often railed against.

I could see my breath condensing in front of my face as I continued past the parking lot onto the school’s quad.

“Wait up, Beanpole!”

My pulse sped up with excitement. My gawky stature had earned me lots of nicknames over the years, but only one person called me Beanpole. Not exactly your typical term of endearment, but nevertheless, it was music to my ears.

“Nice shot, Mac,” I said, turning back to see Craig jogging to catch me. It was obvious from his damp hair that he’d just emerged from the locker room. He smelled yummy — like Irish Spring soap. Realizing I should say something else instead of breathing in his heavenly pheromones, I patted the camera by my side. “A true Kodak moment if ever there was one.”

“I hope you got my good side!” As if he even had a bad side? “Where are you running off to?”

“The darkroom.”

“It’s past ten. Security will nab you sneaking in this late.”

“Au contraire … Mr. Richter, the chair of the art department, believes that ‘creativity cannot be confined to the hours between eight a.m. and three p.m.’ He’s made sure the art lab stays unlocked so that we can use it when inspiration strikes. You’d know this if you ever decided to suck it up and take an art class.”

“You know I can’t do that. It’s not on the old man’s master plan for my ‘academic development.’”

“Does your dad think you’re going to go insane and cut off your ear or something? It’s just an art class.”

“It’s complicated.”

I knew a few things about complicated. Like my friendship with Craig, for starters. Two years ago, I was one of the first people he had befriended when he moved to Anchorage from Illinois. He was, unquestionably, the cutest guy I had ever laid eyes on, and at the time, he was not yet clued into the high school hierarchy that pegged me a mere plebe. During the summer prior to the start of our sophomore year, we hung out almost every day, and the more I got to know him, the more I liked him. He was sweet, sensitive, and funny. We had everything in common, from our interest in art to our mutual obsession with Orson Welles films. I’d never really had a “best friend” — I was more the loner type. But getting to pal around with the new boy in town had opened my eyes to a whole world of possibilities, and I’d hoped, to something more than friendship.

I stopped in the shadow of our school’s Gothic main tower, its crenellated roof line looming, castle-like, in the gloaming. Above the carved masonry of the entrance was a shield emblazoned with the words Veritas Vincit.

“Hang on a sec,” I said. “The light right here is fiendish. I love it.” I held my camera up and focused on the crest.

“Do you know what it means?”

“‘Truth conquers.’”

“So you’re a Latin savant, too?”

“Hardly. They drilled it into us during the world’s most boring orientation the start of freshman year. Count yourself lucky you missed it.”

Part of me always knew that first summer with Craig was too good to be true, and of course, I was right. Beth Morgan sunk her talons into him on the second day of school sophomore year, and there was no turning back. My dream scenario of being Craig’s reason for living vanished overnight. I got demoted to the gawky “kid sis” while the marauding Miss Morgan was granted saliva-swapping privileges.

At first, I hated Craig for being blinded by the allure of the popular crowd. He was so much more interesting, so much smarter than they were! But we’re all human, I suppose, and had Duncan Shaw deigned to show me any interest, I guess I would have followed as if he were the Pied Piper, too. It simply was never an option for me, but I couldn’t exactly blame Craig for accepting his free passage into the cool clique.

“It’s freezing out,” he sighed, shoving his hands deeper in his jacket pockets.

“Wuss,” I chided. “If you think this is bad, you’ll never survive January.”

We continued our pilgrimage diagonally across our school’s quad, which was usually more tundra than lawn during the school year. We hadn’t yet had our first big snowfall of the season, but the cold ground still felt like cement under our feet as we crunched over frosty remnants of grass. Anchoring the center of the quad was an immense spruce tree long known to students and alums as “Old Burny,” allegedly because it was one of the few trees in the area to survive a devastating forest fire sometime back in the late 1800s. Wondering how far Craig intended on tagging along with me, I figured I ought to let him off the hook before things got too weird.

