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    Chapter 1




    DEAD PEOPLE




    DEATH SAT AT HIS DESK wearing on his androgynous face a scowl that could level a whole mountain range. Not many thought of him as breathtaking. Well, not many lived long enough to see his true face: one surrounded by golden locks that reached his chin. If they did, maybe they’d die smiling. But, with the human population swelling to six billion and counting, Death barely had time to think about the triviality of beauty. Keeping his Reapers in line already consumed a majority of his attention.




    His voluminous midnight robes spread out around him as if the fabric were alive. With his slate-colored eyes he skimmed the latest status reports. Numbers in neat columns jumped off the page at him. He tossed the yellowing parchment onto the table and leaned into his high-backed chair made of human bones. The numbers added up. People died on a daily basis.




    He closed his eyes and longed for the days when he escorted the dead to the afterlife himself. He gripped and released the skulls at the ends of his chair’s armrests, searching in vain for some sort of release from the tension building behind his eyelids. He grimaced. Death—one of the most powerful entities the universe had ever given birth to—experienced migraines. Who would have thought? He wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation, but he didn’t.




    He gave in to massaging his temples. The wars in the Middle East had reached a fevered pitch as of late. Nothing in terms of genocide yet, but close enough. He should have been happy. Business was booming.




    Death sighed, as if the weight of eons rested on his shoulders, and let his hands fall away. He opened his eyes, seeing his baubles spread out before him—scattered over his desk, arranged on shelves along the walls and imprisoned by glass cases. They were a collection of odds and ends from over a millennia of millenniums: an angel’s tear; the hoof of a unicorn; the skull of Genghis Khan that he used as a paperweight; an index finger from Confucius; the tip of a dragon’s tail. Things that tickled his fancy. Even his albino crow, taken from the Ark of Noah himself.




    A new stack of Death Certificates—which indicated the name, date, time, and manner of death—appeared on his lava-stone table. He plucked a feather from his pet, eliciting an annoyed squawk from the bird on his shoulder, and sharpened its tip with an ornate dagger he often used as a letter opener. After impaling the dagger in his paperweight skull, he dipped the newly sharpened nib into an inkwell, tapped off the excess, and scrawled his signature on the dotted line. Every time his pen left paper, the sheet vanished—to be delivered to its assigned Reaper.




    Balance has to be maintained, Death reminded himself. If he neglected his responsibilities, it would mean chaos.
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    Arianne gave Ben a sidelong glance as they walked on the grass embankment running parallel to the road. Weeds tugged at his baggy jeans. The setting sun dyed his FOUL BALL T-shirt orange. He’d picked up a stick and some pebbles and played “pitch and hit.” The bill of his Braves baseball cap smiled upside down over his boy-next-door face. Every properly timed whack plucked at Arianne’s nerves. The whole day she’d imagined how her conversation with Ben would go. One scenario ended with her running away in tears. Another involved Ben never speaking to her again. And in the last one, her personal favorite, an asteroid would end the world before she could confess everything.




    “Did you change your hair?” he asked after his third imaginary homerun.




    Arianne jumped at the sound of his voice.




    “Boy, you’re nervous.”




    “Mom decided to trim some off the tips.” Arianne twirled a length of the red strands, attempting to act natural and failing when she didn’t notice a protruding root and stumbled over it. She righted herself and said, “Split ends and all that.”




    “It looks nice.” Doubt invaded Ben’s grin. He loved to smile. Even when he didn’t feel like it, he smiled. Sometimes, as exampled by this moment, other emotions would creep in and the result looked less than natural. “You sure you’re okay?”




    “Yeah.” Arianne laughed away her uncertainty, and failed in that too, managing to come off more awkward than before. She returned to the topic of her hair. “In this heat, I want to chop it all off. My hair, I mean.”




    “Don’t!” Ben paused and checked himself. “I mean, you’ll regret it. Remember the time you decided you wanted to look like Marilyn Monroe and your hair turned orange instead of blond?”




    She shuddered. “Don’t remind me.”




    “What are best friends for if not to warn you away from potentially devastating actions? Remember, you’d have to live with whatever you do to yourself, no one else.”




