














No reason to back down


“I want revenge. On Season. For Daniel, and for our friend Mace, and for … well, everything. I want to see justice done.” Kerry steeled herself. “I didn’t know myself why I wanted so badly to find you, but now I do. What I want is for you to help me … to teach me. To make me powerful enough to fight her.”


Mother Blessing laughed suddenly, little bits of Oreo spraying the varnished wood tabletop. “Child,” she said finally. “Y’all are a spirited one, aren’t you?”


Now that she had declared her purpose, Kerry saw no reason to back down. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I am completely serious. Daniel said the craft could be learned, that one didn’t have to be born a witch.”


“Daniel was right,” Mother Blessing agreed. “But even so, I don’t know you myself. How do I know if I can trust y’all with the kind of power you’re talkin’ about, the kind that could make y’all a challenge to Season? How do I even know you haven’t joined up with her?”


Kerry felt her face flush with anger. “I wouldn’t!” she raged. “She killed the man I love.”




As the seasons change, so does Kerry. …
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Kerry Profitt’s diary, October 14.


So, okay, college? Not exactly what I figured it’d be.


I mean, the campus is nice, the classes moderately interesting. My favorite is an American history lecture from one Dr. Page Manning, who is not only a terrific and often funny speaker, but can really make the subject come alive.


Not in the way that Daniel Blessing could, of course. But then, Daniel lived a lot more of it. I think it is his influence, though, that inspired me to take the class in the first place, letting me see history in a way that I never had, as something more than just dates and battles and the names of dead white men. I’m thinking about it as a major.


Minoring in depression, I guess.


I miss him SO much. Like I said, college is okay, but it’s full of skimpy outfitted Britneys and baggypantsed, backward-hat boys trying to grow goatees and personalities at the same time, and after what I went through this summer, what WE went through, Scott and Brandy and Rebecca and Josh and poor Mace, and me—and Daniel, who, like Mace, paid the ultimate price—sitting in lecture halls, taking notes, doing homework in the dorm … it all just seems so tame. So removed from the rest of the world.


Not that I’d know what the rest of the world was really like, having spent most of my life removed from it by one thing or another. But still, you know.


It’s like the summer was in Technicolor and campus life is in sepia tones. Washed out sepia, at that. I keep finding my mind flashing back to San Diego, to the hunt for Season Howe that consumed us all. And to the final battle that Daniel didn’t survive.


I don’t know where Season is now, obviously. I couldn’t fight her if I did. But I feel like if I saw her today, I’d rip her apart with my bare hands, so pumped up with righteous wrath that she couldn’t begin to hold me back.


The nightmares haven’t come back, so that’s one small blessing (a word I have to remember not to capitalize, or to precede with “Daniel” on certain occasions). But my waking thoughts are so dark, so violent, sometimes so hopeless, that it’s hard to see the difference.


No, I take that back. I never really knew where the nightmares came from. I know perfectly well where this darkness originates, though. It comes from having watched the man I love get killed. Murdered, right in front of me, by an evil witch named Season Howe.


And some day, some how, she’s going to pay.


More later,


K.
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“Kerry?”


Kerry Profitt tore her gaze away from the screen of her laptop. She had lost focus anyway, the words she’d been typing blurred behind a film of tears. “Yeah?”


Sonya, her roommate in Northwestern University’s Elder Hall, looked at her from her own desk with motherly concern. Sonya’s eyes were big and brown, accentuated all the more by small-lensed but thick glasses and an expression of perpetual curiosity, as if she were a visitor to this world, trying to take in everything at a single glance. Sonya tugged a lock of her short, dark hair away from her cheek and positioned it behind her ear. “You okay?” she asked.


“Yeah, I’m … you know. Fine.”


“Because you don’t look so okay,” Sonya went on. “What with the tears kind of splashing on your keyboard, I thought maybe there was something bothering you.”


“Well, I guess maybe a little,” Kerry admitted. She hadn’t given Sonya the What-I-Did-On-My-Summer-Vacation talk, not expecting that her roommate, or, when it came right down to it, anyone else, would believe a word of it. And maybe it’d be worse if they did believe it, because she knew how hard it was to deal with the fact that the world was so much different than she had thought it was. Things she had always believed to be unreal, to be fantasy, had turned out to be absolutely true. It made “real” life seem like a cartoon, like someone else’s version of reality. Why force that knowledge onto others?