“Okay, well I’m going to go develop this film.”

“Can I come?” I was more than a little surprised by his request.

“It’s kind of a laborious process. Besides, aren’t you going to the Hurlyburly?”

“They can spare a half-hour without me.”

“Suit yourself.”

To Craig’s credit, he had never dissed me completely once he embarked on his upward social trajectory. He usually managed to offer up the perfunctory high-five in the hallway between classes or a cool “What’s up, Beanpole?” when I passed his table in the cafeteria. We both recognized that he’d be risking social suicide to venture anything chattier than that. But occasionally, when he wasn’t under the watchful eye of his gorgeous girlfriend or their rarified circle of friends, he and I could cut the bullshit and confide in each other again. It was almost like getting my old Craig back. Friends on the sly, you might say. If it bordered on pathetic that I cherished these brief encounters, so be it. I would take what I could get.

We made our way in silence to the school annex that housed the art lab. I could see a sliver of light coming from behind the industrial metal double doors. Pushing one door open and entering the room, I let out a small gasp of fright.



  [image: crown]


CHAPTER TWO

I Dreamt Last Night of the Three Weird Sisters

THE ART ROOM WAS EMPTY save for the three masked figures crouched in the middle of the fluorescent-lit room. Each wore an oversized head of papier-mâché: one featured a bulbous nose, beady black eyes and bushy eyebrows made of fake fur; one looked like a demonic raven with a twelve-inch pointed red beak and streaming feathers of dark red raffia; the final mask had a gaping mouth, protruding cheeks, and large hypnotic eyes.

The ghastly creatures were convulsing, hysterical with laughter. I immediately recognized the demonic raven thanks to the long dark, perfectly straight hair that cascaded over her shoulders.

“Cat, what are you guys doing?”

“Oh hey, Skye,” Cat Ayuluk tried to collect herself as she cast off her mask. She was bright red from laughing and had to catch her breath. The streak of platinum blonde threaded through her dark hair shone like moonlight, reminding me of the song “Moon River” from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. “We were just putting the finishing touches on our ‘Myth and Perception’ projects for Mr. Richter’s mixed media class. They’re due on Monday. You like?”

“Yup’ik masks,” said Kaya Gilbert, who had just doffed her hell-mouth visage to reveal her heart-shaped face and razor-cut bob haircut.

“Those are pretty epic,” I said. “Plus, Richter’s gonna have to give you an A or risk appearing to be intolerant of your Alaskan heritage.”

“That’s the idea,” said Tess Littlefish with a laugh. “Don’t make the natives restless, dammit!”

Craig hung back in the doorway, ready to bolt if need be. I grabbed his arm and ushered him into the room. On the rare occasions when I touched him, it invariably triggered butterflies. This time was no exception.

“I’m dropping off the film from tonight’s game. Craig scored the winning goal.”

The girls stared at us blankly, completely disinterested in hearing more about the athletic prowess of my unhealthy obsession. I decided to try a different tack.

“You know, Craig here is a closeted Rembrandt, but I never could convince him to register for an art class.”

“Too busy ‘pucking’ around?” Cat and Kaya gave Tess’s pun a nod of appreciation.

The three girls had been thick as thieves since freshman year, their Eskimo ancestry functioning as the cement to their enviable bond. True purveyors of indie chic, they generally kept to themselves and steered clear of the high school milieu, but I had come to know them well, thanks to the AP classes we shared. I adored them, probably because, unlike yours truly, they didn’t let the opinions of other people dictate their self-worth. They were edgy and cynical with an air of cerebral sophistication not often found in the average seventeen-year-old. Somehow, they seemed more enlightened than the rest of us, not counting their penchant for collapsing into laughter at their frequent inside jokes.

Craig didn’t share any classes with Kaya, Cat, or Tess, which might explain his nervousness as he offered up some small talk. It was unusual to see him looking so like a fish out of water.