    She considered what Ben said. Maybe telling him isn’t such a good idea.




    “So,” he continued, tearing her away from her hesitation, “what are you going to tell me?”




    Arianne scratched an itch on her arm that wasn’t there. “Who said I wanted to talk about anything?”




    This time, Ben let go of his grin entirely and regarded her with full on skepticism. “I’m insulted. We’ve known each other since kindergarten and you still think I don’t know when you want to tell me something?” He grimaced. “Normally, we’d take the bus, but when you want to talk, you always suggest we walk the three miles home.” Just as Ben emphasized the distance, the school bus carrying their rambunctious classmates passed them, adding to his point. “Not that I mind the exercise.”




    “Am I really that transparent?” Arianne shuffled her sneakers and adjusted the strap of the bag on her shoulder.




    “I just know you better than anyone else.”




    She smiled a small, shy smile. “You’re right. I have to tell you something.” She collected her thoughts like scattered clothes on her bedroom floor then said, “There’s no easy way to tell you this…”




    All signs of life drained from Ben’s face. Eyes wild, he grabbed her shoulders. “Is it Carrie? Did something happen to her?”




    At the mention of her sister, she held on to his wrists like she was about to fall off a cliff. “What? No! I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you have to chill. No more coffee for you, mister.” She extricated herself from Ben’s death grip. “This has nothing to do with her.”




    He took off his cap and ran his fingers through his sandy hair before jamming it back on. “Don’t scare me like that.” He huffed and strode away. “And I don’t drink coffee!”




    Arianne pulled on her earlobe before scrambling to catch up. “You’re the one who jumped to conclusions. And if anything happened to Carrie, you’d be the first to know.” She came up to him until her steps matched his. “I’m trying to tell you that I see dead people. Well…technically, I see their souls.”




    Ben kept marching on.




    “Hey, did you hear me?”




    “Happy April Fool’s to you, too,” said Ben.




    “It’s September, you ninny.”




    “Well, it sure sounds like April to me.”




    Arianne grabbed his sleeve. Ben searched her face, and her gaze fell. An afternoon breeze ruffled the leaves of the trees lining both sides of the road. The sunset stabbed shadow knives all around them.




    “As in M. Night Shyamalan ‘I see dead people’?”




    Reluctantly, Arianne nodded. “It sounds crazy—”




    “You bet your ass it sounds crazy.” Ben paused. He heaved a long and weighty sigh. “Look at me when you’re revealing freaky things about yourself.”




    She lifted her gaze. “I’m sorry I haven’t—”




    “Since when?” he interrupted.




    It felt like melted ice dotted her brow. “What?”




    “Since when can you ‘see dead people’?”




    “A couple of years back.”




    “A couple of years.” He took off his cap, ran his hand through his hair again, then replaced it on his head—his helmet against all things freaky. “Jesus, Ari. I thought we promised to tell each other everything.”




    “Okay, not the reaction I was looking for.” Disbelief exploded in her head. “You mean to tell me you’re pissed because I took so long to tell you?”




    “We’re best friends. That has to count for something. Isn’t listening to each other’s secrets what best friends are supposed to do?”




    “So, you’re saying you believe me?”




    “Why would you lie about something like that?” He engulfed her with his body, strong arms securely around her waist, his Dial scent coating her lungs. “Ari, you should have told me sooner. I’m sure you were scared the moment you saw the first ghost.”




    She giggled. “On the contrary, it wasn’t scary at all. I was visiting Pops at the nursing home when I saw the woman. I pointed her out and Pops told me there was no one there. I did some research—”




    “Of course you did.” Ben broke the hug. “So, what are you? Psychic or something?”




    “I wouldn’t say that.” Arianne dug her nails into the strap of her bag. “I don’t see the future or anything. My research says I’m more like a Medium, although I can’t speak to the dead. Or I haven’t tried. I don’t think I will, FYI. And I see them only for a second or two. They disappear pretty fast.”




    “You’ve put a lot of thought into this.”