She had, to cover her sometimes abrupt moments of grieving, told Sonya about the deaths of her parents, and said that they had been topped off by the death of a boyfriend over the summer. She just avoided the minor details, such as precisely how the boyfriend had died, and the fact that he had been a very powerful witch who was almost three hundred years old.


“Daniel?” Sonya asked.


Kerry nodded. “I miss him. A whole lot.”


Sonya turned in her chair, and Kerry thought she was about to give her the You’ve-Got-To-Move-On-With-Your-Life lecture again. But Sonya was wise enough to catch the way that Kerry tensed—a pose that said, If you start that again I will pummel you—and she restrained herself. “I’m going out with Dougie and Ben,” she said instead, naming the two guys she was juggling, though it seemed that Dougie was winning out. “Maybe get some falafel, have a beer. You want to come?”


Kerry appreciated the invitation, and said so. “But I’ll stay in,” she added. “I still have a bunch of homework to get done before tomorrow.”


Sonya shrugged. “As long as you’re really doing homework,” she said, “and not sitting here by yourself pining.”


“No,” Kerry tried to assure her. “I’m okay, really.”


The truth was she didn’t want to have falafel and beer with Dougie and Ben and Sonya. Their interests were not hers, their lives seemed flat and boring somehow. They would talk about professors and classmates, or the latest band that had captured their fancy, or they’d dis some style they hadn’t taken up yet but would soon. She’d been part of such conversations in the past, and probably would be again—she remembered, with some fondness, how all she’d wanted at the beginning of the summer was to have a “normal” life, like everyone else’s. Now she had an opportunity to have just that, and it couldn’t have held less interest for her.


“You say so.” Sonya gave her short hair a little flip, pulled a jacket off a hook by the door, and left.


The room, with Sonya out of it, suddenly felt twice its real size. She was a perfectly nice girl, but her presence in the room seemed to suck the air out of it. Kerry knew it was her own fault, not Sonya’s—anyone else would be glad to have Sonya for a roommate. I’m spoiled, she thought, that’s what it is. I want Daniel, or nothing at all.


She wondered if it was stupid to spend her life wishing for things she couldn’t have. It probably was, she decided—a huge waste of time and energy. Trouble was, she didn’t know quite what she could do about it. She was who she was, and if there was a way to change that she didn’t know it.


She went to the window and looked at the campus spread out below her third-floor window. Trees flamed yellow and red in the glow cast by streetlights and spilling from the dorm. The Illinois air was crisp but not yet cold—jackets were required at night, but the days were still warm enough for shirts and the occasional sweater. She had always liked this time of year, before—the cool evenings, the back-to-school excitement, then the Halloween season that led to football games and Thanksgiving and Christmas. Even now she could feel herself wanting to be caught up in it.


But if you have to want it, she thought sadly, it’s not really happening, is it? More wishing, that’s all.


I wish I didn’t wish so much.


Rebecca Levine soaked in the big clawfooted bathtub of the house she and her friend Erin had rented near downtown Santa Cruz before summer break started. It wasn’t much of a house—a run-down Victorian with faded green paint, floorboards that creaked like something from a horror movie, and wiring she was convinced would someday burn the whole thing to the ground. But they had a cat, and the plumbing worked fine and the water in the tub was steaming hot, and she had placed scented candles around the room before she got in. At some point Erin would yell at her to get out because they only had the one bathroom, but until that happened she’d make the most of it.


She had always loved baths, but during the last month of summer she hadn’t had much opportunity to indulge. Too much had been going on—and it had been so sad. Now that it was all over, at least for her, she was trying to make up for August’s privation. It had taken her a couple of weeks just to relax enough to do it, not to jump every time there was an unexpected noise or a shadow fell across her path. She still wasn’t back to what she considered routine, and didn’t know if she ever would be. But she was determined not to let that prevent her from indulging herself whenever she could.


Sleep? That was hard to come by, at least sleep uninterrupted by horrible visions and memories of Mace and Daniel and Season Howe. But in here, wet and steamy and alone, she could relax, let her mind float to happy places. Private sandy beaches, mountains thrusting up from canopied jungles, sidewalk cafés on wide Parisian boulevards … these were comforting images for Rebecca, and comfort was what she needed most. Holding Reynolds, their mutt of an alley cat, and feeling the motor of his purr while she read helped too. She’d gained almost ten pounds in the last couple of weeks, thanks to the comfort foods she had allowed herself. While she had never been skinny or cared that she wasn’t, she recognized that eating her way to sanity was never going to work. So, the baths, the pampering, the self-indulgence.