“Are these Eskimo masks? Or, uh, is it un-P.C. to say ‘Eskimo?’ I’m not as clued-in as I should be. Not originally from here,” he stammered.

“You can call us anything, just so long as you call us — and, well, maybe let us drive the Zamboni,” Tess said in a tone of mock flirtation. Though she had a lean, androgynous frame and boyishly short black hair, Tess was anything but a tomboy. Cat raised her eyebrows suggestively as she glanced in my direction. Sensing my mortification, she quickly covered.

“Our ancestors were Yup’ik people,” she said. “One of their traditions was to carve masks like these for ritual dances. The masks were embodiments of a spiritual vision, and they were said to imbue the wearer with the spirit they represented. Here, try this one on for size.”

Cat extended her red raven mask up to Craig’s face. He peered through the eye slits and rotated his head slowly from left to right as he glanced about. He now seemed menacing, not the guy I’d been quietly lusting over for the last two years.

“The red color signifies royalty and power,” Cat said. “The person wearing this mask is destined for a meteoric rise … a warrior king, perhaps.”

“But beware,” Kaya said, her hazel eyes glittering. “Red can also signify blood and death. Even the greatest of leaders are mere mortals.”

“Sounds like shaman bullshit to me,” Craig said with a laugh.

Cat yanked the mask away from his face. Her expression was a mixture of anger and hurt. I shot Craig a now-you-did-it glance and tried to diffuse the situation by reaching for Kaya’s mask.

“Can I try? What’s this one all about?”

“The wide eyes and the gaping mouth represent immortality,” said Kaya, with an authority that belied her five-foot-one stature. “Whoever dons this mask will live on through the ages, never to fade away. Their greatness will increase with every new generation.”

The mask felt perfectly molded to my face, and even a little constricting.

“That’s too bad,” I replied, removing the elaborate headpiece. “I kind of like being the walking wallflower of East Anchorage High.”

“Oh, whatever, Miss-Legs-up-to-Your-Chin. You’ve got ‘supermodel’ written all over you, whether the idiot guys in this school know it yet or not.” Kaya retrieved her mask from me and placed it on a metal shelving unit against the wall, alongside Tess’s and Cat’s.

“Who died and made you Anna Wintour?” I blushed. “Anyway, I think I’ll stay behind the camera.”

“Okay, we’re outta here,” said Kaya, grabbing her blue fleece parka. “Turn off the lights when you leave.”

“No problem.”

As the triumvirate headed out the door, it felt unsettling to be alone with Craig, especially following Kaya’s random comment about me having model good looks. As if.

I headed toward the far end of the art lab to the darkroom (a.k.a. a glorified supply closet). About as anachronistic these days as rotary telephones and VCRs, I considered the darkroom my own private sanctuary. No one else ever used this space for its designated purpose, although I had twice walked in on Olympic-caliber tonsil hockey players going at it after school. I still shudder thinking about it. Those memories — experiences I had no firsthand knowledge of — made it all the more awkward to usher Craig into my inner lair.

He tossed his duffel bag in a corner of the tiny room and settled onto a wooden stool as I closed the door behind us.

“Never trust a woman who deals in hazardous material,” he teased, pointing to the brown jugs of developing chemicals lined up on the shelf. A few unfurled spools of already-processed film hung streamer-like from various clamps set up around the small room where I’d earlier hung them to dry. “You know, you don’t have to be so horse-and-buggy about it. Ever hear of digital cameras?”

“Not my style — I’m old school. Digital is so … predictable. When I develop pictures in a darkroom, it’s almost like painting with light. There’s a sense of mystery as the image slowly materializes in front of your eyes. It’s a fascinating blend of science and art that is hard to describe. Besides, I like to be in control of things when I can. Now stay where you are and don’t touch anything.”

After scanning the table to make sure everything I needed was where it should be, I flipped off the overhead light and the room went pitch black.

“Why’d you do that?” Craig asked, a note of surprise in his voice.
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