    “Wouldn’t you?” She rubbed her forehead. “I mean, it doesn’t bother me anymore. It’s like having extra people walking around, you know? Well…they’re naked—”




    “Whoa!” Ben surrendered. “Too much information.”




    “But it’s true!” she insisted.




    “I’ll take your word for it,” he said. Then he crossed his arms. “Why tell me now? Why wait so many years?”




    Arianne challenged the tangerine sun to a staring contest until the fading light made her close her eyes. A yellow orb still floated at the center of the darkness. She breathed in the post-summer air and said, “Seeing dead people, you know? I guess I’m just tired of keeping it all to myself.”




    Ben wrapped his hand around hers. “Come on, I want to get home some time before dinner starts.”




    Arianne thought she must have had an aneurism between the time she’d told Ben her secret and when he’d accepted it as nothing special, because it seemed so surreal that all the scenarios she’d played out hadn’t happened. Especially her favorite one.




    “Thanks,” she said as Ben tugged her toward home.




    [image: butterfly10.jpg] 




    The Reaper brooded like a rebel, sitting on his reading chair with a leg hiked up on an armrest and resting his chin on a fist. He wore tattered jeans and nothing else. His sable hair fell past his knotted eyebrows, messy and still damp from a recent shower. He stared at the flames contained by the fireplace located at one side of his cavernous bedroom. The undulation of red, orange, and white tongues helped clear his mind of the noise and chatter of his thoughts.




    His collection of history, mythology, and biographies on the shelves along one wall sang to him, urging him to curl his long, elegant fingers around their spines and pull them out of their confines. He ignored their call—no longer interested in leafing through their pages. Tales of the underworld, accounts of countless deaths, memories of lives gone by couldn’t hold his attention anymore.




    Only the snap, pop, and crackle of the burning wood broke the eerie silence. The dark furnishings hugged him, bringing him a measure of comfort and peace. He glanced away from the flames and settled his gaze on the crystal vase filled with white roses on the mantel. It sat below a painting by Kratzenstein of Orpheus trying to grab Eurydice just as she was pulled back into the underworld. The look of disappointment on Eurydice’s face played out as a perfect counterpoint to Orpheus’s dismay at not having the fortitude to maintain facing forward until they reached the outside world. The Reaper snapped his fingers and the roses wilted. Now their dried leaves and desiccated petals matched the emotion the painting portrayed.




    He reached out toward the flaming maw of the fireplace, watching shadows dance along his fingers. He lowered his eyelids and waited.




    In his periphery, an amorphous figure manifested itself. First as smoke, then as a watermark image.




    The Reaper’s solitude diminished with every second it took for his Caretaker to take shape.




    “Master?” a gravelly voice said. It filled the room with a chill akin to fog crawling over a grave.




    He studied the fire a little longer before he dropped his hand to his side and faced the lanky, pale apparition that floated legless before him. “What is it, Sickleton?”




    “Forgive the presumption, but I worry for you, sir.”




    “And why is that?”




    Sickleton gestured to indicate the room and its dark furnishings, his hand turning to smoke for a second. “This state of ennui has got to end.”




    “Ennui?” As if by a system of pulleys, his eyebrow rose. “Good God, stop being so melodramatic.”




    “You have been spending more and more time in your room, sir. You have been ignoring your minions and the help they provide. You insist on conducting your duties on your own.”




    Planting both feet on the carpeted floor, the Reaper leaned his elbows on his knees and tented his fingers. He narrowed his eyes at his Caretaker. “I appreciate the concern, Sickleton,” he said. “But, I would appreciate it more if you kept out of my business.”




    “Sir…”




    The Reaper made a fist, and Sickleton’s mouth disappeared. The Caretaker’s eyes bulged. Master and servant stared at one another. Both unmoving. Both silent. A dance that often ended with the servant bowing to his master.




    “I’m glad you understand.” The Reaper unclenched his fist, and Sickleton’s lips returned.




    “A new batch of Certificates has arrived, sir.”




    “This early in the day?”




    “I believe so.”