Her classes this semester were pretty cool, though she was having a hard time getting into them. She was taking a poli sci class focusing on twentieth-century American political history, an introductory psych class, and an entomology class, figuring that the only way to get over a lifelong fear of bugs was to learn more about them. No luck on that, so far. Actually, knowing what insects could do to people only beefed up that particular phobia. At the same time, though, being afraid of creepy-crawlies at least took some of the edge off being afraid that Season Howe might come around at any time.


Rebecca breathed deeply, inhaling the aroma of the lilac-scented bath water and the vanilla candle nearest the tub. She luxuriated in the tactile sensation of the hot water against her skin and tried to push aside all other thoughts and cares.


If only she didn’t ever have to come out…


“Pop Tart?”


“Eeew,” Brandy said, just as Scott had known she would. “How can you put that stuff in your body?”


He took a bite and spoke with his mouth full, letting crumbs spill out over his lips. “Kind of like this,” he said, facing her and enjoying the way her pretty face twisted in revulsion. This one was strawberry, and fresh from the toaster so the filling was especially soft and gooey. She waved him away from her with an urgent motion.


“Yuck! Go away!”


Instead, he lowered his head toward hers, crumbs dropping onto the chemistry text spread in front of her on their dining room table. “Kiss me, baby,” he demanded around the mouthful. “Gimme some sugar.”


Now Brandy physically pushed him away, her hand against his shoulder. “All the sugar you’re getting is already in your mouth,” she told him.


Scott decided the joke had gone far enough and he turned away, finishing the bite in a more mannerly fashion. He loved to gross her out because she was such an easy target, but he knew that her tolerance for it was very limited, and on those occasions when he’d pushed too much her reaction had changed from good-humored to genuinely furious without notice. And a furious Brandy Pearson was a sight that Scott Banner didn’t want to see too many times in his life.


“Sorry, babe,” he said after he’d swallowed and chased the mouthful with a drink of water.


“Sure you are.” Her words were clipped, her tone honestly angry. If he hadn’t gone over the edge he’d come close to it, that was for sure.


“I’m just teasing, you know that.”


“That kind of teasing I can do without.”


Brandy had changed, Scott thought, since the summer. Her sense of humor—never her strongest suit to begin with—had diminished somehow, as if life just wasn’t as funny as it had once been. He liked it when she laughed, loved the contrast between her even white teeth and her dark face, but these days it happened less and less. Although she had thrown herself into her studies at Harvard, she didn’t seem any more removed from him—they held hands as they walked across campus just as they’d done before, they made love from time to time, they kissed when they parted and when they reunited. But the not-laughing thing bothered him, more than he wanted to admit even to himself.


He touched her shoulder gently. “I know. I’m sorry,” he said again. He hoped he sounded sincere. The other thing about Brandy—okay, he realized, this has always been true, but more so since the summer—was that he really hated to be on her bad side. Not just because he loved her and wanted to make her happy, but because she was a little scary when she was angry. He’d seen the power of rage now—Season Howe had demonstrated that—and Brandy was nowhere near that kind of level. But still, Scott guessed, he was a little gun-shy.


“Just … try to be an adult,” she admonished him. “Pretend, anyway.”


The rest of their apartment was dark, the only lights burning the ones in the dining area, where they did most of their studying. The table was almost lost under mounds of books and papers, with precious little space left for actual dining. A living room opened onto the dining area, with a computer, TV, and stereo system, and past that their cramped bedroom waited. Scott knew that he needed to put some space between them right now—space and time. If he turned on the TV or music, though, she’d complain that it was interfering with her studying. Instead, he grabbed a short-story anthology off one of the stacks on the table. “I’m going to read for a while,” he said, and headed toward the bedroom, where he could find solitude and solace until she decided to join him.


Space. And time.


UNLV would have usurped all of Josh Quinn’s time if he’d let it, but the casinos beckoned, and he couldn’t bring himself to ignore their call. Every time he saw them, neon shining so bright that the stars dimmed, he felt like Ulysses tied to the mast, trying to resist the sirens.