    The Reaper of Georgia stood up and cracked his knuckles. “Very well. Fetch my shirt.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    ACCIDENTS HAPPEN




    ARIANNE ENTERED THE KITCHEN one muggy October morning to find her father still sitting at the breakfast table. She stopped by the swinging door and raised her eyebrows until they touched her fiery bangs. He sat there in his suit, reading the sports section, contentment in the set of his shoulders. His brown hair gleamed with touches of gold brought by the sunlight sneaking in from the window.




    “You’re still here?” She hid the surprise in her voice well. Or so she had thought when she walked to the fridge.




    “Good morning to you too, Daughter,” her father barked, not taking his eyes off the paper.




    She flinched before opening the fridge to grab the orange juice. “That’s not what I meant.” The snap of a page being flipped almost made her drop the carton.




    “Huge pile-up on I-75. I called work and said I’d be late.”




    “What about the 85? I’m sure that’s still free. What are the odds of an accident happening there too?” She took a glass from the dishwasher as if her father’s irritation didn’t poke at her between her shoulder blades.




    “Larger than you’d think.”




    “There’s an accident on the 85 too?” She smirked.




    “No, there isn’t. Why are you intent on spoiling my morning?” he whined.




    Arianne poured herself some juice and took a sip before she kissed him on the cheek and plopped down on a chair at his side.




    “Lazy bones,” she said in imitation of her mother.




    “I’m entitled to a morning off once in a while, aren’t I?” He tugged at a ribbon of her hair.




    She rolled her eyes. “Of course you are.”




    “Let’s keep this to ourselves, shall we?”




    “I take it you’re only this brave because Mom spent the night at Saint Joseph’s again.” She snatched the untouched toast from his plate and bit into it, chewing merrily.




    “They’re waiting for news on a possible donor.”




    “Still no luck?”




    He dropped his gaze like a hot potato.




    She stood up and hugged him. “Oh, Daddy, something’ll turn up, you’ll see.”




    “Where do you get all this optimism from?” He gave her a squeeze before breaking the contact.




    Arianne smiled. “Carrie,” she said.




    A sheen of unshed tears surfaced in his eyes. “How did I get so lucky being surrounded by such strong women?”




    “You just are.” She glanced at the wall clock. “Gotta go.”




    “You visiting this afternoon?” he asked just before she left through the back door.




    Arianne glanced at him over her shoulder, a wicked twinkle in her eye. “I’d like to see anyone try and stop me.”
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    For every step Arianne took to the bus stop, she prayed no lives were lost on I-75. Then, feeling no shame at all, she sent out a prayer for a donor. She blinked away the onset of sadness. As much as anyone in her family, maybe even more, Arianne wanted her sister healthy. “She’ll be fine,” became her daily mantra. If she could have shirts printed out with those words on them, she would, but the printers required at least a hundred pieces per order. Arianne didn’t have that many friends.




    She kept her eyes on the sidewalk until she passed the Fletchers’ bungalow. On its freshly watered lawn stood a naked man, facing the house. His ashen pallor made Arianne pause a moment. She rubbed her chest to ease some of the tightness she normally felt when she encountered one of them. The man glanced to the right, as if someone had called to him. When Arianne blinked, he was gone. She said a silent prayer for him and for those he’d left behind.




    Resuming her walk, she spotted Ben—in his slacks, button-up shirt, Braves cap, and Converse—using the bus stop sign to keep upright. He had his head bowed and his eyes closed, barely staying vertical. Arianne laughed. When he didn’t need to be fully awake, he stayed in what she thought of as a functioning hibernation mode.




    “Hey, sleepy,” she greeted loudly.




    Ben groaned. “Too early,” he grumbled.




    Arianne cooed, “Oh, I know, I know.” She slipped her arms around his waist. “Bad mornings, bad!”




    He snaked his arm around her shoulders and transferred all his weight onto her until her knees buckled.




    “I may be sleepy,” he murmured, “but I do know when I’m being patronized.”




    Seconds later, the school bus screeched to a stop and the door slid open.




    “Come on, you two,” the driver called, waving them up.




    “Get on the bus, you big lug.” Arianne yanked Ben as hard as she could. He stumbled forward, eyes shuttered, shoulders slumped. His bag took up the rear.




    A typical scene, their schoolmates paid no attention to the proceedings.




    They found a seat in the middle, and Arianne slid in by the window. The forward momentum of the vehicle had Ben falling in beside her. A second later, he had his head on her shoulder, already dozing off. Arianne sighed, resting her chin on the heel of her palm. She watched the world pass her by.




    Two stops later, Arianne straightened slowly, trying not to jostle Ben. She stared at the front of the bus intently as it made a left onto an all too familiar street. Her heart leapt into her throat, beating there, making it hard to breathe, let alone swallow. She dried her palms on her jean-covered thighs.




    And like in those cheesy shampoo commercials, everything stopped the moment Nikolas Clark climbed on the bus, including Arianne’s heart. He made a black T-shirt, ragged Levi’s, and scuffed Docs unintentionally cool. His sable hair, combed to perfection, kissed his brow and nape lightly. What she wouldn’t give to be a single strand among those locks. And those bottomless midnight eyes pierced everything in their path as they scanned for an empty seat. After spotting one toward the back, he glided as sure-footed as any cat.




    Restarting her heart with imaginary defibrillators, Arianne had to force herself not to twist around. Ben’s heavy head on her shoulder anchored her. If she moved, he’d wake up and get snippy.




    It’s not like I won’t see Niko again in chem, she reminded herself, ignoring the fact that she sounded like a deranged stalker in her head.




    Minutes later, heart safely pumping blood again, Arianne waited for the bus to pull into Blackwood High’s parking lot. When it stopped, a blush blanketed her cheeks as her gaze chased Niko from the bus, across the blacktop, all the way to the main entrance where he exchanged pleasantries with a girl who kept her auburn hair in a severe bob. The girl—in her cardigan and pleated skirt—began speaking animatedly. Niko inclined his head and listened, his expression obscured with his back to Arianne.




    Frustrated, she nudged Ben harder than usual. “We’re here,” she yelled.




    Ben jerked awake and hit his head on the seat in front of him. “Ow! A little warning would have been nice.” He rubbed his forehead.




    “I thought the squeal of the bus stopping was the warning.” She grabbed her bag and pushed him off the seat. “Move it before the bell rings.”




    “Well, aren’t we bossy this morning?” Ben frowned as he slung the strap of his bag over his shoulder and made his way to the front of the bus.




    “I just don’t want to be late, okay?” Arianne trailed after him.




    “This mood, by any chance, has nothing to do with Darla Masters, does it?” Ben pointed to the front doors, where Darla and Niko stood—still engaged in conversation.




    “Will you stop that,” Arianne said, yanking Ben’s arm down.




    “The arm’s attached, you know. Seriously—” Ben adjusted his baseball cap “—it’s not like they’re dating. Why don’t you just ask Niko out and be done with it?”




    “Are you crazy?” Arianne glared at her friend. “Do you know what happened to the last person who got in Darla’s way?”




    Ben shook his head. To his credit, he didn’t let her glare cow him into submission.




    “My point exactly.” She stomped away. Whether in advance or retreat, she couldn’t quite tell.
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    Books tumbled out of her locker one after the other, making friends with the newly polished floor. Arianne could only stare in disbelief at the situation. Fishing line, almost invisible to the naked eye, was tethered from the inside of her locker to the door. When she punched in the combination and opened it, the line went taut and spilled everything.




    Childish, she thought as she bent down, attempting to make sense of the mess.




    A pale hand reached for her American history textbook and handed it to Arianne. She glanced sideways and smiled, the line of her lips short and tight. The boy that kneeled by her side rolled his eyes at her from behind thickly-framed glasses.




    “The ‘pull and puke,’ huh?” he asked.




    Arianne’s sigh finally broke free. “I know, right? It’s so seventh grade.” She stacked her loose notes and tapped them on the floor.




    “I guess it never gets old.”




    “Thanks, Wes.”




    French-manicured nails clamped onto the boy’s ear and pulled hard until Wes was on his feet. He said “ow” repeatedly and grabbed at the hand attempting to separate the appendage from his head.




    “What are you doing?” The question, hissed like steam pushing out of a kettle, made Wes stop squirming. What little complexion he had vanished.