But there was no one to bind Josh down, and Ulysses hadn’t fared all that well either, come to think of it. So whenever he didn’t need to be in class—and sometimes when he did—Josh found himself haunting the Strip or the older casinos downtown. Ocean’s 11 country—the original, not the lame remake. On this night, that’s where he was, downtown at the Golden Nugget, enveloped in a soundtrack of bells and buzzers and clanging coins. He was too young to gamble by a few years but he had a fake ID that no one ever checked. He didn’t have much money to risk at the best of times, and this was not the best of times, so he resigned himself to video poker. It was hard to win big at that, but it was possible to play for a long time on a ten-dollar roll of quarters.


He’d been sitting at the machine for almost forty minutes, puffing on a succession of smokes, feeding the coins in one or two at a time, playing his hands with as much care as he could, considering the machine was also the dealer. He punched the deal button and was dealt two fives—hearts and clubs—the jack of spades, ten of hearts, and seven of diamonds. A nothing hand, pretty much, and he’d blown two quarters on it. Two hearts … he could shoot for a flush but that was almost a guaranteed loser. He had a pair, but that wouldn’t net him much. Keep the jack and dump the rest?


Finally he kept the two fives, pathetic as they were, and drew three new cards. Nine of spades and two eights. Now with two pair, the machine paid off. Still small change, but it would keep him going for a while.


If he ran out of money then he’d have to start the long walk back home. And if he did that, walking through the shadowed streets away from the lights and the action, then he’d think about her. About Season, and how she’d ripped the life from Daniel Blessing.


He didn’t want to think about that. Instead, he fed two more quarters into the slot.
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Home again, after far too long. The journey was an arduous one, as I had been in San Francisco when I received Mother Blessing’s urgent summons. Urgent or no, one can only cross this great nation at a certain speed, even by railroad. Arriving at Norfolk, I hired a carriage and drove to the old Slocumb site, where she keeps a skiff for precisely such visits.


Great Dismal Swamp greeted me as it always does, and this was my first real indication that I had indeed come home. The smells of the brackish water and the whitecedar, the screams and cries of blackbirds, warblers, and robins, the mechanical knocking of woodpeckers, the incessant drone of mosquitoes: All these things brought a rush of memory to my mind, memories of my youth growing up among these marshes and bogs, learning the craft at Mother Blessing’s side. No matter where I travel—to the jagged peaks of the Rocky Mountains, the softly sculpted dunes of Arabia, the villages of Europe—Great Dismal’s walls of trees and thick cover of ferns, mosses, camellia, and dwarf trillium remain the standard of natural beauty in my heart.


As I poled the skiff through the swamp, I watched for the long-missed but always-remembered landmarks—the lightning-split oak, the stand of baldcypress shaped like the corner of a log fort, the trio of stumps rumored to have been cut by George Washington himself, rising up from the water like swimmers seeking air—that would presently lead me to Mother Blessing’s cabin.


Soon enough, I was here, and that is when I learned the reason for her call. Mother Blessing lay atop her bed, flushed and fevered, writhing and thrashing in evident pain. I quickly performed a healing spell, glad that even through her delirium, she had been able to reach out to me in time. My spell calmed her and broke her fever, and before long she was sleeping soundly.


While waiting for her to recover, I cleaned the cabin, which had been clearly suffering from neglect due to her illness. By evening she was awake and alert enough to drink some broth I had prepared for her, and to take a cup of tea. After she had her strength back a bit, she told me that a witch down in South Carolina had cursed her after they’d had a disagreement over some small matter.


I write this now by candlelight, with Mother Blessing asleep again in her room, snoring softly. My spells have helped her, and she is of course powerful enough to help herself now that she’s on her guard. But tomorrow I must leave for South Carolina, to find the witch and make her remove the curse.


Or else I shall have to kill her. Either way will work.


I remain,


Daniel Blessing, April 7, 1881


Kerry had just shut the journal and replaced the leather thong that held it closed when Sonya and Dougie entered, arm in arm, laughing at some joke Kerry wasn’t privy to. “Hey, Kerry,” Dougie said by way of greeting. “That doesn’t look like any textbook I’ve ever seen. What is it?”


“It’s an old journal,” Kerry replied, not wanting to reveal any more than that. Dougie annoyed her—she considered him a typical frat boy but without the frat, all about using his college years to drink and party and have a good time, knowing that at the end of it his degree and his father’s connections would guarantee him a good job even if he never set foot in a classroom. She didn’t quite know what Sonya saw in him, but then she didn’t know Sonya well enough to speculate.


He disentangled himself from Sonya and reached for it. “Lemme see.”