    Arianne straightened from her crouched position. “Darla, let Wes go. He was just trying to help me clean up the mess you made.”




    Darla ignored Arianne, not letting go of the already red ear she pinched. “Do you have friends, Wes?”




    The boy tried to nod, but the way Darla clamped onto him prevented that, so he whimpered an affirmative instead. A wet stain spread wider over the front of his pants.




    “Darla! Stop this!” Arianne moved to help Wes, but Darla’s Keds connected with her shin, sending her slamming onto the lockers. The crowd paid no attention and kept moving. Even if Arianne asked for help, none of them would. She leaned heavily on the cold metal behind her, refusing to apply pressure to the source of the pulsating pain racing up her leg.




    “Wes, how would you feel if your friends stopped being your friends?” Darla continued her interrogation, showing all her whitened teeth only inches from Wes’s cheek.




    “Please, Darla,” Wes whispered, “let me go. I was just trying to help her.”




    “That’s my point!” She raised her voice a fraction. Then she inhaled and blew out all her frustration on the poor boy’s face. “You don’t help Ari. No one does. Am I making myself clear?” She let his ear go and pushed him until he stumbled away. “As for you—” Darla smiled at Arianne like nothing happened “—better hurry up. First class is about to start.” She walked off, her pleated skirt swishing from side to side.




    A scream, one that would make any Oscar winning actress proud, climbed up Arianne’s throat from depths of aggravation caused by the years of abuse Darla meted out. It took all the determination she had to swallow it down and breathe. She’d brought Darla’s wrath on herself. No one else was to blame for the mistakes she’d made years ago.




    With shaking fingers, Arianne picked up her scattered books along with her dignity, cut the fishing wire, and shoved everything into the foot-deep upright coffin she called a locker. Her day had only begun, and she refused to let Darla’s immaturity ruin her mood.
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    Arianne rubbed her hands together as she neared the chemistry lab. She pushed away any stalker-y thoughts and let excitement and anticipation propel her forward. Nothing wrong with wanting to be in the same class as him, right?




    At the door, she stopped and scanned the room, catching sight of her lab partner waiting at their table—a lanky girl who hadn’t quite lost the need to part her hair in the middle and braid it on each side of her head. Half the class had settled in already, examining the myriad of materials on their tabletops waiting to be used. No Niko. Arianne shoved the initial disappointment aside and waved at her lab partner, who showed off the braces on her upper teeth.




    “New bands, Tammy?” Arianne asked when she reached their table. She unzipped her pack and fished out her lab coat.




    “Do you like them?” Tammy smiled again, extra wide this time. “I wanted to go with red, but Mom says it makes my teeth look like I have spaghetti stuck between them.”




    “I’d say pink’s your color.”




    “It’s a good second choice.” Her mouth formed a pout. “I heard about the ‘pull and puke.’”




    “Poor Wes.” Arianne shrugged. “He shouldn’t have helped me.”




    Tammy slammed her hand on the table. “Why aren’t you fighting back? Darla’s been bullying you for so long, I’ve lost count of the things she’s done to you.”




    “Let it go, Tam. There’s nothing you can do.”




    “Oh yeah?”




    Arianne stared at her friend until the other girl lost all her false courage. “I thought so.” She allowed a wan grin to cross the planes of her face. “I appreciate the support. Just one more year and I’ll be rid of Darla’s reign of terror.”




    “So—” Tammy wiggled her eyebrows “—ready for some learnin’?”




    Arianne’s nose crinkled, glad for the change of subject. “Easy for you to say. You’re already a chem goddess.”




    “Oh, come on, Ari, it’s not that bad.”




    “You weren’t the one who almost passed out from inhaling fumes last week.” She shrugged into her lab coat. Then she fished out a rubber band from the pocket of her jeans and secured her fire-hazard locks with it. “I hate to ask, but…what do we have to look forward to this morning? Anything that could potentially kill me this time around?”




    Tammy pointed at the whiteboard. “Physical and chemical changes,” she said.




    “Great.” Arianne groaned. “I might end up losing a finger.”




    “That’s the spirit! Don’t worry—” Tammy patted her shoulder “—I’ll handle sections of the experiment that need matches and the Bunsen burner. Here’s your copy of the worksheet.”




    Arianne pinched the stapled pieces of paper between her thumb and forefinger as if they’d been used to pick up puppy poop. “That makes me feel so much better.” She slumped sideways on her stool, letting her gaze wander.




    Niko and his lab partner ambled in with their heads together, in the middle of a conversation. Carl—Niko’s curly haired, freckly faced partner—paled in comparison to the contrasting dark and light beauty of the specimen Nikolas Clark represented. Arianne always thought he was of a different species entirely. Maybe someone of a heavenly persuasion sent to Earth for mortals to worship. Niko pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, breathing in like he hadn’t used his lungs for a while. He paused, said something to a suddenly hovering Carl, and put on his lab coat. Oh, how she wanted to be that coat. She bit her lower lip while her brows conferred with each other.




    In hushed tones, Arianne said, “What do you think is wrong with Niko? He has shadows under his eyes, like he hasn’t slept in, like, a week.”




    Tammy discreetly peeked at the last table nearest the back door. “You think he’s coming down with something?”




    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him tired before. He always looks so healthy.”




    “Anyone can have a bad day, Ari.” Tammy perused their worksheet some more, flipping to the last page.




    Arianne faced her partner. “Not Niko Clark. Not since he transferred here freshman year from Atlanta.”




    “That long ago, huh? And you’re an expert on all things Niko Clark?”




    “I—” Her tongue dried up. “I…uh.”




    Tammy studied Arianne then snorted. “I smell a crush.”




    “You smell watermelon shampoo!”




    “All right everyone, settle down,” Mr. Todd said upon entering the lab. His hair had too much product, making him resemble a Ken doll, only without the perfect teeth. He paused until everyone faced him. “As you can see on the board, we’ll be differentiating between physical and chemical changes.”




    About halfway through Mr. Todd’s pre-lab discussion, Mrs. Whistle—the school’s secretary—in her usual mumu and horn rimmed glasses, sashayed into the room like a supermodel, handed over a slip of paper, and promptly left without a word.




    “Tammy Herald and Carl Thompson, you’re both to report to the principal’s office immediately,” he announced.




    “What’s that about?” Arianne asked.




    Tammy removed her lab coat and gathered her things. “I don’t know.”




    Carl, backpack already in hand, waited for Tammy at the front of the class. He took the paper from Mr. Todd, and once Tammy reached him, they both left through the front door.




    “Niko,” Mr. Todd said over the tsunami of whispers, “will you join Arianne, please?”




    Arianne inhaled too fast, causing her to sway slightly. Somehow her heart had transformed into a bullet that ricocheted inside her chest. She braced herself on the table’s edge, staring at the test tube rack to keep from looking over her shoulder. Act cool. Just act cool.




    Niko settled into Tammy’s stool and flashed Arianne a cordial smile. “Nikolas Clark,” he said.




    Arianne tucked an imaginary strand of hair behind her ear, forgetting that the strands were currently tied together for her own safety. “I know,” she breathed out. “Uh, I mean, Arianne Wilson. It’s nice to finally meet you.”




    Amusement seemed to make Niko even more handsome. “Finally?”




    “I, uh, mean, for the first time.” Arianne returned her attention to Mr. Todd, who resumed his lecture after getting the class to pay attention again. “I mean, since freshman year. We’ve had freshman English together, sophomore geometry, and now chemistry.” Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!




    “That many classes together and we’ve only just met?” He shook his head. “Well, I’m glad this chance has presented itself. It’s a pleasure meeting you, Arianne Wilson.”




    Her spine went ramrod straight while her stomach flipped five times. When had she gotten on a plummeting rollercoaster?




    “Okay, safety goggles on, and begin,” Mr. Todd said. “Remember to record all observations on your data table.”




    Niko flipped to the second page of the worksheet. “There are six procedures on here. Care to split the jobs evenly?”




    Arianne attempted to respond, but lost the signal between her brain and tongue. He even makes safety goggles look good, she thought. She snapped her jaw shut, eliciting a click. She swallowed, hoping nothing escaped.