Kerry jerked it away from his grasping hands. “It’s very old,” she insisted, “and fragile.”


Dougie screwed his blunt, good-old-boy features into a mask of hurt. “Jeez, I wasn’t gonna damage it,” he declared. “I just wanted to look at it.”


“Kerry’s pretty protective of her stuff,” Sonya told him. Kerry noted her tone, as if she were talking about someone who wasn’t in the room.


“Just the stuff that needs protecting,” she countered. “This journal is almost a hundred years old, and the paper is brittle. I can’t let anything happen to it.”


“It’s okay, Kerry—chill,” Sonya chided. “No one’s going to mess with it. Dougie’s just having fun.”


“More than you are, it looks like,” Dougie added. “Looks like you need a boyfriend, Kerry. You shouldn’t be sitting around here on a Saturday night with some moldy old book.”


“You don’t have to worry about me,” Kerry answered, wishing he’d just go away. She sat on her bed and picked up BoBo, her old childhood rag-doll clown. “I’m fine.”


“Tell you the truth, Kerry,” Sonya said, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial level, “we were kind of hoping you had gone out for a while, if you know what I mean.”


Sonya’s meaning couldn’t have been more clear. But do I want to do her that favor? Kerry asked herself. Do I want to clear out of my own room so she and her horndog boyfriend can have their fun … and maybe paw through my stuff—even Daniel’s journals—when they’re done?


Resigned, she gathered up the things she’d need to spend an hour in the common area. For about the millionth time since the semester had started, she wished she had a private room.


By the time she had settled on one of the couches in the third-floor lounge, Kerry was fuming. Two girls she knew vaguely shared another couch and spoke in hushed tones about a project they were working on together, but blessedly the TV was off and the faint smell of microwave popcorn that hung in the air when she entered dissipated quickly. She made it clear that she was there to study, not socialize, and she buried herself in the American history text that she should have been reading instead of Daniel’s journal. The words seemed dry and lifeless to her, though, especially compared to the journals, or even more, to Daniel’s voice, telling her things about her nation’s past that had never made it into the history books.


Kerry was trying, really and truly, to immerse herself in school, to put Daniel and Season and the rest of it behind her. And Kerry was someone who did what she put her mind to—they hadn’t called her Bulldog over the summer for nothing. So why couldn’t she just focus on the work? Why did images of Daniel pop up, unbidden, every time her mind wandered? Why did she keep seeing Season in every blond woman on campus?


The whole situation was just incredibly frustrating. She turned back to the history text and tried to read about the landing at Plymouth Rock, but the words just turned to fuzz before her eyes.


Daniel was there, in her dream, looking just as he had in life. His long-sleeved white shirt was clean and crisp, tucked into faded jeans, the sleeves rolled back a couple of times over muscular forearms. His hair was long and windblown, and he was laughing, head thrown back, mouth open, teeth even and white, gray eyes crinkled at the corners and dimples etched into his cheeks. He stood on a hill, at a slight distance from Kerry; she couldn’t reach him or even hear his laughter, which should have been booming.


She moved closer to him, or tried to. But for every step forward she took, the hilltop on which he stood seemed to move back. She tried calling out to him, shouting his name, but even her own voice vanished before it reached her ears.


Then a fog rolled in, as if from offshore-thick and wet, blotting out the view, blocking Daniel, then the entire hillside. Within seconds Kerry was alone, an island in a sea of white mist. Then even she was gone, the mist breaking her body into ever smaller chunks until it had disappeared completely.


Kerry Profitt’s diary, October 21.


And again with the nightmares, now. All I need, right? Having gotten rid of them once—thanks, I am now convinced, to the appearance of Daniel in my life—they are back, and, it seems, with a vengeance. This one wasn’t even all that scary in itself—I mean, the imagery wasn’t—but the overall feel of it creeped me out big time. Especially the way that Daniel was there, and then he wasn’t, and …


Oh, never mind. It’s different from the dreams I used to have, which I forgot as soon as they ended. And a year from now I won’t remember what the dream was, and this entry will make no sense.


Which distinguishes it from the rest of my life how, exactly?


Now Sonya is sleeping hard and I am wide awake, pretty much giving up on the idea of sleeping tonight. Fortunately the laptop screen gives off enough light so I can type without turning on a light and waking her highness. And since it’s fresh in my mind, I can’t stop thinking about the dream.