    “I’ll take odds and you take evens. Sound fair?” he asked cautiously.




    “Shhuurrr.” Arianne fumbled as she reached for the insulating square she was supposed to place under the watch glass, according to the instructions.




    “Is everything all right?” Niko glanced at her after he’d lit the Bunsen burner.




    “I’m fine,” Arianne squeaked. She tore up small bits of paper and burned them on top of the watch glass by lighting a match and placing it on top of the pile she’d made.




    Niko shrugged and proceeded to place a cube of wax into a test tube. He held the tube over the blue flame. “I would say this is a physical change, not a chemical one.”




    “Okay.” Arianne scribbled his observation on the third page of her worksheet. The pen had a life of its own, wanting to write down “Mrs. Arianne Clark” on every available space, over and over again. Keeping her hand at bay, she said almost like a normal person, “And burning paper is a chemical one.”




    Like manna falling from the heavens, he granted her a smile. “I’d say you’re right.” Then he did the unthinkable, he touched her shoulder. “Are you sure you’re okay?”




    Sparks ignited in the pit of her stomach. She could die and have no regrets. “I’m just a little nervous, I guess.”




    “Chemistry not your thing?”




    “You can say that. I just don’t get it.” She swallowed the tide of crazy thoughts. Understanding what he said next required a total brain-reboot.




    “I think it’s more like a hesitation on your part to open up to the possibilities of what chemistry can teach you.” He leaned in a little closer. “Physics may rule the world, but chemistry is what makes it an interesting place. All the atoms, neurons, protons. They’re in everything. Binding everything together. We wouldn’t exist without chemistry. Worth thinking about, right?”




    Oh, you don’t want to know what I’m thinking about, mister. An army of muscles had to help her assemble a smile that wouldn’t end up with her being slapped with a restraining order.




    “Shall we start with procedures three and four, then?” he asked.




    She absentmindedly reached for the magnesium ribbon and tore it. She placed two fingernail-sized pieces into a test tube and proceeded to fill a dropper with hydrochloric acid. Her attention shifted to Niko as he added sodium chloride to water in a beaker. The deft movements of his hands had her imagining things she shouldn’t be imagining. Things a girl like her shouldn’t be caught doing in public, let alone on top of a chemistry lab table. The dropper missed the mouth of the test tube she held just as she squeezed the black rubber end to release the acid. Droplets met her skin.




    Even before she could register the pain, Niko had grabbed her hand and yanked her to the sink. The test tube and dropper clattered to the floor, meeting their imminent demise. He ignored the mess and opened the tap, placing her hand under the steady stream. Arianne yelped as the sudden burn was replaced by ice.




    “Mr. Todd, where do you keep the sodium bicarbonate?” Niko asked.




    “Brown bottle by the sink,” their teacher said. “Now class, I cannot emphasize strongly enough the need for caution. Please, handle the hydrochloric acid with care.”




    Niko twisted the cap off the bottle and splashed some of its contents onto the red welt that rose on Arianne’s hand. “Better?”




    “Much.” Arianne blew onto the raw skin. “Doesn’t burn as badly anymore.”




    “Oh, we’re not done yet,” Niko said in all seriousness.




    We’re not? Saliva flooded her mouth.




    The boy of her dreams addressed their teacher. “Mr. Todd, I believe Arianne needs a cold compress. I’m taking her to the nurse’s office.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    COLLISION COURSE




    ON THE WAY FROM THE CHEMISTRY LAB to the nurse’s office, Niko threw discrete, albeit slightly lecherous, sidelong glances at Arianne. The different hues of her hair fascinated him—an angry mob of red, orange, and gold strands. They reminded him of the flames he’d stared into earlier that morning. And her eyes—the ocean on a clear day couldn’t compete. So open and so clear, he could almost see forever in their depths. He asked himself over and over why he’d only met the exquisite creature walking by his side now after all his years living in Blackwood. He hadn’t realized he’d spoken his thoughts aloud like an untested youth until Arianne’s lilting voice had every fiber of his being focused on her.
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