Its meaning? Obvious, I think. I miss Daniel. He was taken from me. Duh. Bonehead psych, no brainer.


The part where I disappear? A little tougher, that. Losing my identity? Maybe.


And maybe I should e-mail Brandy for a more comprehensive analysis. She’s the doc, after all. I have her addy—we all have each other’s, and have sent a few around since splitting up back in SD after the summer. But not as much as I thought we might, almost as if everyone wants to forget what happened, wants to leave Season and Daniel and the summer of our discontent well behind.


And really, who can blame ’em for that? It pretty much sucked. Find a great guy, and he dies. Find out witchcraft is real and scarier than you ever imagined, and the baddest witch around has it in for your new BF. Find out he’s been chasing her for almost 300 years, so you help him catch her, only to watch her kill him.


Yeah, summer means fun.


Okay, here’s the thing. School is just not happening for me. Sonya… ditto. Aunt Betty and Uncle Marsh check in from time to time, but I could be gone from here for a month before they knew it. So really, what’s keeping me here? Lack of someplace better to go?


Only, see, I have an idea about that, too.


I’ve been reading Daniel’s journals. That’s just about the only thing that’s held my interest, in fact. And Daniel is lost to me.


But that doesn’t mean that part of my life has to be lost. Mother Blessing is out there, in the Great Dismal Swamp. Season Howe is out there too, still at large, and now owing for yet another crime.


One that I take just a little bit personally.


So here’s my theory. I find Mother Blessing, convince her to teach me witchcraft, and then I hunt down Season Howe and give her what she deserves.


Nothing to it, right?


But did I mention people call me Bulldog?


More later.


K.
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“… McKinley’s policies, particularly his unwavering support of the gold standard, helped build confidence among business-people and limited the effects of the depression,” Professor Crain declared. “Which, incidentally, cemented Republican domination until the 1930s, at which time they lost it, largely due to the much greater Depression, which had been the ultimate result. Short term, the economy seemed to be doing well. But the truth was, that period was called the Gilded Age for a reason. The rich got richer and the poor became ever more destitute, and the gulf between them had never been greater. Long term, that helped lead to a financial collapse that was the most catastrophic in our nation’s history.”


Rebecca tried to take careful notes when Professor Crain spoke. She had already learned that he mingled historical fact with personal opinion in his lectures, and while he welcomed analysis that differed from his, one had better be prepared to back up one’s differences. In any case, she found herself agreeing with him more often that not. Word was, on almost any other college campus he’d have a reputation as a bit of an ideologue, but this was UC Santa Cruz, where nonconformity was the norm and strong opinions were highly valued.


Anyway, his lectures were always stimulating, and the difficulty of his essay tests, while legendary, helped keep her interested. Lately, she’d been having a harder and harder time even getting out of bed in the morning. Reynolds, their cat, had taken to sleeping on the bed with her in the mornings, and as the year progressed and the weather cooled, the cozy comfort of her quilt with a purring cat pressed against her became more and more difficult to leave. Knowing that to miss even one of Professor Crain’s lectures would lead to certain disaster come midterms helped spur her up and out of the house. Three afternoons a week, after class, she worked at a local coffee shop called the Human Bean, and that was the other motivating element—if she couldn’t make it to school, she likely wouldn’t make work either, and she’d be fired long before she flunked out.


After class she stepped from the lecture hall, blinking in the bright sunshine. Hector Gonzales, a classmate she’d become friendly with, followed her outside. “Party tonight,” he said as he sidled up beside her. “You got anything going on?”


She didn’t. “I don’t know if I’m up for a party,” she said vaguely.


“It’ll be fun. Two kegs, limited guest list—it’s at a private house, some friends of mine. Not a frat kind of thing.”


She knew that her hesitation stemmed from the same root as her disinterest in leaving the safety of her own bed. One never knew what might happen, around which corner doom might lurk. She’d never been brave, but she also hadn’t thought of herself as a fearful person. She was well on her way to becoming one, though. She didn’t want to turn into one of those people who were afraid to leave their own homes, but she felt that she was heading down that road. If she never left the safety of her room, she would be okay. It was other people, other places that were dangerous. She didn’t want to become antisocial, but if that was the only way to stay safe …


She shook her head violently, and when she looked back at Hector he was staring at her with evident concern. “I’m fine, sorry,” she assured him. “Just a little fried today.”


“I was worried for a second,” he said. “You aren’t getting that cold that’s going around, are you?”
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